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NOTE 

 

The dates used in this book up to February 1918 follow the old-style 
Julian calendar, which was in use in Russia until that month. In the 
nineteenth century the Julian calendar lagged twelve days behind the 
Gregorian calendar used in the West; in the twentieth century, the Julian 
calendar lagged thirteen days behind. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

PREFACE 

 

I have been thinking about this book all my life. My father dreamt of it till 
the day of his death. It is to him that I dedicate it. 

I can still see that antediluvian day in March 1953 when the improbable 
happened: the event which it would have been a crime even to think of in 
our country. 

I can see the unbearably bright March sunshine and the endless line of 
those eager to make their farewells to him. I see myself in the crowd of 
mourners. How lonely I felt among all those grief-crazed people. Because I 
myself hated him. 

I had suffered a revulsion of feeling toward Stalin as an upper-classman at 
school: a transition from mindless adoration to a no-less ardent hatred, 
such as only the very young experience and only after mindless love. 

This change of heart was brought about by my father and by his dangerous 
stories about Stalin. The real Stalin. Whenever my father spoke of him, he 
ended with the same words: Perhaps someday you will write about him. 

My father was an intellectual with a passionate love of European 
democracy. He often repeated a saying which he attributed to President 
Masaryk of Czechoslovakia: “What is happiness? It is having the right to 
go out onto the main square and to shout at the top of your voice, ‘Lord, 
what a bad government we have!’” My father came from a well-to-do 
Jewish family. He was a rising young lawyer, twenty-eight years old, when 
the February Revolution brought down the monarchy. He enthusiastically 
welcomed the bourgeois Provisional Government. This was his revolution. 
This was his government. 

But the few months of freedom were soon at an end, and the Bolsheviks 
came to power. 



Why did he—a highly educated man fluent in English, German, and 
French—not go abroad? It is the old, old story: he was always devoted to 
that great and tragic country. 

In the early twenties, while some vestige of freedom survived, my father 
edited an Odessan magazine called Shkvall (Squall) and wrote screenplays 
for early Soviet films. His close friends at the time were the writer Yuri 
Olesha, the theorist of the avant-garde Viktor Shklovsky, and also the film 
director Sergei Eisenstein. After my father’s death I discovered, 
miraculously preserved between the pages of one of his books, a letter 
from Eisenstein complete with a number of brilliant indent drawings—
relics of their youthful amusements. 

But the epoch of thought control arrived, and the country became a great 
prison. My father did not grumble but went on living, or rather existing, 
quietly, inconspicuously. 

He gave up journalism and began writing for the theater. He dramatized 
novels by one of the writers most esteemed by Stalin, Peter Andreevich 
Pavlenko, author of the scenarios for two famous films, The Oath and The 
Fall of Berlin, in which Stalin is among the dramatis personae. Pavlenko’s 
ultrapatriotic screenplay Alexander Nevsky, about the thirteenth-century 
Russian warrior who defeated the Teutonic Knights, was filmed by the 
great director Eisenstein. 

Pavlenko also wrote novels. Stalin conferred on him the highest of literary 
awards, the Stalin Prize, four times. Pavlenko had seen the Leader on a 
number of occasions. He had the entree to the magic circle surrounding 
the God-Man. 

Pavlenko’s name saved my father. Many of his friends vanished in the 
camps, but he himself was not touched. According to the logic of the time, 
my father’s arrest would have cast a shadow on the famous Pavlenko 
himself. 

My father realized, however, that this protection might end at any 
moment. He expected, and was prepared for, something horrible. Yet in 
spite of living under the ax, in spite of his thwarted career, he never 
stopped smiling. His favorite hero was the skeptical philosopher in 
Anatole France’s novel Les Dieux ont soif, a man who observed the horrors 
of the French Revolution with mournful irony. My father observed the 



dreadful life of Stalin’s Russia with the same sort of smile. Irony and 
compassion were his watchwords. 

In my memory he always wears that smile. 

 

My father died in 1969. That is when I began writing this book. I have 
written it with no feeling of hatred for the Boss. I wanted only to 
understand the man himself and the horror through which we lived: I 
wrote surrounded by ghosts of those whom I saw in my childhood. I have 
included their stories about the Boss in this book, stories which my father 
loved to retell, always ending with the same refrain: Perhaps someday you 
will write about him. 



 

 

 

PROLOGUE: THE NAME 

 

And authority was given it over every tribe and people and tongue and nation... 
and it was allowed to give breath to the image of the beast, so that the image of 
the beast should even speak, and to cause those who would not worship the 
image of the beast to be slain. 

—Revelation 13:7, 15 

 

Then a mighty angel took up a stone... and threw it into the sea, saying: “So 
shall Babylon the great city be thrown down with violence, and shall be found 
no more... for... all nations were deceived by thy sorcery. And in her was found 
the blood of prophets and of saints and of all who have been slain on earth.” 

—Revelation 18:21-24 

 

 

 

Every day the largest country in the world woke up with his name on its 
lips. All day long that name rang out in the voices of actors, resounded in 
song, stared out from the pages of every newspaper. That name was 
conferred, as the highest of honors, on factories, collective farms, streets, 
and towns. During the most terrible of all wars, soldiers went to their 
deaths intoning his name. During that war the city of Stalingrad bled 
almost to death; it lost all of its inhabitants, the ground became one great 
scab bristling with shells, but the city that bore his name was not 
surrendered to the enemy. During the political trials organized by him, his 
victims glorified his name as they died. Even in the camps, his portrait 
looked down on millions of people who, corralled behind barbed wire at 



his behest, turned rivers back in their course, raised cities beyond the 
Arctic Circle, and perished in their hundreds of thousands. Statues of this 
man in granite and bronze towered over the immense country. 

A gigantic statue of Stalin stood beside the Volga-Don canal— one of 
several built by his prisoners. One event in the history of that statue 
seems comically symbolic of the Stalin era: the custodian who looked after 
the statue was horrified to discover one day that migrating birds had 
taken to resting on its head. Birds cannot be punished. But people can. So 
the mortally terrified oblast authorities found a solution. They ran a high-
tension electric current through the gigantic head. So now the statue 
stood there surrounded by a carpet of dead birds. Every morning the 
custodian plowed the little corpses under, and, thus manured, the ground 
brought forth flowers. While the statue, cleansed of bird droppings, gazed 
out on the great expanse beyond the Volga, fertilized by the bodies not of 
birds but of human beings, by the unmarked graves of those who had built 
the great canal. 

To think how much he meant to us! Yuri Borisov, an important industrial 
manager in Stalin’s time, used to tell this story in the sixties: 

 

Comrade Stalin sent for me. I had been in conversation with him before. I 
went there with a mist before my eyes. I rapped out the answer to his 
question looking him straight in the eye and trying not to blink. We all 
knew that saying of his: “If a man’s eyes wander his conscience isn’t clear.” 
He listened to my answer, then held out his hand and said, “Thank you, 
comrade.” When I felt his handshake it was like being struck by lightning. I 
hid my hand inside my coat cuff, got into my car, and rushed home. 
Without stopping to answer my worried wife’s questions I went to the cot 
where my small son was sleeping, stretched out my hand, and rubbed his 
head with it, so that he too would feel the warmth of Stalin’s touch. 

 

Winston Churchill recalled, “Stalin made a very great impression on us... 
When he entered the conference room at Yalta everybody stood up as if at 
a word of command. And, strange to tell, for some reason stood with their 
hands along the seams of their trousers.” Churchill also said that on one 
occasion he was determined not to stand up, but when Stalin entered it 



was as if some extraterrestrial force lifted him from his seat. 

During the war President Roosevelt used to speak warmly of Stalin—
”good old Uncle Joe.” 

Even in 1959, when the whole world had heard of good old Uncle Joe’s 
crimes, Churchill, speaking in the House of Commons on the eightieth 
anniversary of Stalin’s birth, said, “It was Russia’s great good luck that in 
the years of its greatest tribulations the country had at its head a genius 
and an unyielding military leader like Stalin.” If only Churchill had known 
what the “unyielding military leader” had been planning in the distant 
days of March 1953. 

But on March 1, 1953, Stalin lay on the floor of his room, felled by a 
stroke. In the capital of his empire, an empire replete with his glory, in 
which he had made himself a god in his own lifetime, he lay helpless in an 
empty room, in a pool of his own urine. 

At different times he was called a paranoiac, a monster, or just a common 
gangster. 

But his character and the motives for his actions remain just as mysterious 
now as they were on the sunny March day of his death. Stalin stole away 
into the shadows of history in his soft Caucasian boots. But now after the 
fall of the Soviet empire, his own menacing shadow looms again on the 
horizon. The fallen empire, once the greatest of the twentieth century, 
remembers its founder more and more frequently, and “the Boss,” “Our 
Father and Teacher,” is returning to his country in a cloud of new and 
menacing myths. 

 

THE SECRET 

He had succeeded in plunging the story of his life and the whole history of 
his country into impenetrable darkness. Systematically destroying his 
comrades-in-arms, he at once obliterated every trace of them in history. 
He personally directed the constant and relentless purging of the archives. 
He surrounded with the deepest secrecy everything even remotely 
relevant to the sources of his power. He converted the archives into closely 
guarded fortresses. Even now, if you are given access to the documents 
which used to be so jealously guarded, you find yourself confronting yet 



another mystery. 

He had foreseen this too. 

Here are a few excerpts from the secret minutes of Politburo meetings, 
preserved in the President’s Archive: 

 

1920. “Decisions of the Politburo on particularly serious matters must not 
be recorded in the official minutes.” 

 

1923. “... in confirmation of a previous decision of the Politburo nothing 
except the final resolutions should be noted in the minutes of the 
Politburo.” 

 

1924. “The work of all employees of the Secretariat of the Central 
Committee is to be treated as a Party secret.” 

 

1927. Adoption of measures “to ensure maximum secrecy.” 

 

This secrecy was not his invention. It was traditional in the Order of 
Sword Bearers, as its leader, Stalin, once called the Communist Party. 

Stalin made the tradition absolute. 

So that the moment we set about writing his life, we set foot in that great 
darkness. 

 

THE PRESIDENT’S ARCHIVE 

As a student at the Institute of Historical-Archival Studies, I already knew 
about this most secret of all archives. It contained, my professor said, a 
wealth of secrets with which only those of the Vatican could compete. 

This archive was directly controlled by the leadership of the Communist 



Party and located in a secret department of its own. This was where 
documents originating in all those higher Party organs which governed 
the country for seven decades were preserved, together with Stalin’s 
personal archive. This was only right, since by then the history of the 
Party, and that of the country, had become Stalin’s history. This collection 
subsequently formed the basis of the “President’s Archive,” which was put 
together under Gorbachev. It was where the new president, Boris Yeltsin, 
discovered the secret agreements that Stalin made with Hitler’s Germany. 

I was given the unique opportunity to work in the President’s Archive. 

Documents from two other archives are also used in this book. First, there 
is the former Central Party Archive, the holy of holies of the Communist 
Party, previously inaccessible to historians. This is where the history of 
the underground group of revolutionaries who, in 1917, seized power over 
one-sixth of the world is preserved—in steel safes behind special doors. 
Documents in this archive are more often than not marked “Strictly 
Secret.” Now that the Party itself has collapsed, the Party Archive has 
bashfully changed its name and is now called the Russian Center for the 
Preservation and Study of Documents Relating to Modern History 
(RTsKhlDNI). But to me it will always be the Party Archive, and that is 
what I shall call it in this book. I yearned for so long to enter the Party 
Archive and have set foot in it only now that the reign of that incorrigibly 
conspiratorial party of which our hero was the head has ended. 

There are also, of course, what used to be the secret holdings of the State 
Archive of the October Revolution. After the collapse of the USSR, it 
swiftly changed its name to State Archive of the Russian Federation. This 
too I shall call by its former name—Archive of the October Revolution, a 
more accurate description. It contains documents relating to the 
Revolution and to famous Bolsheviks—Stalin’s murdered comrades-in-
arms—as well as Stalin’s Special Files (secret reports to the Leader). 

These are the three main archives in which I carried out my search for 
Stalin. The secret Stalin. The Stalin hidden from us for half a century. 

I shall also make use of documents from another archive that is in-
accessible even now. This is the archive of the former KGB. That is where 
we find the biggest “blood bank” in the world—the case records of those 
who were shot. Hundreds of thousands of them. I have been able with the 
help of “third parties” to consult certain documents of interest to me in 



that archive. 

It should be noted that the KGB Archive itself has begun lavishly 
publishing its documents since perestroika. But I never forget the words of 
a former KGB officer: “Just remember that this is sometimes one of the 
KGB’s little games—’fabrication with a view to publication.’” Putting it 
more simply—”Beware of Greeks bearing gifts.” This applies particularly 
to the memoirs of former KGB officers. Those of Ivan Sudoplatov, one of 
Stalin’s spies, may serve as an example. Special Assignments is their 
splendid title. Special assignments meant directing the enemy along a 
false trail, smearing Western idols, covering agents in the field, and 
naming nonexistent agents. Sudoplatov was still carrying on the struggle 
with one foot in the grave. Could the final “special assignment” for such 
people have been deathbed disinformation? 

After giving interviews in which I said that I was writing a book about 
“Stalin, the First Revolutionary Tsar,” I started receiving a lot of letters. 

I was amused by this repetition of what happened with my previous book, 
about the last Russian tsar, Nicholas II. 

These letters contain no sensational information, but they convey 
invaluable details about a vanished age, which has left behind a multitude 
of falsifications and the most mendacious literature in the world. For the 
most part, these letters were written by elderly people who had long ago 
withdrawn from active life and wished before departing this world to 
record what they had witnessed. They rarely say anything about 
themselves. As a rule, I know only a name and address (in some cases only 
the city from which the letter has come). This is not the result of 
carelessness, but of fear. That fear, inculcated in the people from their 
childhood by their Father and Teacher, will die only when they die. In my 
book I simply indicate the names of each of these unselfish coauthors and 
the town from which he or she wrote to me. I thank all of my voluntary 
helpers, inhabitants of the vanished empire called the USSR, yet another 
Russian Atlantis. 



 

 

INTRODUCTION:  

AN ENIGMATIC STORY 

 

 

 

I often recall a conversation which took place in the latter half of the 
sixties. I was young, but already the author of two fashionable plays, when 
I got to know Elena Sergeevna Bulgakova, the widow of the most mystical 
writer of the Stalin era. In Stalin’s lifetime, Mikhail Bulgakov was famous 
for several forbidden plays and for one which was staged, The Days of the 
Turhins. Stalin had a strange, barely comprehensible love for this play and 
went to see it at the Moscow Arts Theater on innumerable occasions. 

In the sixties most of Bulgakov’s works were banned, as before, and many 
fantastic stories were told about his life. The one that interested me was 
the story of his play about Stalin, and I asked Elena Sergeevna about it. 
The conversation that resulted seemed to me so remarkable that I wrote it 
down in my diary. 

 

Myself: I have heard that in 1939 there was some suggestion that Mikhail 
Sergeevich should write a play about Stalin. 

Elena Sergeevna: Perfectly true. It was indeed suggested. The director of the 
Moscow Arts Theater came to see us. He was the one who suggested 
writing such a play for Stalin’s jubilee. Misha was undecided at first but 
finally agreed—he had a special attitude to Stalin. He wrote an interesting 
romantic play about the young Koba [the young Stalin’s Party 
pseudonym]. At first everything went well. The theater accepted the play. 
Even the bureaucrats in charge of cultural matters were delighted. [Later I 
checked Elena Sergeevna’s story against her published diary. On May 11, 
1939, she had written, “B. (Bulgakov) reads his story at the Committee for 



the Arts. They liked the play very much.”] The theater intended to stage 
the play in December 1939, in honor of its hero’s sixtieth birthday. But 
then they submitted it to Stalin, and he vetoed it. That’s about all there is 
to be said. 

 

If I had not been a Soviet playwright myself at the time, I should have left 
it at that. As it was I recognized at once the bizarre nature of what I had 
been told. 

It was 1939, remember—at the height of the Stalinist terror. The whole 
country is in the grip of fear. Any ideological error is denounced as a 
hostile act. Who would have dared at such a time to commission from 
Bulgakov, the author of several forbidden plays, a play for the anniversary 
of the Leader himself? Commission it, what’s more, for the country’s 
premier theater? Those responsible for the arts at the time were already 
frightened out of their wits: who among them would have dared take such 
a responsibility upon himself? No one, of course, except... except the hero 
of the projected play himself, the unlikely devotee of Days of the Turbins. 

So then, it can obviously only have been Stalin who commissioned the 
play. Another question then arises. 

As a playwright myself, I knew very well that bureaucrats lived in constant 
fear. Even in the relatively safe sixties the cultural administrators did their 
best to avoid making decisions. Surely in the dreadful year 1939 
bureaucrats half dead with fear would not suddenly have found the 
courage to enthuse over a play by Bulgakov, who had made several 
mistakes in the past. It seems improbable! Or, rather, it becomes probable 
on one assumption: that the customer had approved it himself. 

Why then did he subsequently ban it? I continued my conversation with 
Elena Sergeevna: 

 

Myself: When was the play discussed?  

Elena Sergeevna: In the summer ... it was July.  

Myself: And when was it banned?  



Elena Sergeevna: In August. 

Myself:  Something must have happened between those two events? 

Elena Sergeevna (smiling; she could have read my thoughts): Misha 
arranged with the theater to go to Georgia. He was anxious to talk to 
eyewitnesses of events there, who remembered Koba in his youth. There 
were not many left by then, Koba had destroyed them all... We set off, the 
designer, the producer, I myself, and Misha... Misha dreamt of working in 
Georgian archives.  

Myself: In the archives? 

Elena Sergeevna: Yes, well, he’d been writing without any documents. 
When he asked the theater to help him consult documents about Stalin’s 
youth, the answer was that no such documents existed. So he decided to 
look for himself. We set out in perfect comfort, in an international 
carriage. We were getting ready to enjoy a banquet in our compartment 
when a telegram caught up with us: “Journey no longer necessary. Return 
to Moscow.” In Moscow Misha was informed that the play had been read 
in Stalin’s secretariat, and the verdict was that no one must try to turn 
Stalin into a literary image and put invented words into his mouth. Stalin 
himself was supposed to have said, “All young people are alike, why write a 
play about the young Stalin?” 

 

Stalin’s explanation was a strange one. Many works about the young Stalin 
were published in those years. But they were written just as the play had 
been—without documents. Their authors made use of official information 
about the life of the great revolutionary Koba. Of course! 

Bulgakov’s fatal mistake, obviously, was wanting to consult archival 
documents. The moment he tried to go beyond the limits of that official 
information, the play was doomed. The episode rebounded on the author 
with fatal results. Bulgakov fell sick and died. 

I remembered myself as a child, sitting in my room; in the adjoining room 
my father was talking to the writer Pavlenko, one of the most highly 
regarded writers of the Stalin era. My father was earning our livelihood by 
adapting Pavlenko’s novels for the stage. Pavlenko had written screenplays 
for films in which Stalin himself was portrayed. That day Pavlenko and my 



father were discussing future plans. The door was ajar, and I heard my 
father calmly asking, “Why don’t you write about the youth of Joseph 
Vissarionovich?... Nobody has done it properly. You lived in the Caucasus 
for a long time...” 

Pavlenko interrupted so harshly that I didn’t recognize his voice: “It’s no 
good trying to describe the sun before it has risen.” 

 

MORE RIDDLES: THE VANISHING BIRTHDAYS 

“Stalin (Dzhugashvili), Joseph Vissarionovich, was born on December 21 
(December 9, Old Style), 1879.” That is the birth date you will find in 
many of the world’s encyclopedias. It is a date I remember well. I 
committed the one and only crime of my life because of that date. In one 
of the lower forms at school we sent him birthday greetings every year. In 
a reverent silence I described my love for him. Like all my classmates I was 
a believer, and I trembled as I imagined him reading our letters. But back 
home, as I was telling my father what I had written, I realized with horror 
that I had made a grammatical mistake. And he, Stalin, would learn that I 
was illiterate. It was more than I could bear. As soon as it got light I went 
to school, broke a window, and crept into the staff room. I found the pile 
of compositions. What a stroke of luck: they hadn’t been checked yet. So I 
corrected my mistake. 

Now, ages later, I am sitting in the famous Central Party Archive. I have 
before me a photocopy of the entry in the records of the Cathedral of the 
Assumption at Gori registering the birth of Joseph Dzhugashvili. 

 

1878. Born December 6. Christened December 17, parents Vissarion 
Ivanovich Dzhugashvili, peasant, and his lawful wedded wife, Ekaterina 
Georgievna, residents of the township of Gori. Godfather—
Tsikhitatrishvili, peasant, resident of Gori. 

 

The sacrament was performed by Archpriest Khakalov, assisted by Sub-
deacon Kvinikidze. 

Was he then born a whole year and three days earlier than his official date of 



birth? The date which the whole country had celebrated solemnly for so 
many years? Had it been celebrating the wrong date all those years? The 
date given here is no mistake. The same archive contains young Joseph 
Dzhugashvili’s school-leaving certificate, issued by the Gori Junior 
Seminary. It reads: “Born on the sixth day of the month of December 
1878.” Here too we find a curriculum vitae written by Stalin himself in 
1920. The year 1878 is given in his own handwriting. 

The official date of birth is indeed fictitious. But when was it invented? 
And why? 

The first question is easily answered: the fictitious date first appears 
immediately after Stalin’s official elevation. In April 1922 Lenin made him 
Secretary General—head of the Party. And as early as December 1922, 
Stalin’s secretary Tovstukha makes out a new CV for him, in which he 
alters the year of his birth to 1879, and the day to December 21. From 
then onward, our hero avoided writing his own CV. His secretaries did it 
for him. The fictitious date was entered in their handwriting. As always, it 
had nothing to do with him. The false date became official. But again—
why? 

I am sitting in the former Party Archive with Tovstukha’s papers before 
me. He was Stalin’s confidential assistant until 1935. He died in that year, 
luckily for him, inasmuch as after that date Stalin would destroy most of 
his entourage. 

I peruse Tovstukha’s papers, trying to find some sort of clue, but he left no 
diaries, no personal records of any kind. For that matter, those whom he 
served behaved likewise. On principle. Neither Stalin nor Lenin nor any of 
their associates kept diaries. For the revolutionary, nothing personal is 
supposed to exist. Only the Party and its cause. This useful principle 
enabled them to take their Party’s secrets to the grave. 

During a break from my work, an old man comes up to me in the 
corridor—one of those Party ancients who while away their leisure hours 
in the archives. He does not introduce himself, and I do not ask his name. 
I know from experience that it pays not to be inquisitive if you hope to 
obtain interesting information. This is what he says: 

 



I see you’re interested in Tovstukha. I used to meet him at one time, in 
fact I even worked with him. He was a tall, thin man, typical intellectual. 
Died of tuberculosis. I visited him in the government sanatorium, the 
Pines, when he lay dying. He asked me to play the revolutionary songs of 
his youth on my guitar. He wept. He didn’t want to die. Stalin had him 
buried in the Kremlin wall. He appreciated Tovstukha’s services. 
Tovstukha had been his secretary. But, no less important, he was 
effectively in charge of the Party Archive. He collected all the Lenin docu-
ments. Stalin used those documents to destroy his opponents. One of his 
secretaries, Bazhanov, escaped abroad. He had a lot to say about 
Tovstukha in his book. But he didn’t realize what Tovstukha’s most 
important service to Stalin was. It happened when Stalin was already the 
country’s Boss. In 1929 it was decided to make Stalin’s fiftieth birthday 
the occasion for nationwide celebrations. Tovstukha began removing from 
the archives all documents concerning Stalin, particularly his 
prerevolutionary career, ostensibly in order to write a full biography. But 
no full biography appeared. The mountain brought forth a mouse: the 
result was the misbegotten Short Biography. He collected the documents to 
make sure that they were never published. Putting it more precisely, he 
suppressed documents. But I don’t think it was his own idea. We were all 
his servants. We all did whatever Stalin, the Boss, wanted. As soon as he 
got hold of documents, Tovstukha referred them to the Boss. And they 
often didn’t return. The explanation given to people like me, who worked 
with Tovstukha, was Stalin’s modesty: he didn’t like superfluous mentions 
of his past. And the superfluous included all documents about his life 
before October 1917. People quoted a remark of his: “I did nothing worth 
mentioning compared with other revolutionaries.” 

 

I often remembered the old man’s words as I looked through Tovstukha’s 
papers. Take his correspondence with the accredited historian of the Party, 
Emelyan Yaroslavsky. In 1935 Yaroslavsky contemplated writing a 
biography of the Leader. He wrote to Tovstukha saying that he would like 
to consult sources for Stalin’s life before October 1917 and asked what 
Tovstukha thought about his idea of writing a detailed biography of the 
Leader. Tovstukha replied, “I feel skeptical... the materials for this purpose 
are practically nonexistent. The archival sources are poor, they get you 
nowhere.” Yaroslavsky was experienced enough to know who was dictating 



Tovstukha’s answer, and there was an immediate change of plan. He wrote 
his biography of Stalin—but without using new documents. 

There is a widely known story that the reason Stalin cooled toward Gorky 
was the great proletarian writer’s stubborn reluctance to write the 
Leader’s biography. But Tovstukha’s archive points to a different expla-
nation. Gorky evidently asked Tovstukha for materials to write the biog-
raphy. And Tovstukha replied: “I am sending you, rather late in the day, 
some materials relevant to the Stalin biography. As I warned you, the 
materials are pretty meager.” 

This delay in answering the great proletarian writer, in such a context, 
could mean only one thing: that the biography should not be written. 
Gorky promptly dropped the idea. 

All these stories show that Stalin did not want to recall the life of the 
revolutionary Koba and was perhaps so eager to distance himself from it 
that he even changed the date of his birth. 

What was it in Koba’s career that inspired such obvious unease in Stalin? 
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THE LITTLE ANGEL 

 

 

 

“Look at the map. You will see that the Caucasus is the center of the 

world.” 

—An English traveler 

 

 

 

Soso’s TOWN 

It is 1878. The little Georgian town of Gori, birthplace of Joseph (losif) 
Dzhugashvili, slumbers against a background of distant mountains. 

Soso, his mother called him, Georgian fashion. 

Maxim Gorky, who was to be Stalin’s favorite writer, wandering around 
the Caucasus at the end of the nineteenth century, described Gori as 
follows: 

 

Gori, a town at the mouth of the river Kura, quite small, no bigger than a 
fair-sized village. There is a high hill in the middle of it. On the hill stands 
a fortress. The whole place has a picturesque wildness all its own. The 
sultry sky over the town, the noisy, turbulent waters of the Kura, 
mountains in the near distance, with their “City of Caves,” and farther 
away the Caucasus range, with its sprinkling of snow that never melts. 



 

This sets the scene in which our hero’s life begins. An ominous note is 
introduced into this idyllic landscape by the grim ruins looking down on 
the town from a steep cliff—the ruins of the castle from which Georgian 
feudal princes once ruled that region and waged bloody war on the 
Georgian kings. 

We cross the bridge over the Kura into the little town. Gori wakes at 
sunrise, before the burning heat sets in. Herdsmen go from yard to yard to 
collect the cows. Sleepy people sit on little balconies. Church doors are 
unlocked and old women in black hurry to the morning service. Rafts 
speed down the boisterous Kura. Listless water carriers follow the 
movements of the daring raftsmen as they fill the leather bottles which 
they will then carry from house to house on the backs of their skinny 
nags. 

The long main street bisects the town. It used to be called Tsarskaya 
Street, because Tsar Nicholas I once visited Gori. Later, of course, it 
became Stalin Street. Little shops and two-storied houses hide among 
trees. This is the lower part of the town, in which the rich live. From Gori, 
Armenian, Azerbaijani, and Jewish merchants once traded with the whole 
world. As you would expect in an Eastern town, the center of its life was 
the market—a typical oriental bazaar. Along its dark aisles innumerable 
little shops sold everything imaginable, from matches to precious stones. 
Tailors measured their clients outside in the street: the tailor sprinkled 
soot on the ground, the client lay down, and the tailor sat on him, pressing 
him into the soot. Nearby, barbers would give haircuts and shampoos, or 
draw teeth with pliers. Shopkeepers drank wine and played nardy (a board 
game like chess). The town mad-man might turn up in the market, 
followed by a crowd of teasing boys. 

 

Little Soso often came to bazaar. His mother did the laundry for a Jewish 
merchant who traded there. Soso never teased the madman. Soso 
defended him. The Jewish merchant was softhearted. He pitied the 
madman and often gave Soso presents for being kind to him. Soso shared 
the money with us to buy sweets. Although Soso’s family was poor, he 
despised money. (Letter from N. Goglidze, Kiev) 



 

Life was quite different in the upper town, where the future Leader’s 
father, the cobbler Vissarion (Beso) Dzhugashvili, lived. He had set up 
house in a hovel after marrying Ekaterina (Keke) Georgievna Geladze, who 
had been born into the family of a serf. Her father died early, but although 
money was short her mother somehow saw to it that Keke learned to read 
and write. She was not yet sixteen when she met Dzhugashvili, who had 
only recently arrived in Gori from his family’s little village of Didi Lilo. 

 

A DANGEROUS GREAT-GRANDFATHER 

There is a story attached to the family’s arrival in Didi Lilo. Beso’s 
forebears had previously lived in a mountain hamlet in the Liakhvis 
Ravine. Like Keke’s, they were serfs. Their masters were Georgian warrior 
princes—the princely Asatiani family. Soso’s great-grandfather Zaza 
Dzhugashvili took part in a bloody peasant revolt. He was seized, cruelly 
flogged, and thrown into jail. He escaped, rebelled again, was arrested 
again, and again escaped. That was when he settled in the village of Didi 
Lilo, near Tiflis (now Tbilisi), got married, and at last found peace. 

The old rebel’s son Vano took no part in peasant risings, but lived a life of 
peace and quiet. He, however, left two sons, Beso and Georgi. Their 
grandfather’s spirit was reborn in them. The wild Georgi was knifed in a 
drunken brawl, and Beso, no mean brawler and drunkard himself, left the 
quiet village for Tiflis. It was there that the semiliterate Beso became a 
shoemaker, working in the big Adelkhanov leather factory, which supplied 
boots to the troops in the Caucasus. 

Beso once visited friends of his in Gori, also shoemakers. Their guild was 
the largest in the town, ninety-two strong. There he first set eyes on the 
sixteen-year-old Keke. Girls mature early in Georgia. A sixteen-year-old 
has been an adult woman for some time. Did she fall in love with Beso? 
Among people so poor, struggling to exist, common sense will pass for 
love. She had no dowry, and he was a shoemaker— in other words, he 
would never be short of a crust. It was a good match. 

Excerpt from the register of marriages for 1874: 

 



Joined in wedlock on May 17, Vissarion Dzhugashvili, peasant, 
temporarily resident in Gori, Orthodox Christian, age of bridegroom 24, 
and Ekaterina, daughter of Glakh Geladze, peasant, formerly resident in 
Gori, deceased. Orthodox Christian, her first marriage, aged 16. 

 

This was how Beso Dzhugashvili became a Gori resident. 

Wedding feasts go on for a long time in Georgia. The guests drink to the 
music of pipers for days on end. So she was able to learn a great deal about 
her chosen one before the celebrations were over. Drinking in Georgia is 
an occasion for jollity and for endless toasts. But Beso was a morose and 
frightening drinker. He got drunk quickly. And instead of delivering the 
eulogies customary at a Georgian feast, he was soon looking for a fight. He 
was a man consumed by anger. He was dark, of medium height, lean, low-
browed, with mustache and beard. Koba would look very much like him. 
Keke was pretty, with a light complexion and freckles. She was religious 
and literate. She loved music. 

In the early years of her marriage Keke gave birth regularly, but her 
children died one after another. In 1876 Mikhail died in his cradle, and 
Georgi died soon after birth. Nature seemed to be against the birth of a 
child to the morose bootmaker. 

 

THE DEVIL AMIRAN 

Near the ruined castle of Gori there is a strangely shaped boulder. A huge, 
perfectly spherical ball of stone. According to popular legend, the giant 
Amiran had played ball with it. Amiran was a Caucasian variant of 
Prometheus, but he was an evil Prometheus, a demon of destruction 
chained up somewhere on the summit of the Caucasus range. There was 
an ancient custom in Gori: once a year all the blacksmiths hammered on 
their anvils in the night so that this terrible spirit of destruction would 
not descend from his cliff. 

 

BUT THE BLACKSMITHS HAMMERED IN VAIN 

On December 6, 1878, a third boy was born to Keke. Keke prayed hard for 



God to grant the child life. And her prayer was answered: the infant lived. 
He was christened on December 17. This boy would play with the 
terrestrial globe as Amiran had played with his stone ball. 

The shoemaker Beso’s little home survives to this day. In the years of 
Stalin’s greatness a marble pavilion was erected over his hovel. Stalin, the 
ex-seminarist, remembered that this had been done with the stable in 
which the Savior was born. 

A little single-story brick house... The morose Beso sat outside cutting the 
leather for his boots. Father, mother, and son shared the one and only 
room. There was also a dark, smoke-blackened basement. 

The scant light through the basement window illuminates a wooden 
cradle. His cradle, in which two infants before him—his dead brothers—
had once wept and wailed. 

Soso, then, survived. And Keke, in gratitude for the life vouchsafed him, 
resolved to dedicate the infant to God’s service. 

Soselo (“Little Soso”), as she tenderly called him, must become a priest. 

The part of the town in which Beso’s house stood was known as the 
Russian quarter, because Russian soldiers were stationed in a barracks 
nearby. So other children often called Soso “the Russian.” This would lodge 
in his subconscious, with strange results. He would never feel the stirring 
of Georgian nationalist sentiment. Only his first revolutionary 
pseudonym—almost a childish nickname—had any connection with 
Georgia. As a professional revolutionary, he used only Russian names 
when living underground. He would later describe his homeland sarcas-
tically as “that small area of Russia which calls itself Georgia.” 

 

His MOTHER: SHAMEFUL RUMORS 

Our hero’s childhood is dimly lit. The marble pavilion covering Beso’s little 
house conceals many secrets. 

“My parents were simple people, but they treated me not so badly,” Stalin 
said in conversation with the German writer Emil Ludwig. A very different 
story was sometimes told in Georgia. 



 

I lived in Tiflis up to the age of seventeen, and one close acquaintance of 
mine was an old woman who had previously lived in Gori. She told me that 
he invariably referred to his mother as “the prostitute.” In Georgia even 
the most desperate criminals respect their mothers. After the age of 
seventeen Stalin visited his mother perhaps twice. He did not come to her 
funeral. (Marina Khachaturova, Russian journalist, in conversation with 
author) 

 

His mother never went to see him in Moscow. Can you imagine a Georgian 
becoming Tsar and not sending for his mother? He never wrote to her. He 
didn’t come to her funeral... They say that he openly referred to her as “the 
old prostitute,” or something of the sort. The fact is that Beso lived in 
Tiflis, and never sent them money. That drunkard spent it all on drink. 
Keke had to work for her living and to pay for her son’s education, so she 
went round the houses of the rich, laundering and sewing. She was quite 
young. You can imagine the rest. Even in his lifetime, when everybody was 
afraid of everything, people said, “Stalin was not the son of that illiterate 
Beso.” One name mentioned was that of Przhevalsky. (Letter from N. 
Goglidze, Kiev) 

 

The Russian explorer Przhevalsky did indeed visit Gori. His mustachioed 
face, in encyclopedias published in Stalin’s time, is suspiciously like that of 
Stalin. 

 

After Stalin’s death, when terror disappeared, people started naming 
several supposititious fathers. There was even one Jew, a merchant, 
among them. But the name most often mentioned was that of Yakov 
Egnatashvili. He was a wealthy wine merchant, a boxing enthusiast, and 
one of those Keke worked for. 

 

Yakov Egnatashvili must have had some reason for funding Soso’s 
seminary education. People said that Stalin called his first son Yakov in 



honor of Egnatashvili... I have seen a portrait of this Georgian hero ... he 
was certainly nothing like the puny Soso... But, obviously, whenever Beso 
came back from Tiflis he would hear all these rumors. Perhaps that is why 
he used to beat little Soso like he did. He would beat his wife half to death 
as well. Mother and son used to take refuge with neighbors. So when 
Stalin grew up, he could not help despising his fallen mother, as any 
Georgian would. That was why he never invited her to Moscow, and never 
wrote to her. (Letter from N. Goglidze, Kiev) 

 

Even in his lifetime, when people vanished for a single wrong word about 
him, he was openly spoken of as the illegitimate son of the great 
Przhevalsky. These stories could go unpunished only because they had 
approval from on high. It wasn’t just his hatred for his drunken father, but 
a matter of political importance. The point is that he had, by then, become 
Tsar of all Russia. So instead of the illiterate Georgian drunkard, he 
wanted an eminent Russian for his daddy. But in Georgia a married 
woman who goes astray is a fallen woman. This was the origin of the dirty 
legends about his mother. (Letter from I. Nodia, Tbilisi) 

 

THE TRUTH ABOUT His MOTHER 

In the summer of 1993 I was given permission to work in the President’s 
Archive. I enter the Kremlin through the Spassky Gate—which used to see 
the entrance of a long cortege of identical automobiles, with the Leader’s 
car concealed somewhere among them. A panorama opens out before me: 
golden domes, the Tsar Cannon (the biggest cannon in the world in the 
seventeenth century, which proved incapable of firing) and nearby 
another giant, the Tsar Bell, which cracked as soon as it was cast and never 
rang. Stalin saw these two derisory symbols of old Russia every day. 

I turn right, just as his car would have done, because in 1993 the 
President’s Archive was in Stalin’s former quarters in the Kremlin. The 
apartment has been converted, but the high doors, with glass knobs which 
once felt the warmth of his hands, are still there. As is the old mirror 
which seems still to hold his reflection. I sit under Stalin’s ceiling and look 
through his personal papers. 



“Medical History of J. V. Stalin, Patient of the Kremlin Poly-clinic”... 
similar medical records for his wife, who died in mysterious 
circumstances... his correspondence with his wife, affectionate words, put 
on paper by a terrible man ... his correspondence with his children... and... 
his letters to his mother. 

Yes, it was all false—the story of his hatred for his mother, of his calling 
her “the prostitute.” He had loved her and written to her as any son should 
all those years, right up to her death. Little yellowing pages, covered with 
bold handwriting in the Georgian script. (His mother never succeeded in 
learning Russian.) 

After the Revolution, he installed the former laundress and housemaid in 
a palace, formerly that of the tsar’s viceroy in the Caucasus. But she 
occupied only one tiny room, like her little room in their old hovel. She sat 
there with her friends, other lonely old women clad all in black, like so 
many crows. 

His letters to her were brief. As his wife would explain later, he hated long 
personal letters. “16 April 1922: Dear mama. Greetings, keep well, don’t 
let sorrow enter your heart. Remember the saying ‘while I live I will live 
joyously, when I die the graveyard worms will rejoice.’” He ends almost 
every letter with good wishes in traditional Georgian form: “Live ten 
thousand years, mama dear.” 

The sort of letters a loving son usually writes. He sends her photographs 
of his wife, money, medicines, begs her not to be downhearted in spite of 
her many ailments. And sees to it that his wife accompanies his short 
letters with long ones of her own. 

From one of his wife’s letters to his mother: “Everything is fine with us. 
We... were expecting you here, but it seems you couldn’t manage it.” Yes, it 
was the other way round: they invite his mother, they ask her to come and 
see them. But she will not come. Yet his mother never overlooks the 
slightest sign of neglect on the part of her busy son. He has to make 
excuses: “Greetings, Mama dear... It’s a long time since I got a letter from 
you. I must have offended you, but what can I do, God knows how busy I 
am.”... “Greetings, Mama dear. Of course I owe you an apology for not 
writing recently. But what can I do—I’m snowed under with work and 
couldn’t take time out to write.” 



They continually invited his mother to Moscow. And she continually 
refused to come. In one of her last letters, his wife writes despairingly: 
“Still, summer is not that far off, maybe we shall see each other. But why 
don’t you come to us sometime? It’s very embarrassing the way you spoil 
us with presents.” So then—she spoiled them by sending presents but 
would not go to see them, however much they begged her. They had 
installed her in a palace, but she persisted in living in one room. 

Yes, but he spent his holidays in the Caucasus, not very far away, and 
wouldn’t go to see her. Or was he afraid to? Whatever the truth may be, it 
was not until 1935, when he knew that she was very ill and that he might 
never see her again, that he went there. Stalinist propaganda converted 
their meeting into a Christmas story. But two snippets of truth slipped 
through the net (remembered by N. Kipshidze, a doctor who treated Keke 
in her old age). 

“Why did you beat me so hard?” he asked his mother. “That’s why you 
turned out so well,” Keke answered. 

And: “Joseph—who exactly are you now?” his mother asked him. 

It was difficult not to know who her son had become, when his portrait 
was displayed on every street. She was simply inviting him to boast a bit. 
And he did. “Remember the tsar? Well, I’m like a tsar.” To which she said 
something so naive that the whole country laughed heartily: “You’d have 
done better to have become a priest.” 

But this reply, from a pious woman, sums up his tragedy, and the whole 
secret of her relations with her son. 

 

His CHILDHOOD: BEAT HIM! 

Drunken Beso was, of course, Soso’s real father—you have only to 
compare pictures of father and son. It could not have been otherwise: 
Keke was a chaste and deeply religious girl. And anyway, husband and wife 
were never apart in the year of Soso’s birth. Beso lived in Gori at that time, 
making boots to order for the Adelkhanov factory in Tiflis. And drinking. 
There were dreadful scenes. N. Kipshidze remembered stories she told 
him: “One day when his father was drunk he picked him up and threw him 
violently to the floor. There was blood in the boy’s urine for days 



afterwards.” The big fistfights with no holds barred—that was what little 
Soso saw from the day he was born. 

In the early years, when these drunken horrors occurred, the hapless Keke 
would grab the terrified child and run off to the neighbors. But a more 
mature Keke, toughened by heavy work, resisted her husband more 
stubbornly from year to year, while drunken Beso grew weaker. The time 
came when she fearlessly exchanged blow for blow, and Beso began feeling 
more and more uncomfortable at home, where he was no longer lord and 
master. It was more than the morose Beso could bear. That, evidently, was 
why he took it into his head to leave for Tiflis and the Adelkhanov factory. 
Mother and son were left to themselves. 

It was not only in his features that the boy resembled his father. “His 
harsh home life left him embittered. He was an embittered, insolent, rude, 
stubborn child with an intolerable character.” Thus was he described by 
112-year-old Hana Moshiashvili, a Georgian Jewish woman, once a friend 
of Keke, who emigrated to Israel in 1972. “His mother was head of the 
family now, and the fist which had subdued his father was now applied to 
the upbringing of their son. She beat him unmercifully for disobedience.” 

The verb to beat lodged forever in his subconscious. To beat also means “to 
educate.” It was to be his favorite word in the fight with political 
opponents. 

 

ANTI-SEMITISM 

The seeds of another cruel feeling were planted in his childhood. 

Anti-Semitism is not a Caucasian characteristic. From ancient times 
innumerable peoples have lived in the Caucasus, side by side. The 
Georgian Prince A. Sumbatov writes, “Persecution of the Jews was un-
known in Georgia. Significantly, there is no Georgian equivalent of the 
insulting Russian word zhid. The only word used is uria, corresponding to 
the Russian evrei [Hebrew].” The Jews had been in Georgia since time 
immemorial, as small tailors, moneylenders, shoemakers. Jewish cobblers 
were expert at making Georgian boots to suit any taste: because they were 
well-to-do and consummate masters of their craft, they were hated by the 
drunken ne’er-do-well Beso. As a small child Soso was given his first 



lessons in malice toward the Jews by his father. 

When Beso left, Keke did not go back on her vow: little Soso must become 
a priest. Needing money for his education, she would take on any job that 
was offered—helping with housework, sewing, laundering. Keke knew 
that the boy had an unusual memory and was capable of learning. He was 
also musical, like his mother—and that was important if he was to 
officiate in church. 

Keke often worked now in the houses of rich Jewish traders. Her friend 
Hana recommended her to them. And her skinny little boy went with her. 
While she did the chores, the bright boy amused the householders. They 
liked this clever child. David Pismamedov, a Gori Jew, was one of them: “I 
often gave him money and bought books for him. I loved him like my own 
son, and he reciprocated.” Had he but known how proud and touchy that 
boy was! How Soso hated every kopeck he accepted! 

Many years later, in 1924, David went to Moscow and decided to look up 
the boy Soso, who had by then become General Secretary of the ruling 
party: “They wouldn’t let me in at first, but when he was told who wanted 
to see him he came out himself, embraced me, and said ‘My grandpa’s 
come, my father.’” 

Perhaps this meeting gave rise to the rumor about a rich Jewish father... 
But Stalin simply wanted David, once a very rich man, to see what the 
miserable beggar Soso had become. To the end of his days he went on 
naively settling accounts with his poverty-stricken childhood. It was then, 
in his childhood, that his beloved mother’s humiliation, their everlasting 
hunger, their poverty, sowed hatred and resentment in the morbidly 
touchy boy’s mind. Hatred above all for them—those rich Jewish traders. 

 

Little Joseph got used to our family and was like a son to us... They argued 
a lot, the little Joseph and the big one (my husband). When he got a bit 
older, Soso often said to big Joseph: “I respect you greatly, but look out: if 
you don’t give up trade I shan’t spare you.” As for Russian Jews, he 
disliked the lot of them. (Hana Moshiashvili) 

 

(This was not something she had imagined. His son Yakov would express 



exactly the same sentiments years later, as a POW in the Second World 
War. He told an interrogator, “I have only one thing to say about the Jews. 
They don’t know how to work. As they see it, trade is what really 
matters.”) 

Soso’s feelings were reinforced by jealousy and resentment. Insulting 
gossip about his mother and her visits to the homes of rich Jews made its 
furtive appearance at this time. This is how anti-Semitic feelings, so alien 
to the Caucasus, developed in little Soso. His friend Davrishevi 
remembered his grandmother reading the New Testament to them—the 
story of Judas’s kiss of betrayal. “‘But why didn’t Jesus draw his saber?’ 
little Soso asked indignantly. ‘He couldn’t do that,’ Grandma answered. ‘He 
had to sacrifice himself for our salvation.’” That was something little Soso 
was incapable of understanding. All through his childhood he had been 
taught to answer blow with blow. He resolved to do what seemed to him 
the obvious thing: to take vengeance on the Jews! Even in those days he 
was a good organizer, but he himself remained behind the scenes for fear 
of his mother’s heavy hand. One typical plan was carried out by little 
friends—they let a pig into the synagogue. They were found out but did 
not give Soso away. Shortly afterward an Orthodox priest told his 
parishioners in church, “There are those among us, some lost sheep, who a 
few days ago committed a sacrilege in one of God’s houses.” That was quite 
beyond Soso’s understanding. How could anyone defend people of another 
faith?! 

 

“ANGELIC VOICES” 

In 1888 Keke’s dream came true. Soso entered the Gori Church School. His 
mother had seen to it that he was as good as the rest of them. Keke 
decided to change her clientele: from then on she laundered and cleaned in 
his teachers’ houses. 

The Gori Church School was a big, two-story building. It had its own 
chapel in the upper story. It was there that another pupil, David 
Suliashvili, first saw him. 

 

It was a church fast, and three singers sang the penitential prayers. Those 



with the best voices were always selected and Soso was always one of 
these... At vespers three boys in surplices chanted the prayers on their 
knees... the angelic voices of the three children... the golden chancel gates 
were open... the priest lifted up his hands to heaven, and we prostrated 
ourselves, filled with an ecstasy not of this world. 

 

Like Soso, David Suliashvili would complete his studies for the priesthood 
only to become a professional revolutionary instead. Subsequently, their 
paths parted: Suliashvili’s successful rival went on to become the country’s 
Leader and dispatch him to a prison camp, together with other old 
Bolsheviks. 

But for the moment they were kneeling in their little church. Who could 
have known that this angelic little boy would become the man who would 
destroy more people than all the wars in history? 



 

 

2 

CHILDHOOD RIDDLES 

 

 

 

THE THREE MUSKETEERS 

Mikhail Peradze (who also attended the Gori Church School) tells us: 

 

Soso’s favorite game was krivi (a sort of collective boxing match between 
children). There were two teams of boxers: one drawn from those who 
lived in the upper town, the other representing the lower town. We 
pummeled each other unmercifully, and weedy little Soso was one of the 
craftiest scrappers. He had the knack of popping up unexpectedly behind a 
stronger opponent. But the well-fed children from the lower town were 
always stronger. 

 

Peradze—the most powerful boxer in the town—invited Soso to change 
sides (“our team is the stronger”), but he refused. Of course he did—on 
the other team he was number one. He never lost his love of “beating.” 

Soso also had the knack of dominating others. He organized an elite group 
from among the strongest boys. He called them the “Three Musketeers.” 
Petya Kapanadze, Grisha Glurdzhidze, and Peradze were the three 
strongest boys and carried out the orders of the pocket d’Artagnan, Soso, 
without a murmur. After he had become Stalin and annihilated the 
revolutionary Koba’s comrades-in-arms, he still preserved a sentimental 
attachment (unusual for him) to little Soso’s friends. In the hungry years 
of the war he sent all three of them what were, for that time, considerable 
sums of money. “Please accept a small gift from me. Yours, Soso,” the 



sixty-eight-year-old writes to the septuagenarian Petya Kapanadze, little 
Soso’s friend. This and other, similar notes are still to be found in his 
archives. 

The course at the Gori Church School lasted four years, and throughout 
his time there Soso was the star pupil. Students were not allowed to leave 
the building in the evening. A boyhood friend of his recalls that “the 
people who were sent to check up always found Soso indoors and busy 
with his lessons.” While his mother was doing other people’s housework 
he studied diligently. And she was happy: he would be a priest. 

One of the teachers, Dmitri Khakhutashvili, would be remembered by his 
pupils for the rest of their lives. He introduced the discipline of the rod, in 
the fullest sense, into the classroom. The boys had to sit stock-still, with 
their hands on the desk in front of them, and look their fearsome teacher 
straight in the eye. If one of them showed signs of life and looked away, he 
would be rapped on his knuckles immediately. “If your eyes wander it 
means you’re up to something nasty” was the teacher’s favorite saying. 
Little Soso learned, and never forgot, the power of a steady gaze and the 
terror felt by a man who does not dare to look away. 

Teachers in the Church School gave their pupils a rough time. There were 
exceptions: Belyaev, the supervisor, was kind and gentle. But because the 
pupils were not afraid of him, they did not respect him. That was another 
lesson for Soso to remember. One day Belyaev took the boys to the City of 
Caves—those mysterious caverns in the mountains. On the way there 
they had to cross a wide and turbulent stream. Soso and the other boys 
jumped over, but tubby Belyaev couldn’t manage it. One of his pupils 
stepped into the water and “made a back” for the teacher. That was his 
only hope of crossing the stream. They all heard Soso’s quiet voice saying, 
“What are you then, a donkey? I wouldn’t make a back for the Lord God 
himself.” He was morbidly proud, like many people who have been 
humiliated too often. 

 

THE DEVIL’S HOOF 

He was also defiantly rude, as children with physical defects often are. As 
if it wasn’t enough to be small and weedy, his face was pockmarked, the 
legacy of an illness at the age of six. “Pocky” was his nickname in police 



reports. But that wasn’t all. 

 

He was an excellent swimmer but shy about swimming in the Kura. His 
foot was deformed in some way, and my great-grandfather, who was in the 
upper classes at school with him, once twitted him with having “the devil’s 
hoof in his shoe.” It cost him dear. Soso said nothing. But the school 
strongman, Peradze, used to follow Soso around like a dog on a leash in 
those days. My great-grandfather had forgotten all about it when Peradze 
gave him a savage beating. (Letter from K. Dzhivilegov) 

 

In the President’s Archive, reading the “Medical History of J. V. Stalin,” I 
turned a page and found this written about our hero: “Webbed toes on left 
foot.” 

 

THE MYSTERIOUS ARM 

In innumerable pictures Stalin is portrayed with the fingers of his left 
hand curled around a pipe. This famous pipe, which became part of his 
image, was really intended to conceal the deformity of his left hand. He 
told his second wife, Nadezhda, in 1917 that a phaeton, a horse and cart, 
had run into him when he was a child and that because there was no 
money for a doctor his arm had not mended properly. The contusion had 
turned septic and as a result the arm had become crooked. This coincides 
with the version, dictated by him, which I found in his “Medical History”: 
“Atrophy of the shoulder and elbow joints of the left arm. Result of a 
contusion at the age of six, followed by a prolonged septic condition in the 
region of the elbow joint.” S. Goglitsidze, Soso’s contemporary, remembers 
the incident as follows: 

 

At Epiphany a great crowd of people gathered near the bridge over the 
Kura. Nobody noticed the phaeton charging downhill out of control ... it 
crashed into the crowd and ran into Soso. The shaft struck his cheek and 
knocked him off his feet, but fortunately the wheels only passed over the 
boy’s legs. People crowded round, and Soso was carried home. When she 



saw her crippled son his mother could not suppress a shriek, but the 
doctor said that his internal organs were undamaged... and he returned to 
his studies a few weeks later. 

 

Another witness also tells us that the phaeton injured a leg. It obviously 
could not have run over his arm without crushing his “internal organs.” So 
it must have run over his leg. And he was treated by a doctor and made 
well again quickly. Not a word here about an injury to his arm. Evidently, 
the crippled arm did not date from his childhood. 

The story of the deformed arm belongs to a later and darker period in our 
hero’s life, and to later chapters in this book. 

 

YET ANOTHER MYSTERY 

But we are forgetting Beso. He came home occasionally and, as before, his 
wife’s willfulness infuriated him. 

 

Beso often said to her: “Want your son to become a bishop, do you? You’ll 
never live to see it. I’m a cobbler, and that’s what he’s going to be.” 
Afterwards he just carried the boy off to Tiflis and got him a job in the 
Adelkhanov factory. Soso helped the other workers, did odd jobs for the 
older hands. But Keke was no longer afraid of her husband. She turned up 
in Tiflis and carried her son away. (From S. Goglitsidze’s reminiscences) 

 

She had defeated her husband yet again. And humiliated him. He never 
returned to Gori after that (perhaps 1888 or 1889). He vanished. 
Contemporaries of Soso, and his biographers, say that Beso later “died in a 
drunken brawl.” 

What did Soso himself have to say about it? 

In 1909, many years after his father’s death “in a drunken brawl,” Soso was 
arrested, not for the first time, for revolutionary activity and sent to 
Vologda. Among the “Reports on Person under Surveillance” which have 
survived we find the following: 



 

Case No. 136, Vologda Gendarme Administration. Joseph Vissarionov 
Dzhugashvili, born in peasant family. Father, Vissarion Ivanov, aged 55, 
and mother, Ekaterina,... place of residence: mother in Gori, father, no 
fixed abode. 

 

Not until 1912 did Soso give a different account for police records: “Father 
dead, mother living in Gori.” 

How can we explain this? By his passion for confusing the police? Or is 
there something else? 

Was his father in fact still alive? Remember that Beso’s brother had been 
killed, all those years ago, in a drunken brawl. Was the story of his death 
simply transferred to the missing Beso? 

This is a letter I received from N. Korkiya, of Tver. 

 

In 1931 I met an old man in Sukhumi. He was standing by a meat pie shop 
on the seafront, begging. I didn’t give him anything, he was very drunk. 
Suddenly he yelled at me—”D’you know who you’ve just refused money 
to?”—with a lot of obscene language to follow. The place I was staying at 
was a few steps away from the pie shop, and my landlady saw the whole 
scene through the window. When I got in she said in a whisper: 

 

“When he’s really drunk he says he fathered Joseph Vissarionovich. Yells 
at the top of his voice, ‘I made him, with this ———— of mine!’ The 
lunatic will shout himself into his grave one of these days.” When I got 
back the following year, the old man wasn’t there, of course. He used to 
live in a cellar next door to the pie shop, and people had seen him picked 
up and driven away in the night. 

 

This, of course, is just one legend among others. But one thing is clear: his 
father vanished. 



 

Life in Gori is drab and monotonous. Nothing that ever happened there 
made a greater impression than the public execution of two criminals. It 
was February 13, 1892. A thousand people crowded round the foot of the 
scaffold. The Church School pupils formed a separate group in the crowd. 
The idea was that “the spectacle of an execution should instill a feeling of 
the inevitability of retribution, a dread of transgression,” Peter Kapanadze 
wrote in his memoirs. “We were terribly depressed by the execution. The 
commandment ‘thou shall not kill’ did not square with the execution of 
two peasants. During the execution the rope broke, but the men were 
hanged a second time.” 

Among the crowd at the scaffold were two future acquaintances: Gorky 
and Soso. Gorky described the execution, Soso stored it up in his memory. 
He had learned that commandments can be broken. Was that when it first 
occurred to him that the Church School might be deceiving its pupils? 

Once he began to suspect it, he could never stop. 

 

Soso left school in 1894 with top marks and entered the first form of the 
Tiflis Seminary. 

Tiflis at the end of the century: a beautiful, merry, drunken, sun-washed 
city. A world that little Soso saw for the first time. Pick up the Photographic 
Catalog of Caucasian scenes and types, published at the beginning of the 
century, and you will see the milling throng: the dignified Georgian in his 
cherkesska, the chattering artisans in workshops along the narrow streets, 
the raucous sellers of Georgian bread, the street musicians with their 
ancient Eastern instrument the zurnach, the brazen hucksters, never quite 
sober. 

The students lived in the seminary building, on full board, walled in from 
that southern city brimful of temptations. A bleak asceticism brooded 
over the seminary, preparing its pupils for a life in the Lord’s service. In 
the early morning when they longed to lie in, they had to rise for prayers. 
Then, a hurried light breakfast followed by long hours in the classroom, 
more prayers, a meager dinner, a brief walk around the city, and it was 
time for the seminary gates to close. By ten in the evening, when the 



Southern city was just coming to life, the seminarists had said their 
prayers and were on their way to bed. This was how Soso’s adolescence 
progressed. Soso’s fellow student I. Iremashvili wrote in his memoirs, “We 
felt like prisoners, forced to spend our young lives in this place although 
innocent.” 

Many of those hot-blooded, early-ripening Southern youths were not at all 
ready for this life of service. They longed for a different sort of education, 
one that would allow them to enjoy life’s pleasures while satisfying the 
thirst for sacrifice, for some higher purpose, which the reading of the holy 
books and the noble dreams of youth had implanted in them. 

And they found such a creed. The older boys spoke of certain illicit 
organizations, whose proclaimed purpose was that of the first Chris-
tians—service, martyrdom even, for the good of all mankind. 

 

A LITTLE REVOLUTIONARY HISTORY: “A LAND OF SLAVES” 

The Russian Empire was a land of peasants, with an age-old tradition of 
serfdom. The “serf right” was abolished only in the second half of the 
nineteenth century—in 1861. Until then, the great majority of peasants 
were the property of their masters, the landowners. From time to time the 
empire was shaken by bloody peasant revolts, but these were just as 
bloodily repressed, and arbitrary rule and meek submission again 
prevailed throughout that immense country: “A nation of slaves. All 
slaves, from the lowest to the highest,” in the words of one of the ini-
tiators of the revolutionary movement in Russia, Nikolai Chernyshevsky. 
The antiquated form of land tenure that prevailed in the countryside 
partly explained the slavish submissiveness of the peasants. This was the 
peasant commune (obshchina), an institution abolished long ago in 
Western Europe. The individual peasant had no right to own land; instead, 
land was held in common by all members of the commune. The commune 
made all its decisions collectively. Any rebellious individual dissolved in 
this meek, downtrodden mass. That was why Russian tsars cherished the 
commune. It was valued not only by them but also by the 

first revolutionaries. Whereas the tsar saw in it a way of preserving the 
great past, what the first Russian radicals, Alexander Herzen and 
Chernyshevsky, saw in it was the great future. Collective property and 



collective decision making—these were the socialist instincts which would 
enable Russia to bypass heartless capitalism and enter socialism directly. 
All that was required was the revolutionizing of the illiterate muzhik. For 
this, agitators—latter-day apostles—were needed. “Summon Russia to the 
Axe,” urged Chernyshevsky, author of the famous novel What Is to Be 
Done?, the Russian revolutionaries’ Revelation. 

This was the origin of “populism,” the creed of those who put their faith in 
the common people, in the subconscious socialism of the downtrodden 
Russian peasant. 

Both the tsar and the revolutionaries were right. But for the “commune” 
mentality neither the three centuries of the Romanov monarchy nor the 
subsequent victory of the Bolsheviks in Russia would have been possible. 
Yet their first encounters with the people, as they really were, were not 
happy experiences for the revolutionaries. In 1874 hundreds of young 
people (most from well-to-do families) adopted false names, acquired 
forged passports, and set out to incite the Russian peasant to revolt. But 
this “going to the people” merely alarmed the peasants. Most of the 
luckless apostles were seized by the police or by the peasants themselves. 

Meanwhile the development of revolutionary ideas went on apace among 
the intelligentsia. One of the dominant influences on the Russian Populist 
movement was the publicist Peter Tkachev. He joined the revolutionary 
movement at the age of seventeen as a student and was arrested and 
imprisoned in the Peter and Paul Fortress. He later succeeded in escaping 
abroad and became the acknowledged leader of the Russian Jacobins. He 
published abroad an antigovernment journal called Nabat (The Tocsin). He 
never returned to Russia, but died abroad in a home for the insane at the 
age of forty-one. 

Tkachev’s original contribution to Russian revolutionary thought was the 
idea that a popular uprising is not necessary for the success of a rev-
olution. Revolution can be successfully carried out by a narrow conspir-
atorial group of revolutionary leaders. They must seize power first and 
then transform a country accustomed to slavish submission. They would 
speed the Russian people, full steam ahead, along the route to socialism 
into the bright future. But the expectation was that for the sake of that 
bright future the majority of the population must be exterminated. 
Otherwise, because of its backwardness, it would only hinder entry into 



the socialist paradise. 

 

PRECEPTS OF THE LATTER-DAY APOSTLES 

One of the pillars of revolutionary socialism was Mikhail Bakunin, the 
father of Russian anarchism. Bakunin’s ideas provided the basis for the 
Revolutionary’s Catechism, written by Sergei Nechaev, the founder of a 
secret society which styled itself “People’s Vengeance.” The Catechism 
prescribed that the revolutionary should break with the laws of the civ-
ilized world: “Our task is terrible, universal destruction.” He must be 
merciless, expect no mercy for himself, and be ready to die. To carry out 
his work of destroying the system, he must infiltrate all social forma-
tions... including the police. He must exploit rich and influential people, 
subordinating them to himself. He must aggravate the miseries of the 
common people, so as to exhaust their patience and incite them to rebel. 
And, finally, he must ally himself with criminals, “unite with the savage 
world of the violent criminal, the only true revolutionary in Russia... Every 
fully initiated revolutionary must control several revolutionaries of the 
second or third category (not fully initiated), whom he must look upon as 
part of the common capital, placed completely at his disposal.” Many Russian 
revolutionaries, forbidden to live in St. Petersburg, chose to reside in 
blissful Tiflis. Clever boys from the seminary often came into contact with 
them. Soso was one of those who met them and was given a copy of the 
Catechism. 

He read the new commandments after lights out with the help of a candle 
end. 

Without Tkachev and the Revolutionary’s Catechism, we shall never 
understand either our hero or the history of Russia in the twentieth cen-
tury. 

What particularly attracted the seminarists was the idea, at once alarming 
and thrilling, of revolutionary terror. Fearing the advance of capitalism in 
Russia and its destructive effect on the commune, that bulwark of 
socialism in the future, the revolutionaries resolved to hasten the collapse 
of the system. They would overthrow tsarism by an unremitting campaign 
of terrorism against the most important official personages—and by 
assassinating the tsar himself. They did succeed in murdering Tsar 



Alexander II, but instead of a popular explosion, what followed was the 
benighted reign of Alexander III. It was during this period that the 
Marxists hived off from the Populist movement. 

 

THE REVOLUTIONARY MESSIAH 

Symbolically, the first leaders were Georgi Plekhanov, son of a Russian 
landowner, and Pavel Axelrod, a poor Jew. They adopted Marxism, 
Russian-fashion, as a bible which foretold the future. And, in accordance 
with the Great Teaching, Marx’s Russian followers sat down to await 
results as capitalism developed in their country. For, according to Marx 
capitalism begets its own murderer, the proletariat—while the proletariat 
inevitably fathers socialist revolution. The long wait ahead was, of course, 
rather embarrassing. For the dread murderer of capitalism (like capitalism 
itself) was in the early embryonic stage in Russia. But the Russian 
Marxists were resolved to lead it forward from early infancy to revolution 
and, for this purpose, to create a proletarian party. 

Marxism quickly conquered the Tiflis Seminary. Many of its alumni would 
become revolutionaries. The seminarists readily absorbed Marxist 
teaching. Self-sacrifice in the service of the poor and the oppressed, the 
protest against an unjust society, the promise of a Kingdom of Righ-
teousness and the enthronement of a new Messiah (the World Prole-
tariat)—all these ideas seemed to coincide with those implanted by their 
religious upbringing. Only God was superseded. But by way of 
compensation they could now live in the real world and enjoy its con-
solations. Also abolished was the injunction—so strange to young ears— 
to “return good for evil”; instead, these young savages, sons of a warlike 
people, were granted the right to be ruthless to the enemies of the new 
Messiah. Little Soso’s question “Why didn’t Jesus draw his saber?” was 
resolved. Most important of all, their lowly social position was declared 
unjust, and they acquired the right to change it themselves. Soso now 
became a regular listener to Marxist debates. 

Revolution was slowly ripening. And the poor but proud boy found the 
revolution’s great promise—”He that was nothing shall be all”— more 
seductive all the time. Later, he would write, “I joined the revolutionary 
movement at fifteen.” 



 

THE POET 

His character changed—jollity and love of games were no more. 

“He became pensive, seemed gloomy and introspective, was never without 
a book,” wrote one of his contemporaries later. Never without a new book, 
to be precise. In this phase of his life he was already in possession of the 
secret. 

“There is no God, they are deceiving us,” he told a classmate, and showed 
the frightened boy Darwin’s book. This was when he learned to hide his 
thoughts. A secret unbeliever, he answered his teacher’s questions as 
brilliantly as ever, even when the content and purpose of the lesson were 
religious. Duplicity became the staple of his existence. 

His break with the past and his loneliness found expression—as it so 
often does with adolescents—in verse. He sent his verses to the 
newspaper Iveria. This was not just another newspaper. It was edited and 
published by the king of Georgian poets, Prince Ilya Chavchavadze. Iveria 
printed Soso’s poems: the usual sentimental, adolescent musings about 
the moon, about flowers. Altogether the poet Soso had seven poems 
published in Iveria in 1895-96. The first was a bravura piece, with this 
felicitous beginning: 

 

Blossom, my native Iveria!  

Exult, O land of my birth! 

 

The last of them struck a tragic note: 

 

Where once the strings of his lyre resounded 

The mob has set a vial filled with poison 

Before the hounded man, 

Crying “Drink, accursed one, such is 



Thy lot, the reward for thy songs. 

We have no need of your truth 

And your heavenly strains!” 

 

Yes, he is preparing himself for a martyr’s career. He remembers the words 
of the Catechism: “The revolutionary is a doomed man.” Legend has it that 
Chavchavadze himself believed in the poet’s future and cheered him on his 
way: “This is the road for you to follow, my son.” It is rather more than a 
legend. One of Soso’s poems was reprinted in 1907 in the Georgian 
Chrestomathy. A Collection of the Finest Examples of Georgian Poetry. 

But by 1907 our poet’s compositions were of quite a different order. 

 

THE PARRICIDE’S GIFT: His REVOLUTIONARY NAME 

Those verses were his final farewell to little Soso. His new name would 
shortly be born. As befit a poet, he was under the spell of a literary 
character, Koba, the hero of his favorite book in his youth, The Parricide, 
the work of the Georgian author Kazbegi. Koba was a Geor 

gian Robin Hood, fearlessly robbing the rich. Yet again the same old 
Bakuninist maxim: “Let us unite with the savage world of the violent 
criminal—the only revolutionary in Russia.” 

The title of this favorite work of his is significant. It all fit. He had rebelled 
against the Father. And just at this time he had killed the Father in 
himself. The erstwhile brilliant seminarist was now the revolutionary 
Koba. Koba was to be the revolutionary pseudonym by which he was most 
often known for many years to come. 

 

His FUTURE TEACHER 

Another revolutionary was living at this time in Siberian exile. He was 
only eight years older than Koba but was destined to play an extraordinary 
role in his life. His name was Vladimir Ulyanov. The twentieth century 
remembers him by his revolutionary pseudonym: Lenin. 



How unlike the two of them were. The son of an actual state counsellor 
(the civil rank corresponding to the military rank of general in tsarist 
Russia) and a member of the gentry class by birth, Lenin grew up in an 
intellectual Russian family. His parents idolized their children. His father 
devoted his life to education as a district school inspector. In his boyhood 
Lenin roamed the paths of his grandfather’s country estate. 

The son of a drunken cobbler, Koba had got nothing from his father but 
beatings, and nothing from life but poverty. 

And yet... they were also strangely alike. 

In his childhood Lenin was rude and arrogant. Like Koba. Lenin was quick-
tempered, yet he could be surprisingly patient, secretive, and cold. Like 
Koba. 

Both had poetic natures. The young Lenin walked the avenues of his 
grandfather’s estate absorbed in Turgenev’s love story A Nest of Gentlefolk. 
Young Koba wrote sentimental verses. Both were small and both 
fanatically, almost insanely, determined always to come out on top, even 
in boyhood games. Both lost their fathers early; both were idolized by 
their mothers. 

Neither of them at first intended to become a revolutionary. Lenin did so 
after suffering an indescribable shock: the tragic death of his older 
brother, hanged for his part in a plot to assassinate Alexander III. His 
mother’s suffering and the sudden change in their social position were 
enough to make him hate life’s injustice. His executed brother’s favorite 
reading, Chernyshevsky’s novel What Is to Be Done?, in Lenin’s own words, 
“replowed” him. 

Just as The Parricide replowed Koba. The crude romantic trash which was 
Koba’s reading and the famous philosopher-revolutionary’s book had 
something in common: both were about the elimination of injustice by 
violence. 

And both young men, as they embraced revolution, took the same lesson 
to heart: the true revolutionary must be merciless, and not be afraid of 
blood. Both had devoted supporters, and both possessed “charisma”—the 
mysterious ability to dominate people by exerting a hypnotic influence 
over them. 
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THE END OF SOSO 

 

 

 

EXPULSION 

He succeeded in making contact with the revolutionary underground. 
Versifying was at an end forever. During his absences from the seminary 
he now ran Marxist discussion groups for workers. He joined the Social 
Democratic organization called Mesame Dasi. 

In 1898 his name is one of the most prominent in the seminary’s record of 
student misdemeanors: “On the reading of forbidden books by J. 
Dzhugashvili ... On the publication of an illegal manuscript journal by J. 
Dzhugashvili...” And so on. He has taught himself to answer his teachers’ 
remonstrances with a contemptuous smile. He despises these deceivers, 
these servants of a nonexistent God. 

He no longer studies. He is not prepared to waste time on it. Yet, 
interestingly, he becomes one of the most important figures in the life of 
the seminary. The whole establishment divides into friends and enemies 
of Koba. Even his enemies fear his secretive, vengeful character, his subtle 
sarcasm, his rough outbursts of anger. And the vengeance of his friends. 
The strongest boys for some reason slavishly submit to this puny 
seminarist with the little eyes, which blaze with a menacing yellow light 
when he is furious. 

Friendship between men is highly prized in Georgia. He has many friends. 
To be more precise, there are those who believe in him, and they count as 
“friends.” In reality, he is alone now, as he will be in the future. It is just 
that some young men are made to feel sure of his friendship and are then 
used in his struggle with those whom he regards as enemies. There was 



Soso Iremashvili, who would write so much in his memoirs about their 
friendship; there was the perfervid Misha Davitashvili, at one time his 
faithful shadow... there were, and would be, so many who believed in his 
friendship. 

His name continued to appear in the conduct register: “Reading forbidden 
books, answering the inspector rudely... Joseph Dzhugashvili’s room 
searched” (they were looking for “forbidden books”). He seemed to be 
challenging the administration to expel him from the seminary. Why 
didn’t he just leave? Because he still had not lost his fear of his mother. At 
this period he no longer went home for vacations. He was avoiding a 
showdown. 

In 1899 it finally happened: he was expelled. “Chucked out of the 
seminary for Marxist propaganda” is his own explanation. But the truth is 
different. Koba actually preferred to make a much less dangerous exit 
from the seminary. 

I have before me an excerpt from the minutes of a general meeting of the 
seminary’s governing body: “On the dismissal of Joseph Dzhugashvili 
from the Seminary far failure to sit an examination.” 

As always, he was behaving cautiously. 

In the last year of the dying century he had decided where his future lay: 
he would play a major part in the history of the coming century. 

His mother heard the news—he had renounced the service of God. Her 
sacrifices had been in vain. It was a dreadful blow for pious Keke. She 
feared that God would abandon Soso, and that the Devil would move in. 

At Christmas Koba started work. It was the first, and last, ordinary job in 
his life. The relevant entry in the records of the Tiflis Main Physical 
Observatory—”On the engagement of Joseph Dzhugashvili, December 26, 
1899”—has survived. 

He arrived at the observatory after Christmas, as the century neared its 
end. A certain A. Dombrovsky, who worked beside him, has described his 
duties there: “Joseph worked as an observer-calculator. There was no 
automatic recording apparatus, so all the meteorological data were 
recorded, round the clock, by human observers. Day and night. The 
daytime observer worked until 9 P.M., when the man on night duty 



relieved him.” 

On New Year’s Eve Koba was on night duty in an empty observatory. The 
others had all gone to celebrate the end of a century. 

A magical night: the transition from one millennium to another. The 
twentieth century, of which nothing yet was known, had arrived, and the 
man destined to determine its course was peering into the depths of the 
universe. 

Work in the observatory was a blind. His little room there was a hiding 
place for illegal literature, including the leaflets of the Tiflis committee of 
the recently founded Russian Social Democratic Workers Party (RSDRP). 

 

FOUNDATION OF His PARTY 

In the dying days of the century, Russian Marxist emigres passed from 
words to deeds. Plekhanov and Axelrod insisted on the establishment of a 
Marxist workers’ party. The new party was founded with the participation 
of the General Union of Jewish Workers in Lithuania, Poland, and Russia 
(the Bund), a mass movement uniting more than twenty thousand Jews. 
These Jewish Social Democrats were Marxists and anti-Zionists—they 
believed that only socialism would put an end to anti-Semitism. 

In 1898, with the active participation of the Bund, a clandestine congress 
held in Minsk marked the solemn inauguration of the Russian Social 
Democratic Workers Party. The Congress chose a Central Committee and 
called for the establishment of local committees. The majority of the 
Central Committee were arrested immediately after the Congress, but 
local committees multiplied. One of them appeared in Tiflis, with Koba 
among its members. 

 

THE SPARK 

At this time Lenin was a political exile in Siberia. As soon as he had served 
his sentence, he emigrated. Once abroad, he won over Plekhanov, Axelrod 
and other Marxist emigres to his idea of creating an out-of-the-ordinary 
newspaper. It would have its agents all over Russia. The duty of these 
agents would be to dig themselves in to the newly founded RSDRP 



committees and give a militant lead. They would pave the way for a new 
congress to create a truly militant party. “Give us such an organization of 
revolutionaries and we will turn Russia upside down,” wrote Lenin. The 
newspaper was called Iskra (The Spark). Its epigraph—”From the spark a 
flame will be kindled”—summed up its program. Lenin and his associates 
were determined to put old Russia to the torch. 

They would succeed. Most of Iskra’s agents would see the revolution 
victorious, only to perish after it in Stalin’s camps. 

In 1900 an agent of Lenin’s Iskra, Viktor Kurnatovsky, appeared in Tiflis 
introducing Lenin’s central ideas to the city. Above all: the party must be 
organized on the strictest conspiratorial principles. There could be no 
broad discussion, no freedom of opinion in the party. It was a militant 
organization, with revolution as its aim and, hence, implicit discipline to 
orders from the center and rigid discipline. Marxism was the holy of holies 
to the new party. Any attempt to revise any Marxist tenet must be 
condemned as the work of enemies of the working class. Koba     ‘ was  
quick  to  appreciate  the  power of this  ironclad  Marxism  and promptly 
became a Leninist. 

 

FIRST BLOOD 

The strength of these new ideas was tested in action. The Tiflis     i 
committee began preparing a workers’ demonstration, which was meant 
to end bloodily. Koba and Kurnatovsky both had high hopes of this 
bloodshed. I. Iremashvili, an acquaintance of Koba’s from the seminary, 
remembered Koba “frequently repeating that a bloody struggle must bring 
the quickest results.” What Iremashvili did not know was that     ‘ Koba 
was only repeating the Leninist slogans which Kurnatovsky had brought 
with him. 

At about this time Koba’s mother visited him at the observatory and 
stayed for a while. Keke evidently tried to make Soso return to the sem-
inary. She had not yet given up hope. She did not know that her Soso was 
dead and that Koba had taken over. As yet only his new brothers, the 
revolutionaries, knew him by that name. But the poor woman soon 
realized her impotence. God had departed from Soso’s heart, and the man 
talking to her was a stranger, the terrifying Koba. His mother went home 



to Gori. 

The arrests began a month before the demonstration was due. Kur-
natovsky was arrested, but Koba managed to disappear. He handed in a 
request for release from his employment on the eve of the demonstration. 
He was discharged from the observatory at the end of March but was 
allowed to retain for the time being the little room. 

1901. On May 1 people in warm overcoats and sheepskin caps appeared in 
the center of the city. They were workers, steeling themselves for a clash 
with Cossacks carrying whips. Two thousand demonstrators assembled in 
the city center. Cries of “Down with autocracy!” rang out as the police 
began dispersing the turbulent crowd. And blood began to flow: that of 
wounded and arrested demonstrators. All this was a novelty in that gay, 
lighthearted Southern city. “The revolutionary movement can be said to 
have come out into the open for the first time in the Caucasus,” Iskra 
noted with satisfaction. 

There were arrests and house searches in the city. The little room in the 
observatory was searched, but Koba himself was long gone. He would 
often show this impressive ability to vanish at decisive and dangerous 
moments. “Koba, one of the ringleaders wanted by the police, managed to 
escape ... he ran away to Gori... where he made a clandestine visit to my 
apartment at dead of night,” remembered I. Iremashvili. The argument 
with his mother must have continued in Gori. Still, a mother had to help 
her son hide. And she did. But could she love this Koba, now that the 
flame of hatred burned in his heart? She who had deified her little Soso 
and dreamed of seeing him a priest? 

Koba was uncomfortable in his mother’s house. He returned to Tiflis, in 
spite of the danger, at the first opportunity. 
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“LENIN’S LEFT LEG” 

In Tiflis, Koba melted into the revolutionary underground. His life now 
was that of a professional revolutionary, an “illegal” in revolutionary 
terminology. Forged documents, endless “safe houses,” underground print 
shops concealed in cellars. A secret association of young people called the 
Tiflis Committee of the RSDRP. As Trotsky wrote in his book on Stalin, 
“Those were the days of the eighteen-to-thirty-year-olds. Revolutionaries 
older than that were few and far between. The words ‘committee’ and 
‘party’ still had an aura of novelty. They charmed young ears like a 
seductive melody. Anyone who joined the organization knew that prison 
and exile awaited him in a few months’ time. It was a matter of honor to 
hold out as long as possible before being arrested, and to remain firm in 
the face of the gendarmes.” Those few months went by, and Koba was still 
at liberty. 

Iremashvili remembered: “I visited Koba several times in his wretched 
little room. He would be wearing a black Russian blouse with the red tie so 
typical of Social Democrats. You never saw him in anything but that dirty 
blouse and unpolished shoes. He hated everything reminiscent of the 
bourgeois.” Trotsky wrote sarcastically that “a dirty blouse and unpolished 
footwear were the general recognition signs of revolutionaries, especially 
in the provinces.” Yes, a naive young Koba was trying hard to look like a 
real revolutionary. It was all just as it should be: wearing a dirty blouse, 
frequenting workers’ groups to explain the teaching of Karl Marx. There 
he developed that threadbare style of his, which was so easy for a 
semiliterate audience to understand. The style which would later bring 
him victory over the orator Trotsky. 



The East cannot do without a cult. And the “Asiatic,” as the Bolshevik 
Krasin called him, found his god in Lenin. “He worshiped Lenin, he deified 
Lenin. He lived on Lenin’s thoughts, copied him so closely that we jokingly 
called him ‘Lenin’s left leg,’” remembered the revolutionary R. Arsenidze. 

Koba’s god did not let him down. Lenin’s What Is To Be Done?, which came 
out in 1902, was a bombshell. Before that, Marxists had despondently told 
each other that until capitalism was fully developed in Russia not a single 
hair would fall from the head of the autocracy. Revolution was relegated to 
the dim and distant future, and revolutionaries had to work for future 
generations. In his book Lenin gave them fresh hope. He announced that a 
powerful conspiratorial organization of professional revolutionaries could 
accomplish the revolution by means of a coup. Theirs was a country of 
age-old submissiveness. In Russia it was necessary only to seize power—
and society would submit. A secret organization of heroes would be able to 
overthrow the autocracy. How congenial all this was to Koba! 

 

MORE BLOODSHED 

Staying on in Tiflis would aggravate the danger of arrest. Being arrested, 
however, was, according to Trotsky, an obligatory item on the rev-
olutionary’s agenda, since it offered him a chance of that greatest of 
thrills—the defendant’s address to the court. True revolutionaries were ea-
ger to be arrested so that they could convert the court into a platform for 
propaganda. But Koba was an ineffective speaker, with a muffled voice, 
slow speech, and a Georgian accent. He felt sure of himself only at liberty, 
and in the conspiratorial shadows. So Koba was dispatched by the 
committee to Batum. 

A Southern port. Narrow streets, a wind from the sea, cool little 
courtyards where drying linen is forever flapping in the breeze like the 
sails of ships. A town made for love and for mirth. Here his clandestine 
work continues. His contemporaries fall in love, marry, take the first steps 
in a career. But Koba flits from one “illegal” apartment to another like a 
man possessed. A workers’ demonstration is planned, on such a scale that 
it is almost an uprising. Much blood will be spilled. He knows the awesome 
secret: in great bloodshed great revolutions are born. 

The unknown youth now had a meticulous chronicler—the police. 



Seventeen years of his life in the new century would be written up in 
police records. Policemen would leave accurate portraits of him. Together 
with photographs, full face and profile. The police are my strange 
coauthors. I am looking through the files of the Tiflis Gendarme Ad-
ministration. Reports by policemen on the activities of the Tiflis organi-
zation of the RSDRP, on workers’ meetings conducted by J. Dzhugashvili. 

According to I. Iremashvili, Koba becomes more and more “the leader of a 
small group of Lenin’s supporters in Georgia.” Yes. Right from the start he 
was the leader. And a despot. In one police report we read that “the Batum 
organization is headed by Dzhugashvili. DzhuTiflisgashvili’s despotism 
has aroused the indignation of many members, and there is a schism 
within the organization.” 

But look at the results of his despotism. Quiet Batum is shaken by a 
workers’ demonstration on an unprecedented scale. There are clashes with 
the police, in which fifteen or so are killed and many injured. Blood and 
fury... another success! 

The police made arrests in the town, but he had disappeared yet again. He 
fled to the mountains. The revolutionary Kato Bachidze tells us that 
“when he was forced to go into hiding after the demonstration Koba 
passed through the mountain hamlet of Krom. A peasant woman 
sheltered him, let him wash and rest up.” 

Mountains, sunlight, little white houses, old men lazily drinking wine in 
the shade of trees. Time stood still. This was where his forebears had lived 
for centuries. No, this was not the life for him. But it would be dangerous 
to return to Tiflis; he had been on the wanted list there for a long time, 
and going back to Gori was equally impossible— they would be looking for 
him there. He decided to take an unexpected step: return to the scene of 
his crime, to Batum. The police did not anticipate such impudence. He 
managed to remain at large for a whole month. 

This was when he took another step up in the Party hierarchy: he was 
elected to the All-Caucasian Committee of the RSDRP. 

 

FIRST ARREST 

It was a Southern spring night, and the revolutionaries were meeting 



secretly. But there was a provocateur among them, and the building was 
surrounded by the police. The police now supplemented his biography 
with the “report of the Inspector-in-charge, Fourth Precinct, City of 
Batum, on the arrest at 12:00 P.M. on April 5, 1902, of J. Dzhugashvili at a 
workers’ meeting in the apartment of M. Darivelidze.” Koba was carried 
off to jail through the happy city at the hour when his carefree 
contemporaries were pouring out of the taverns. Locked up for the first 
time, and in the dreaded Batum jail. This was the beginning of his prison 
Odyssey: Batum to Kutaisi. 

 

WE LEARN, BIT BY BIT, WE LEARN 

An Asiatic jail. Physical abuse, beatings from the warders, filth, total 
deprivation of rights. Criminals beat up political prisoners. He was 
completely lost. 

In desperation he tossed an unsigned letter out of a prison window, with a 
message for his mother: “If you are asked when your son left Gori, tell 
them he was in Gori all the time.” The warders of course intercepted his 
mail. His naive impulse was followed by helpless despair. 

But it didn’t take him long to get used to prison. “‘We learn, bit by bit, we 
learn.’ Joseph Vissarionovich liked repeating those words. With his soft 
accent and his light laugh,” Peter Pavlenko narrated to my father. 

“We learn, bit by bit, we learn.” One discovery was that in prison the 
power of the warders was paralleled by the invisible power of the crim-
inals. It was not difficult for this pauper son of a drunkard to find a 
common language with them. He soon became “one of us.” He honored the 
commandment of the Revolutionary’s Catechism: “Ally yourself with the 
criminal world.” He realized their potential, the contribution that 
criminals could make to revolution. 

Lenin always appreciated this ability of Koba’s to find a common language 
with criminals. When units comprising former jailbirds and drunken 
soldiers mutinied during the Civil War, Lenin’s immediate suggestion was 
“let’s send Comrade Stalin—he knows how to talk to people like that.” 

 



POWER 

His new acquaintances respected physical strength. That was something 
he lacked. But inured as he was from childhood to beatings, he showed his 
fellow prisoners something different: contempt for physical force. The 
prison authorities had decided to teach the political prisoners a lesson. 
“The day after Easter the first company was lined up in two ranks. The 
political prisoners were made to run the gauntlet. Koba passed between 
the ranks book in hand, refusing to bow his head under the rain of blows 
from the rifle butts,” wrote the revolutionary N. Vereshchak in his 
reminiscences. 

Before long Koba had seized power in the prison, just as he had at school, 
in the seminary, and in the committee. The criminals were subdued by the 
strange power emanating from this swarthy little man with the angry 
yellow eyes. 

In prison he adopted a rigid routine: every morning began with physical 
exercises, followed by an attempt to learn some German (true 
revolutionaries had to read Marx in the original). He never learned the 
language properly. His achievements in prison were of a different kind. 
Anyone who refused to recognize his authority became the victim of cruel 
beatings, administered by his new criminal friends. 

And now the small, pockmarked Georgian with a shock of black hair was 
about to go into exile for the first time. “Koba was handcuffed to a 
companion. When he caught sight of me he smiled. He had a strange smile 
which sometimes sent a shiver down your spine,” Vereshchak recalled. 

 

HAPPY, HAPPY DAY! 

He was transported by stages to the rim of the world—the Siberian village 
of Nizhnyaya Uda in the province of Irkutsk. The Southerner found 
himself in the Siberian cold wearing his one and only overcoat, the black 
demi-saison. In his own country, snow rested only on the mountain 
heights, but now he was surrounded by it on every side. A flat land of 
cruel frosts. 

But there, in exile, he received a letter from the god Lenin. In his book 
Stalin, Trotsky laughingly explained that this was just an ordinary circular, 



that Krupskaya, Lenin’s wife, had distributed copies of a letter signed by 
Lenin to all his provincial supporters. But the naive Koba did not know 
that. His god had taken notice of him! He always remembered that day, 
and included it in all his biographies. 

 

BORN IN A STABLE 

In exile he learned the details of a great event which no newspaper 
reported. On July 30, 1903, in Brussels, Lenin’s dream became reality. 
Some forty revolutionaries gathered in a small barn. A scrap of paper 
pinned to the barn door bore the inscription “Congress of the Russian 
Social Democratic Workers Party.” That barn was to see the birth of the 
atheists’ Messiah—the Party which was meant to make all mankind 
happy. 

The Congress in the barn was presided over by Plekhanov. From its very 
first sessions Lenin set about splitting the Party even before it came into 
being. With a group of young supporters he came out in opposition to 
Plekhanov and all the established authorities of Russian socialism. He 
insisted on a rigidly centralized organization resembling a religious order. 
Plekhanov and Martov stood out for some semblance of freedom of 
discussion, something more like European social democratic practice. But 
Lenin was immovable. He succeeded in splitting the Congress and uniting 
his supporters in a breakaway group. In the vote on one item under 
discussion his opponents found themselves in the minority, and Lenin 
adroitly labeled them Mensheviks (“minority men”), the name by which 
they have gone down in history. He assumed the proud name of Bolshevik 
(“majority man”). How Koba must have laughed when he learned that 
those fools (Mensheviks) had accepted such a demeaning name! How 
could such people hope to lead the Party? The Congress was followed by an 
unrelenting struggle between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks, a struggle for 
power over the Party, in all the provincial committees. They would fight 
each other, raucously and ruthlessly, at every Congress, for the best part of 
two decades. 

Koba would finally put an end to this struggle in the thirties by ex-
terminating the last revolutionary Mensheviks in the prison camps. 

 



ESCAPES: So SUCCESSFUL, So STRANGE 

It was November and the Siberian winter had set in, with blizzards one 
day and cruel frost the next. In this pitilessly cold land he pined for the 
warmth and the mountains of home. According to Sergei Alliluyev, Stalin’s 
future father-in-law, Koba made his first attempt to escape in November 
1903, but frostbite in his ears and nose forced him to return to Uda. Police 
records tell us, however, that “the political exile Dzhugashvili” was on the 
run again by January 5, 1904. 

He traveled across Russia all the way to Tiflis, using forged documents in 
the name of a Russian peasant. A Russian peasant? With Georgian 
features and a Georgian accent! Right across Russia! And nobody stopped 
him. 

Now he is living in Tiflis. And this is another strange thing. Trotsky wrote 
that “a prominent revolutionary rarely returned to his native place; he 
would be too conspicuous.” If he did return to his hometown, an illegal 
was at once caught in the net of police surveillance. Statistics show that he 
would be under arrest within six months at the latest. But Koba would 
remain at large as an illegal from January 1904 to March 1908—four 
years—without ever once being detained. The Tiflis Okhrana, which was 
responsible for security throughout the Caucasus, failed to locate him in 
four whole years. That is what we read in his official biography. But there 
are other sources of information: “In 1905 he was arrested and escaped 
from prison” (from a report on J. Dzhugashvili compiled in 1911 by the 
head of the Tiflis Department of State Security, I. Pastryulin). “28. 01. 
1906 I. Dzhugashvili was arrested in Mikha Bocharidze’s apartment” 
(police records). He was, then, arrested, and more than once? And as 
before succeeded in escaping? And was not afraid to return to the 
dangerous Caucasus? Why? 

In Tiflis Koba got to know Sergei Alliluyev. 

“We first met in 1904—he had just escaped from exile,” wrote Alliluyev in 
his memoirs. Alliluyev had been in the Party from the day it was founded 
and had worked in the railroad workshops where Koba had preached 
Marxism to workers’ groups. Alliluyev’s wife was a madly romantic beauty. 
She was not yet fourteen when she tied her clothes up in a bundle, slung it 
over her shoulder, and eloped with him. She was now thirty—and as 
capable as ever of romantic infatuations. But every new romance ended in 



her returning to the good-natured Sergei. There is a horrid legend that 
this passionate woman was not unmoved by Koba’s arrival on the scene 
and that the birth of her younger daughter, Nadya, who was to be Koba’s 
second wife, may have been the result of this infatuation. It is only a 
legend. The infant Nadya had made her appearance before Koba met 
Alliluyev. 

 

MORE RIDDLES, MORE QUESTIONS 

Nineteen hundred five had arrived, and the hitherto unshakable empire 
was rocked by the first Russian Revolution, which took Bolsheviks and 
Mensheviks alike by surprise. They were still arguing about revolution 
when, suddenly, it began. Mass disorders, attacks on the police, mutinies 
in the army, barricades... revolution is always theater. Enter the jeunes 
premiers—the dazzling orators. In this time of the orators Koba was 
effaced, withdrew into the shadows. That, at least, is what Trotsky wrote 
about him later. 

But there was something strange, something mysterious about those 
“shadows.” We know that he was editing a minuscule newspaper—the 
Caucasian Workers’ News Sheet—in Tiflis. And also writing a theoretical 
work paraphrasing Lenin’s ideas. But was this all that the ever-active Koba 
could find to do in the days of revolution? 

No, of course not. There was something else. And that “something” the 
great conspirator has concealed from us. Most skillfully. It is significant 
that the mysterious arrests which he ignores in his biography occurred in 
those years. It is significant that this was when Lenin first took notice of 
Koba, and Koba made his way to Tammerfors for the first Bolshevik 
conference. 

Using once again a passport belonging to someone with a Russian 
surname, this Georgian had no difficulty in crossing the frontier. And this 
in the days of revolution, when trains for Finland teemed with secret 
agents looking for revolutionaries in hiding there. But Koba escaped 
arrest. Yet again, his luck held. 

 

MEETING His GOD 



At Tammerfors he saw Lenin for the first time. The naivete, the primitive 
uncouthness of Koba as he then was shows clearly in his account of this 
meeting with his idol: 

 

In my imagination I pictured Lenin as a giant. How disappointed I was to 
see a very ordinary human being... It is generally accepted that a great 
man must arrive late at meetings... so that participants will await his 
appearance with reverent awe... [But to his amazement Lenin arrived on 
time]... and chatted with rank-and-file delegates. 

 

His surprise was genuine, because Koba himself—as a woman rev-
olutionary, F. Knunyants, writes—”was always late for meetings—not 
very late, but regularly late.” 

He did not address the Congress. Nor—as Trotsky quite fairly noted 
later—did he make his mark on this occasion outside the conference 
room. Yet Lenin again summoned him to take part in the Fourth Con-
gress, in Stockholm, and, although he had still done nothing to distinguish 
himself, invited him to yet another Congress, this time in London. 

Let us note in passing that these visits to foreign capitals made no 
impression on the ex-poet. He never subsequently mentioned them. What 
Trotsky tells us about his own first encounter with Paris will serve as an 
explanation for Koba too: “To take in Paris you have to expend too much 
of yourself. I had my own sphere of activity which brooked no rival: 
revolution.” In this respect they were all alike. The revolutionary Maria 
Essen describes a walk with Lenin in the Swiss mountains. Lenin and this 
young woman are standing on a mountaintop: “The view is boundless... 
the glare from the snow is intolerably bright... I am in the mood for high 
poetry... about to recite Shakespeare and Byron... when I look at Vladimir 
Ilyich. He sits there deep in thought, and suddenly raps out ‘Say what you 
like, the Mensheviks are really shitting on us!’” Koba was just the same. He 
didn’t visit museums, didn’t wander the streets. To them, all these 
bourgeois cities were just bivouacs on the road to revolution. 

Lenin, then, summons him to conferences, though, as before, he “does 
nothing in particular to distinguish himself.” It would be more accurate to 



say that he sometimes revealed a characteristic which Lenin, as a rule, 
found particularly odious. In the narrow revolutionary milieu, some of 
Koba’s shocking utterances must surely have reached Lenin’s ears. This 
one, for instance: “Lenin is indignant because God has given him 
comrades like the Mensheviks. What sort of people are they, in fact, these 
Martovs, Dans, and Axelrods? Circumcised Yids, the lot of them. Then 
there’s that old bag Vera Zasulich. You can neither march into battle with 
them nor make merry with them.” Or this: “They don’t like fighting, these 
treacherous shopkeepers. The Jewish people have produced only traitors, 
people useless in battle” (quoted from I. David’s History of the Jews in the 
Caucasus). 

These are the very words spoken by the young, still wild Koba. If there 
were any doubt about it we could point to an article written by Koba 
himself and published in the underground newspaper Bakinsky Rabochii 
(Baku Worker) in 1907. This is Koba’s own account of his participation in 
the London Congress of the RSDRP, at which he expressed the same 
thoughts in the same lighthearted fashion, describing the Mensheviks as a 
“completely Jewish group” and concluding that “it would not be a bad idea 
for us Bolsheviks to organize a pogrom in the Party.” 

Why, then, did Lenin, surrounded as he was by Jewish revolutionaries, 
and himself with Jewish blood in his family, excuse such a display of the 
anti-Semitism which all genuine intellectuals detested? It can be explained 
only by the requirement of the Revolutionary’s Catechism that “comrades 
are to be valued only in accordance with their usefulness to the cause.” If 
Lenin could overlook such utterances, Koba must have been needed by 
“the cause.” Very much needed. He must in fact have distinguished himself 
in some important way. 

 

KOBA’S SECRET 

Koba and Trotsky first met at the London Congress. Trotsky arrived at the 
Congress in a blaze of glory, eclipsing the god Lenin. In contrast to the 
emigre theorists, who spent all their time arguing about revolution, 
Trotsky had been in the thick of it back in Russia. In the last days of the 
legendary Petersburg Soviet he had been a leader, and crowds had listened 
to him with rapt attention. He had been arrested and had stood trial 
fearlessly. Sentenced to exile for life, he had escaped from Siberia, 



traveling more than four hundred miles on reindeer sledges. Trotsky 
simply failed to notice the tongue-tied provincial with a Georgian accent 
and—for some reason—the ridiculous Russian Party pseudonym 
Ivanovich. Trotsky did notice someone else, and later wrote about him. 
One brilliant young orator, hitherto unknown, made such an impression 
that he was immediately elected to the Central Committee of the RSDRP. 
The orator’s name was Zinoviev. This was the Party pseudonym under 
which the young Bolshevik Grigori Radomyslsky became overnight a Party 
notable. 

Imagine the ambitious Koba’s feelings when he witnessed the sudden 
elevation of this blabbermouth—a Jew into the bargain—and the 
glorification of that other self-infatuated Jew Trotsky, realizing all the 
time that the Party would never hear of his own services to it. One person, 
though, did know of them—Lenin. 

Immediately after the London Congress Lenin made for Berlin, and Koba 
went to meet him there. He mentioned this in the interview he gave many 
years later to the German writer Emil Ludwig. But on the content of 
Lenin’s discussions with him in Berlin he would say nothing. 

After that he was on the train again, returning safely to Tiflis. Another 
fantastic piece of luck. 

Shortly after Koba’s return to Tiflis the subject of his discussion with 
Lenin in Berlin would become clear. 

 

GOLD 

It happened on June 26, 1907—a hot summer’s day. Erevan Square in 
Tiflis was crowded as always. A colorful, cheerful crowd. Two carriages 
with a Cossack escort turned into the square. They were carrying a large 
sum of money for the state bank. Almost simultaneously two phaetons 
drove into the square. One of them held a man in officer’s uniform; the 
other carried two ladies. At a command from the “officer,” a band of 
something like fifty people seemed to rise out of the ground, barring the 
way to the carriages with the money. Bombs rained on the Cossacks and 
on bystanders. Amidst the smoke and the uproar the bandits threw 
themselves into the carriages. One policeman’s deposition reported that 



“the criminals seized a sack containing money under cover of the smoke 
and suffocating fumes... They opened fire from revolvers at several points 
in the square and made their escape.” 

Several people lay dead in the square—Cossacks, policemen, and soldiers, 
torn to pieces by bombs. Passersby lay mutilated among the wreckage of 
the shattered carriages. According to Trotsky, “There was no doubt in 
Party circles that Koba had personally participated in this bloody 
operation.” There was blood, always a great deal of blood, wherever the 
small, dark man turned up. 

 

THE CRIMINAL WING OF THE PARTY 

After Stalin’s death, Nikita Khrushchev, in his famous speech on the     \ 
cult of Stalin’s person, expressed outrage that Stalin had downgraded     \ 
the role of the Politburo by creating working parties within the Central     J 
Committee—the “fives” and “sixes,” vested with plenary powers—”card-
players’ terminology,” Khrushchev indignantly called it. But Khrushchev 
belonged to the post-Lenin generation of the Party and did not know (or     
( pretended not to know) that he was assailing one of the oldest traditions     
5 of the conspiratorial organization which called itself the Communist 
Party. “Threes,” “fives,” and other such “narrow formations” set up by the 
leader within the directorate, and known only to the participants and the 
Leader himself, first appeared in Lenin’s time. One of these Leninist 
“threes” was directly connected to the raid on Erevan Square. 

 

“POISON, THE KNIFE, AND THE NOOSE” 

At the end of the nineteenth century, the ideas of revolutionary terrorism 
held sway over the minds of many young people. Murder in the name of 
the revolution was considered “an act of revolutionary retribution.” 
Robbing banks or rich people’s homes to raise funds for the revolution was 
called “expropriation.” The militants and fighting squads who carried out 
these murders and expropriations were seen as so many romantic Robin 
Hoods. “We met with love and sympathy on every side... we had helpers in 
every stratum of society,” the terrorist Vera Figner wrote. 

When he was planning a sequel to The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor 



Dostoevsky thought of making the meek little monk Alyosha Karamazov a 
terrorist. Lenin’s brother Alexander was a terrorist. Under Stalin the of-
ficial ideology stubbornly insisted that Bolshevism had eschewed terror-
ism from the very beginning. All the textbooks cited Lenin’s (apocryphal) 
words after his brother’s execution: “We shall take a different path.” This 
was just another official fiction. The revolutionary Nechaev, of whom the 
young Lenin thought so highly (and who became the hero of Dostoevsky’s 
Devils), said that “poison, the knife, and the noose are sanctified by the 
revolution.” And an admirer of Jacobinism like the young Lenin would 
never think of renouncing terrorism. 

During the 1905 Revolution Lenin called for the “schooling of young 
fighters” by participation in “the murder of policemen and in arson” and 
in the development of a whole program of terrorism. But he knew that as 
soon as a revolutionary party engaged in direct action, the police too were 
activated and provocateurs were implanted in the Party. 

 

THE WORLD OF THE PROVOCATEUR 

The famous terrorist organization called the People’s Will was for a time 
headed by the provocateur Degaev, and the fighting squad of the Socialist 
Revolutionary Party by the provocateur Azef. Lenin, therefore, ran his 
own militant organization on rigidly conspiratorial lines right from the 
start. This was very helpful when he needed to conceal the militant groups 
not only from the police but from his own Party. 

When the 1905 Revolution ended in defeat, more and more fighting 
squads turned into gangs of common thieves. There were many examples 
of “expropriated” money being spent on drink, women, and cocaine. The 
Mensheviks called for the disbandment of fighting squads. 

Lenin and the revolutionaries in emigration were in a difficult situation. 
As Trotsky wrote, “Before the 1905 Revolution the revolutionary 
movement was financed either by the bourgeoisie or by the radical in-
telligentsia.” But in the bloody year 1905 the Russian intelligentsia took 
its first look at the true face of revolution, at the ruthless face of a Russian 
popular rising. And was horrified by what it saw. The money stopped 
flowing. 



But the comfortable lifestyle of the emigres, the debates on revolution in 
Parisian cafes, the activities of revolutionaries underground in Russia—all 
these things required a very great deal of money. “In the circumstances, 
the seizure of money by force seemed to be the only means possible,” 
Trotsky wrote. At the Stockholm Congress of the Party, Lenin tried to 
defend the fighting squads. But there were too many instances of mere 
brigandage, and the Mensheviks were afraid that they would bring the 
movement into disrepute. The London Congress, therefore, categorically 
forbade expropriations and decreed the dissolution of the fighting squads. 

By then, however, Lenin had already formed a secret group within the 
Party, of which the Party as a whole knew nothing. The police were better 
informed. “The main inspiration for and general direction of direct action 
was Lenin himself,” wrote the gendarme General SpiriTiflisdovich. And 
the former Bolshevik Alexinsky, who was very close to Lenin in those days, 
tells us that “a ‘Threesome,’ the existence of which was concealed not only 
from the police but from Party members, was set up within the Central 
Committee.” Trotsky gives us the composition of this “threesome”: 
Bogdanov, Lenin, and Krasin. 

 

A PARTY SECRET: THE GREAT TERRORISTS 

In the notes to Lenin’s works there is an opaque reference to Krasin which 
reads: “Directed the technical bureau attached to the Central Committee.” 
Even after the Revolution Krupskaya would write evasively that “Party 
members now know of the work which Krasin carried out in arming the 
fighting squads... All this was done conspiratorially. Vladimir Ilyich was 
more aware than anybody of this work of Krasin’s.” 

The great terrorist Leonid Krasin, member of the Central Committee of 
the RSDRP, studied at the Petersburg Technological Institute, was expelled 
for revolutionary activity, and served a prison sentence. He was a brilliant 
engineer and a handsome man famous for his success with women. But 
bombs were his true passion. Bombs for the revolution. “His dream was to 
create a bomb the size of a walnut,” Trotsky declared. Bombs required a lot 
of money. And Krasin found a great variety of ways of obtaining it. 

In May 1905, a certain Sawa Morozov took up residence in a villa at Nice. 
Famous for his wealth and his generosity to needy causes, Morozov had 



been a great help to the revolutionaries. He was in a state of deep 
depression. After a visit from Krasin, he made a will leaving his insurance 
policy to the actress Maria Yurkovskaya Andreeva. She was not just an 
actress, she was also an agent of the Bolshevik Central Committee. Shortly 
afterward Morozov was found with a bullet in his heart. Had he shot 
himself? Or had he been shot by someone else? Only Krasin knew the 
answer. 

The story of the Morozov money does not end there. Nikolai Shmit, 
Morozov’s nephew, was the owner of a large furniture factory—and se-
cretly a member of the RSDRP. During the 1905 Revolution he had or-
ganized a workers’ rising in his own factory, and he had gone to prison for 
it. He had often announced for all to hear that the whole of his enormous 
estate was willed to his beloved Party. In 1907 he committed suicide, in 
prison, in strange circumstances. And no will was ever found. His heirs 
were his two sisters. But Krasin had his own way of dealing with the 
situation. To begin with, the Bolshevik Nikolai Andrikanis was deployed 
against the older sister, with instructions to marry her. He did so, but, 
alas, did not hand over the money to the Party. Next, the young Bolshevik 
Vasili Lozinski (Party nickname “Taratuta”) was dispatched to deal with 
the younger sister, Elizaveta. He made her his mistress and ensured that 
she would testify in court in favor of the Bolsheviks. 

“Could you have done it? ... Neither could I... The good thing about 
Taratuta is that he stops at nothing... He’s irreplaceable,” Lenin told 
Nikolai Rozhkov, a member of the Central Committee. The irreplaceable 
person is the one who stops at nothing—that was another lesson Koba 
would learn in the Leninist universities. “We learn, bit by bit, we learn.” 

The Bolsheviks won the civil action over the Shmit inheritance and 
received an enormous sum. The Morozov and Shmit fortunes went toward 
the manufacture of Krasin’s bombs, and the organization of raids and 
robberies. And this outlay was returned with interest. Bomb factories, 
Krasin’s creation, were now set up in the provinces. 

“Krasin’s alchemy was greatly democratized” was Trotsky’s joke. That was 
why there was much more bloodshed in those years, although the 
Revolution was waning. In 1905 the terrorists killed 233 people. In 1907 
the toll rose to 1,231. The more money the revolutionary parties needed, 
the more murders and expropriations there were. 



The taciturn Koba was one of those who operated with Krasin’s bombs at 
this time. 

We can only guess when it first occurred to Lenin to use the devoted 
Georgian for “bomb work.” Lenin had given him full credit for the 
organizing talent he had shown in the bloody demonstrations in Georgia. 
And for his conspiratorial abilities. And his skill in making contact with 
dangerous criminal elements. Lenin now created a partnership between 
the wily Koba and the legendary Kamo. 

 

BEWITCHED BY Soso 

Kamo was the Party pseudonym of the Armenian Simon Terpetrosyan. His 
daring and physical strength were legendary in the Party. He had to his 
credit the seizure of shipments in Datum, in Tiflis. Not many people knew 
that Kamo was no longer alone. He had a friend of long standing at his 
side—a friend who gave him orders. Because not many knew about their 
common past. 

Simon, like Koba, was born in Gori. His father’s opulent home was not far 
from Koba’s hovel. From their childhood days little Simon was the 
masterful Soso’s obedient shadow. Kamo’s sister Dzhavaira remembers 
how “our father used to get furious: ‘What do you see in that ragamuffin 
Soso? Aren’t there any worthwhile people in Gori? He’ll get you into 
trouble.’ But it was no good. Soso had a magnetic influence on us. As for 
my brother—he was simply bewitched by him.” 

Simon was a typical golem: diabolically cunning, strong, cruel, and with 
the brain of a child. The fearless and fantastically proud Simon, always 
flustered in Stalin’s presence, became strangely dependent. His Party 
pseudonym itself originated in one of Stalin’s sarcastic jokes. Stalin once 
asked him to deliver a parcel. “Kamo?” (for “Komu?”—”To whom?”) asked 
Simon in his usual mangled Russian. Stalin laughed and started calling 
him “Kamo” from then on. Making fun of Simon would have cost anyone 
else his life. But he tolerated this—and much more— from Koba. The 
master went further and made this joke-name Simon’s Party pseudonym, 
but the golem could not be angry with him. Simon was content to become 
Kamo. And so Koba, as Trotsky says, gave birth to a name which passed 
into history. 



But the Erevan Square raid surpassed all Kamo’s other exploits. This 
magnificent theatrical event was, from start to finish, Koba’s composition. 
Kamo meticulously followed the score he was given. This was the first 
show Koba put on for all Europe to see. 

“The Swiss burghers were frightened to death... they could talk of nothing 
except the Russian ‘exes,’” Krupskaya wrote ecstatically to Lenin from 
Switzerland. “The Devil alone knows how this uniquely audacious robbery 
was carried out,” wrote the Tiflis New Times. Koba evidently couldn’t 
contain himself. His previous terrorist feats had been performed 
anonymously, which was his preference, but the whole Party soon knew 
about his participation in the Erevan Square robbery. 

Several Bolsheviks were jailed after this affair. Even the experienced Kamo 
was arrested as soon as he arrived in Berlin. But Koba, yet again, was 
strangely invulnerable. The robbery on Erevan Square was only one of his 
terrorist exploits. I. Iremashvili writes that “before this he had taken part 
in the assassination of General Gryaznov, the military dictator of Georgia 
in 1906. The general was to have been killed by Menshevik terrorists, but 
they were too slow about it. So Koba organized his assassination, and was 
greatly amused when the Mensheviks claimed responsibility.” 

Pavlenko told my father that “Stalin injured his arm during one of the 
‘exes.’ He was skillful and brave. When the money was snatched in Tiflis he 
was one of those who attacked the carriage.” But Koba never forgot that 
the Party had prohibited terrorist acts. It was not fitting for the Party and 
the country to have as their Leader a reckless bandit— even one who had 
robbed for the good of the cause. This was why, when he became Stalin, he 
would take pains to conceal Koba’s terrorist activity. It was, however, only 
too well known. In 1918 the Menshevik Martov declared that Stalin had 
no right to occupy leading positions in the Party, since he “had, in his 
time, been expelled for his involvement in expropriations.” Koba asked for 
a Party tribunal. “Never in my life,” he said, “was I either tried by a Party 
organization or expelled. This is a vile slander.” But in spite of his 
indignation Koba did not speak of not participating in terror. Martov 
insisted that witnesses should be called. He produced fresh evidence of 
Koba’s participation in the expropriation of the steamship Nikolai I. But he 
could not summon witnesses from the Caucasus, which was cut off by the 
war. The matter petered out. 



 

“JUST AS His COMRADES PERSUADED HIM TO WRITE His MEMOIRS .  .  .” 

But his past as Koba always worried Stalin. Many of Koba’s comrades-in-
brigandage would end their days with a bullet in the head in Stalin’s 
camps. 

Inevitably Koba’s main comrade-in-arms in reckless exploits, Kamo, would 
be the first to depart this life. This happened immediately after Stalin’s 
elevation to the post of General Secretary of the Party. On July 15, 1922, 
Kamo was riding a bicycle in Tiflis, when an automobile, one of the very 
few in the city at the time, bore down on him. There was a dreadful 
collision. According to a Tiflis newspaper, “Comrade Kamo was hit so hard 
that he was thrown off his cycle, his head struck the pavement, and he lost 
consciousness. He died in hospital without coming to.” At his funeral, 
Mamia Orkhelashvili lamented that “Comrade Kamo perished just as his 
comrades had persuaded him to work on his memoirs and provided him 
with a stenographer for this purpose. The irony of fate!” Was it Fate’s little 
joke? Or one of his erstwhile friend’s? 

 

FATE TURNS ITS BACK ON KOBA 

But in the distant days of 1907, as the Palestinian revolutionary Asad-Bey 
writes, “He was straight and honest and content with little. All the rest he 
sent to Lenin.” 

Throughout those dark years he was living, or rather hiding, in Baku, in 
the oil fields. This was evidently Lenin’s decision. He would henceforward 
always take care of faithful Koba. “At the wish of the Party I was 
transferred to Baku. Two years of revolutionary work among the oil 
workers toughened me,” Koba wrote. 

He did indeed carry on “revolutionary work in the oil fields.” Together 
with his fighting squad he exacted protection money from the oil 
magnates by threatening to fire their wells. Sometimes the revolutionaries 
carried out the threat, and an angry red glow, together with clouds of 
smoke, hung over the oil fields for weeks on end. They also organized 
strikes, though these were profitable rather than otherwise to the owners. 
They raised the price of oil and made an additional payment. Yet Koba 



himself lived more or less the life of a tramp. All the proceeds were sent in 
full and promptly to Lenin. This was not easy for him now that he was 
married, and his wife had borne him a son. 

 

LOVE 

He had met the revolutionary Alexander Svanidze (Party pseudonym 
“Alyosha”) in safe houses in Tiflis. Alyosha introduced Koba to his sister. 
Like Koba’s mother, she was called Ekaterina. Her forebears were from 
Didi Lilo, the hamlet where Koba’s father had been born. She was very 
handsome. And very gentle and docile. Not like those free and easy, 
garrulous women revolutionaries. But nonetheless—a revolutionary’s sis-
ter. David Suliashvili, another former seminarist who had become a rev-
olutionary, regularly visited the Svanidze house at the time and consid-
ered himself engaged to her. The handsome Suliashvili versus Koba. The 
revolutionary Faina Knunyants paints a pitiless picture of Koba in those 
years. He was “small, weak, with some sort of deformity, wearing a 
Russian blouse too big for him, and a ridiculous Turkish fez on his head.” 
But Ekaterina saw him differently. He had the glamour of Georgia’s 
favorite romantic brigand who robs the rich for the sake of the poor. Then 
again, his awareness of his power over others was itself fascinating. 
Molotov recollected in his old age that Stalin had “always been attractive 
to women.” 

It was love, of course! She was as religious as his mother. They married 
secretly, and in church. The wedding was not kept secret only from the 
police. A church wedding meant disgrace for a revolutionary. 

“There was hardly a single case of a revolutionary intellectual marrying a 
believer,” Trotsky wrote contemptuously. Koba killed people. Koba lived a 
life of near destitution, but it was his dream to have a real family, the 
family of which he had been deprived in childhood. He could found such a 
family only with an innocent and pious girl. Freethinking women 
revolutionaries, forever on the move from one illegal apartment to the 
next and from one male comrade’s bed to another, were no good to him. 
Now he had found her. “Hunted by the tsarist Okhrana he could find love 
only on the humble hearth of his own family,” noted Iremashvili. 

They rented a room on the oil field—a squat adobe cottage, with a Turk 



for a landlord. Ekaterina (Kato) worked as a seamstress. Everything in 
their beggarly dwelling was sparkling clean, everything was covered with 
embroideries and lace of her making. His home, his hearth—a traditional 
family. But in spite of all this he remained the same ferocious 
revolutionary as before. According to Iremashvili, “He was terrifying in 
political argument. If he had been able to, he would have exterminated his 
opponent with fire and sword.” 

She tried hard to make a home of the house to which he so rarely came, for 
fear of arrest. When he did come it was only at dead of night, to vanish 
again at first light. She bore him a son, Yakov. With a babe in arms to look 
after, she had difficulty making ends meet. As always, they had no money. 
The enormous sums which he obtained went immediately to Eenin. And in 
any case this near pauper despised money. To him, it was part of the 
system which he had set out to destroy. When money came his way he 
unhesitatingly distributed it among his friends. Sergei Alliluyev writes 
that “I was supposed to go to Petersburg at the end of July 1907, and had 
no money, so on the advice of comrades I went to see Koba.” Koba 
immediately offered him money, but Alliluyev could see how poor he was 
and of course refused to take it. Koba was adamant. He kept trying to 
force the money on Alliluyev, saying “Take it, take it, you may need it,” 
until Alliluyev finally gave in and took it. The Alliluyevs owed him a lot. It 
was Koba who had saved Sergei’s little girl from drowning. That same little 
Nadya. 

His wife sat at home with no money and a wailing infant, and Koba had 
vanished into the night. After a while she fell ill, and Koba had no money 
to pay for treatment. Nor could he show himself very often at the little 
house. It was too dangerous. She was near death. In the autumn he was 
forced to move her to Tiflis. Her family lived there. The Svanidzes could 
look after her. But it was too late. “Kato died in his arms,” wrote 
Iremashvili. A photograph preserved by the Svanidze family shows Koba, 
looking frightened and disheveled, standing over her coffin, unhappy and 
bewildered. That was how he killed his first wife. 

 

ANOTHER RIDDLE 

Yakov was born shortly before his mother’s death, and the year of his birth 
is given in all official documents as 1908. But I found in the Party Archive 



a photocopy of a newspaper report that “the death of Ekaterina Svanidze 
occurred on November 25, 1907.” 

Was Yakov, then, born after his mother’s death? One explanation given for 
this discrepancy is that Yakov was indeed born in 1907, but to delay his 
call-up to the tsarist army for a year, the local priest agreed to record the 
date as 1908. This appears to be the truth of the matter. But the question 
remains: when Yakov was given his passport after the October Revolution, 
why did the all-powerful Stalin not correct the date? 

He did not correct it because everything to do with the life of the 
mysterious Koba was later painstakingly complicated by Joseph Stalin. 

The newborn child was left in the care of the dead woman’s sister. The 
Revolution found Yakov living in his aunt’s family home and he would not 
move out until 1922. Only then did Koba—now Stalin and in Moscow—
send for his son. 

“After his wife’s death Koba showed great zeal in organizing the as-
sassination of princes, priests, and the bourgeois,” wrote Iremashvili. But 
this was the time when strange rumors also made their appearance—
dreadful rumors since their subject was a revolutionary. Koba, fortune’s 
favorite, who managed to elude all his pursuers, Koba the fearless, was in 
reality a provocateur insinuated by the police into the revolutionary 
movement. 

Koba’s arrest put a stop to these rumors for the time being. 

 

MORE BIG SURPRISES 

Koba was now in prison. Documents found in his possession when he was 
arrested proved his membership of the banned Baku Committee of the 
RSDRP: this gave the police the right to bring a further charge against 
him, which could result in a sentence to imprisonment with hard labor. 
But the Baku Gendarme Administration for some reason closed its eyes to 
these documents and recommended only that Koba should be returned to 
exile, this time in Solvychegodsk, for a term of three years. There followed 
another surprising decision: the Special Conference of the Ministry of the 
Interior banished Koba for a mere two years. 



The exiles’ route to the godforsaken little town of Solvychegodsk lay 
through Vyatka. In Vyatka jail Koba fell sick with typhus. He was trans-
ferred from his cell to the provincial hospital. 

At Solvychegodsk he rented a room in the house of a certain Grigorov. At 
that time the tiny township was one of the centers of revolutionary life: a 
population of 2,000 was increased by 450 political exiles. All these 
socialists, living at the expense of the state which had banished them, 
spent their days arguing about the coming revolution. 

Under Stalin, life in exile would be quite different. 

He made a complete recovery in Solvychegodsk and by early summer he 
was on the run. According to police reports he escaped on June 24, 1909. 
As before, he was not afraid to make the Caucasus his refuge. 

He was at large there for nine months, was arrested on March 22, 1910, 
and under investigation for three months. The deputy director of the Baku 
Gendarme Administration, N. Gelibatovsky, drafted the following 
recommendation: “In view of his persistent participation in the activities 
of revolutionary parties, in which he has occupied a very prominent 
position, and in view of his two escapes,... the highest penalty, 
banishment to the remotest regions of Siberia for five years, is 
appropriate.” And once again the improbable happened. The recom-
mendation was ignored. The decision adopted instead was a mild one: the 
incorrigible Koba was deported all the way back to—Solvychegodsk! That 
was how his third period of banishment began. 

 

A RIDDLE, THIS TIME A ROMANTIC ONE 

On October 29, 1910, he took up residence again in the otherwise 
unknown Grigorov’s house. But this time it was not for long. It can hardly 
have been because conditions were bad there; if they had been bad, he 
would not have moved in again. Some other factor was possibly at work. 

On January 10, 1911, Koba moved to the house of a young widow, Maria 
Prokopievna Kuzakova. She herself has described their first meeting: 

 

In the winter of 1910 a middle-aged man called on me and asked, “Did my 



friend Asiatani lodge with you?” The visitor’s name was Joseph 
Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili. He wasn’t dressed for winter—he wore a 
thin black overcoat and a felt hat. He had come looking for a room to rent. 
“How old are you?” “How old would you say?” “Somewhere around forty.” 
He burst out laughing. “I’m only twenty-nine.” 

 

Kuzakova described her house as follows: “There wasn’t much room in the 
house, the children slept on the floor, and sometimes they got very noisy, 
so it was no good trying to read.” It obviously cannot have been the 
domestic amenities that attracted Koba and made him change his address. 

 

THE MYSTERIOUS KUZAKOV 

In 1978 the seventieth birthday of one of the television bosses, 
Constantin Stepanovich Kuzakov, was marked by a special program. He 
was the son of that same Maria Kuzakova. 

Everybody in television knew that he was also Stalin’s son. They were 
remarkably alike. Moreover, Constantin Stepanovich’s life story was full of 
mystery. Someone highly placed in television told me that “soon after 
Joseph Vissarionovich’s elevation the widow was summoned to the capital 
and given an apartment in a new government building. The young 
Kuzakov got a higher education and occupied high positions, on the vice-
ministerial level. All his life he never saw Stalin. But during the cruel 
Stalinist repressions when people in important positions were being 
annihilated, Kuzakov’s turn came. He was expelled from the Party, and it 
looked as though his days were numbered. He immediately appealed to 
Stalin directly. I have seen his appeal myself, in his personal file, with the 
decision taken by Stalin in person: ‘Not to be touched.’ And Kuzakov was 
immediately left in peace.” In Kuzakov’s curriculum vitae the date of his 
birth is given as 1908. But according to the same document his father died 
in 1905. Work that one out! Of course, the year 1908 is given for reasons 
of tact. Just as in the widow’s story of her acquaintance with Stalin, 
published in Pravda, the date of their meeting is given as 1910. 

Koba must, of course, have met her early in 1909, during his first period 
of banishment in Solvychegodsk, since his friend, the Georgian 



revolutionary Asatiani, was lodging with her at the time. Koba was feeling 
the loss of his wife acutely. The good widow evidently helped him to 
forget. That was why when Koba turned up in Solvychegodsk again he 
moved in with her noisy household. So Constantin Stepanovich was most 
probably born a year later. I saw him on a number of occasions. The 
resemblance became more and more marked as he aged. He knew it, and 
played on it to some extent: he grew a mustache like Stalin’s, was slow and 
deliberate in manner, laconic. Svetlana Alliluyeva wrote that according to 
her aunts Koba had lived with a peasant woman during one of his spells of 
Siberian exile, “and there must be a son somewhere.” 

Here, as elsewhere in Koba’s life story, the facts were successfully muddled 
by Stalin: a rumor would be put around that the son in question had been 
born in Turukhansk. 

(At the very end of September 1995, when this book was about to be 
printed, I was pleased to be able to inform my publishers of the latest 
Moscow sensation: the newspaper Arguments and Facts printed an 
interview with Kuzakov himself, titled “Kuzakov: Son of Stalin.” The 
suppositions turned out to be true: approaching his ninetieth year Kuza-
kov decided to disclose that which he had kept silent about throughout his 
long life. “I was still a child when I learned that I was Stalin’s son,” he told 
the correspondent.) 

 

ANOTHER ENIGMATIC STORY 

Koba’s exile came to an end, and so did his life in Kuzakova’s boisterous 
quarters with its rambunctious children, all of them, so spiteful tongues 
asserted, greatly resembling exiles who had formerly lodged there. 

Denied the right to leave for the capital, Koba chose to reside in Vologda. 
All this time Lenin had been thinking of the dark, audacious Georgian. He 
sent him impatient invitations. Koba himself writes about this in a letter 
intercepted by the police: “Ilyich & Co. keep urging me to go to one of the 
two centers [i.e., Moscow or Petersburg] before I finish my sentence. I 
should like to finish it so as to have more scope for my work on a legal 
footing, but if the need is urgent I will of course take off.” 

Another oddity. Why was this great conspirator so strangely trusting? 



How could he forget that the police opened and read letters? 

The Police Department shortly afterward received from its agent the news 
that, “as might be expected, the Caucasian [that was what the police called 
Koba] will leave shortly for Petersburg or Moscow to see representatives of 
the organization there, and will be under surveillance all the way. It might 
be better to carry out a search and arrest him right now in Vologda.” 

But there was no arrest. Those in charge of the department seemed not to 
hear, and did not react at all. Shortly afterward, Lenin gave the order, and 
Koba took off for Petersburg. According to a detective’s report: “3.45: The 
Caucasian arrived at the station with his baggage and got into a third class 
carriage on the train for St. Petersburg... The Caucasian left on the 
aforementioned train for St. Petersburg.” And no attempt was made to 
stop him. Why? 

To aid an escape, revolutionaries used two kinds of documents. There were 
false documents made from expired passports, stolen from local 
government offices, chemically processed, and filled in with new 
particulars. There were also “iron” passports—genuine documents, sold by 
local residents, who then waited a while before reporting their “loss” to 
the police. 

Sure enough, after Koba’s departure an “application from P. A. Chizhikov, 
domiciled in Vologda, in connection with loss of his passport” appears in 
the records of the Gendarme Administration. The passport had, however, 
already been found. A certain “Chizhikov” was arrested in a Petersburg 
guesthouse, and turned out to be the fugitive J. Dzhugashvili. 

Another puzzle. It was clear from the start that flight to Petersburg was 
pointless. Prime Minister Stolypin had just been killed by a revolver shot 
in Kiev, and the whole police force was on the alert. Petersburg was 
flooded with police agents. How could anyone with the Russian name 
Chizhikov in his passport, and Georgian features, hope to survive? Es-
pecially someone who behaved as strangely as Koba now did in Peters-
burg? 

He was cautious to begin with. In his memoirs, Sergei Alliluyev tells us 
that Koba “left the Nikolaevsky Station and decided to walk around the 
city for a while ... in the hope of meeting somebody in the street. That was 
less risky than looking for people at addresses he knew. He spent the 



whole day walking round in the rain. The crowd on the Nevsky Prospect 
was thinning out, the lights of advertisements were going out, when he 
caught sight of Todria. The whole police force was out and about after 
Stolypin’s assassination. The two men decided to rent a furnished room. 
The doorman handled his passport dubiously—his name was given there 
as Pavel Chizhikov. Next morning Todria brought him to our place.” 

At this point the story again becomes difficult to understand. Alliluyev 
looks through the window and sees plainclothes men. The apartment was 
obviously being watched. But Koba, suspicious Koba, makes a joke of it, 
and seems strangely unconcerned. Later, accompanied by the worker 
Zabelin, he eludes observation with remarkable ease and spends the night 
at Zabelin’s place, after which he returns to the very same furnished room, 
knowing that he is under surveillance. 

“From what Stalin himself told us,” wrote Anna Alliluyeva, Sergei’s oldest 
daughter, “he was arrested on his return to the lodging house, late at night 
after he had gone to sleep.” 

That he was arrested is not at all surprising. The surprising thing is that 
he behaved so carelessly. 

And so his three days in Petersburg ended in mystery. Examination of his 
case went on until mid-December. Once again, Koba was given a light 
sentence: he was exiled for three years, and with the right to choose his 
place of residence. Yet again he chose Vologda. 

 

HISTORICAL PERSONAGES GATHER 

In the investigators’ files on Dzhugashvili we catch a glimpse of someone 
else who was to be famous: Vyacheslav Skryabin. The revolutionary 
Skryabin’s Party pseudonym was “Molotov.” That was the name under 
which the future Minister of Foreign Affairs would partition Europe and 
go down in history. 

Looking through his meager files in the Party Archive I find the cur-
riculum vitae which he wrote on being arrested at the age of nineteen. The 
future minister, I find, is another who did not complete his education. He 
had founded a secret revolutionary organization in the Kazan Modern 
School and, as a result, was expelled and sent to live under police 



surveillance in Solvychegodsk. 

So the two of them had lived in the same place—though not at the same 
time. Fate had chosen to postpone their meeting. When Dzhugashvili fled 
to Petersburg, his future loyal henchman had only just turned up in 
Solvychegodsk. Living, to begin with, in the very same hospitable 
household, that of Kuzakova. 

The romantic lives of young people in exile. How young they were, how 
full of hope, on the threshold of the second decade of a young century. 
Their century. One which would bring these unknown youths power and 
glory. Followed—for most of them—by their destruction. 

 

PLACED ON THE CENTRAL COMMITTEE BY LENIN HIMSELF 

He arrived in Vologda at the end of December 1911. It was Christmas, and 
the town was joyfully celebrating the great holiday. 

“We,” wrote Koba’s old classmate I. Iremashvili in his memoirs, “felt like 
convicts, condemned to spend the years of our youth in this place 
although guilty of nothing.” 

In the new year Koba’s fortunes took an immediate turn for the better. 
Sergo Ordzhonikidze, an old friend of his and an important Party 
functionary, came to Vologda to see him. Grigori Ordzhonikidze, whose 
Party alias was “Sergo,” was younger than Koba. He was born in 1886 in a 
Georgian gentry family. He joined the revolutionary movement at 
seventeen, was imprisoned, emigrated, and lived for some time in France. 
He was famous in the Party for his quick temper and his habit of arguing 
furiously and yelling at his opponents. It was because of this that 
delegates to one Congress were reluctant to elect him to the Central 
Committee. Lenin, however, greatly valued Sergo’s loyalty, and craftily 
claimed that he shouted so loudly at his opponents because he was deaf in 
one ear. Now, in 1912, Ordzhonikidze had been sent back to Russia by 
Lenin, to work underground. 

It was Ordzhonikidze who told Koba about surprising happenings in the 
Party. The indefatigable Lenin had carried out a coup! 

After the defeat of the 1905 Revolution, rank and file members of the 



Party, Mensheviks and Bolsheviks alike, had striven to repair the breach. 
This became a matter of urgency when the Mensheviks found themselves 
short of funds. They tried to arrange a discussion of the Shmit legacy: the 
money, willed to the RSDRP as a whole, had been seized by the Bolsheviks. 
The two sides agreed to hold an Ail-Russian Conference of the RSDRP, 
with a view to reuniting the warring factions once and for all. Few of them 
believed it possible. 

“Needless to say at any such conference a bunch of brawlers living outside 
Russia would try to outshout each other... and it was the purest self-
deception to expect anything sensible from these fighting-cocks,” the 
famous revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg sarcastically remarked. 

She did not know her Lenin. All he wanted was to show the Party that “we 
have done everything we could to restore unity.” After which he accused 
the Mensheviks of unwillingness to cooperate and in January 1912 carried 
out a blatant coup. He convened a conference of Bolsheviks in Prague. 
They proclaimed themselves sole representatives of the RSDRP and 
elected a Central Committee consisting only of Bolsheviks. Lenin, 
Zinoviev, and Ordzhonikidze himself, who had taken a most active part in 
preparations for the Prague Conference, were among those elected to the 
Central Committee. Koba was not. 

Koba was brought into the Central Committee later, by Lenin in person. 

There were indignant letters from Plekhanov, from Trotsky, from the 
Menshevik leaders, from the German socialists—but Lenin simply ignored 
them. 

This was when Koba began to master a crucial lesson in the art of 
leadership in the new century: complete disregard of public opinion. 

Ordzhonikidze conveyed the leader’s will: Koba must escape. On February 
28, 1912, a few days after his meeting with Ordzhonikidze, he ran away 
yet again. 

Once he was clear of his place of exile, the new Central Committee 
member became frantically active. Pining for the sun in the vast Siberian 
wilderness, he began with a trip back to Tiflis. Then he made for 
Petersburg, inspecting provincial Party committees en route. The police 
painstakingly touched up his portrait: “face pockmarked, eyes hazel, 



mustache black, nose unremarkable. Special distinguishing marks: wart 
over right eyebrow, left arm does not bend at elbow.” The revolutionary 
Vera Shveitser adds to the portrait: “On the way back to Petersburg he 
called at Rostov. He left me instructions for the work of the Don Com-
mittee. Almost the whole Central Committee was imprisoned at the time. 
We walked all the way to the station, and to disguise the purpose of our 
meeting drank a cup of coffee and spent two hours there waiting for the 
train. He was wearing a black autumn overcoat... his hat was dark gray, 
almost black.” The same old overcoat, the same old hat. The man in black. 

As Nadezhda Krupskaya told it, “Lenin was greatly exercised by the 
elections to the State Duma (parliament). For the sake of that institution 
he had already sacrificed some of those closest to him, dispatching Inessa 
Armand and Georgi Safarov to take part in the electoral campaign. 
[Armand was Lenin’s mistress—Krupskaya had to reconcile herself to her 
existence—while Safarov was then acting as secretary to the Leader.] 
Inessa and Safarov, whom Lenin pumped full of instructions, were 
immediately arrested in Petersburg.” That was when Lenin had made Koba 
escape. He arrived in Petersburg without incident. 

After the Revolution Safarov would be one of the leaders in the Red Urals, 
and would sign the warrant for the execution of the imperial family. Only 
to be executed himself on Stalin’s orders some twenty years later. 

 

ANOTHER FANTASTIC JOURNEY 

In Petersburg Koba now took charge of the electoral campaign. This was 
when he met Skryabin (Molotov), who was also living illegally in the 
capital. They were joined by another revolutionary, Sverdlov. On this oc-
casion Koba was uncharacteristically circumspect. Arrests were usually 
made at night, so this time Koba did not go home at night. After a get-
together with workers to discuss electoral tactics, he would spend the 
whole night wandering from one cabman’s tearoom or tavern to another. 

Koba sat waiting for morning in a choking haze of tobacco smoke among 
cabbies and homeless drunks, dozing at their tables. Sleepless nights left 
him so weary that he could hardly stand on his feet. 

In spite of all this, spring in Petersburg ended with his arrest. But whereas 



in September 1911 he had been at liberty for exactly three days, this time 
it was several weeks. He was arrested on April 22 and sent—instead of to 
Vologda—to the harsh Narym region. But he had no intention of staying 
around for the icy Narym winter, and in September he escaped with no 
difficulty whatsoever. For the fifth time. There is a telegram in the Police 
Department’s files which reads: “Dzhugashvili escaped Narym region... 
intends go to Lenin for consultation ... in event of discovery request not 
arrest immediately... better as he attempts to cross frontier.” 

But in spite of these orders, in spite of police surveillance, he manages in 
some mysterious manner to cross the frontier safely. 

He travels first to Cracow, to see Lenin, and in November coolly returns to 
Petersburg. Then at the end of December he makes his way back, with no 
difficulty at all, to Lenin in Cracow to take part in the February conference 
of the Central Committee. And all this without an external passport. How 
was it possible? 

What follows is his own explanation, as retold by Anna Alliluyeva. It seems 
that “Koba did not have the address of his dispatcher [the person who was 
to help him across the frontier]... but he met a Polish shoemaker in the 
market... and when the Pole learned that Koba’s father had also been a 
shoemaker, in Georgia, which was also oppressed, like Poland ... he 
immediately agreed to guide him over the frontier. The Pole wouldn’t take 
any money, and his parting words were... ‘We sons of oppressed nations 
must help each other.’ ... I heard this story many years after the 
Revolution... He laughed as he told it to us.” 

It was indeed a story for naive little girls, to be told with a laugh. The 
question remains: how did he manage to get abroad twice, without an 
external passport, and when the police had been alerted? 

 

BLOODY MARXISM 

Once abroad, he was able to observe the free and easy life of the Bolshevik 
emigres, debating in cafes over coffee. Some of them had their wives and 
children with them and lived a normal life, paid for with money earned by 
illegals like himself, working in inhuman conditions in Russia. Here, at 
last, was his opportunity to talk to Lenin. What did they talk about? 



Probably the same things that Lenin discussed with Valentinov and other 
congenial revolutionaries. Valentinov has reproduced these conversations 
for us. 

The number one subject was “bloody Marxism”: “Being a Marxist [Lenin 
told Valentinov] doesn’t just mean learning Marxist formulas off by 
heart... a parrot can do that... To be a Marxist you need the right 
psychology... what people call Jacobinism... Jacobinism means fighting for 
your objective with no fear whatsoever of resolute actions, not fighting in 
white gloves... not fearing to resort to the guillotine... A difference in 
attitudes to Jacobinism is precisely what divides the world socialist 
movement into two camps—the revolutionary and the reformist.” 
Valentinov added that “Lenin spoke so passionately that there were red 
spots over his cheekbones and his eyes became pinpoints.” Jacobinism and 
the guillotine were lessons which Koba would remember well. 

Following Lenin, he moved on to Austria. 

In his eternal black overcoat and dark hat he turns up next in Vienna. 

Trotsky was in Vienna in 1913, staying with one Skobelev (the son of a 
rich citizen of Baku) who was a faithful disciple of his at the time, but later 
an opponent and a minister in the Provisional Government. “Suddenly,” 
wrote Trotsky, “the door opened without a knock and ... a strange figure 
appeared on the threshold: a very thin man, rather short, his face swarthy 
with a grayish tinge and clearly visible pockmarks. He looked anything but 
friendly. This stranger emitted a guttural sound, which might have been 
taken for a greeting, silently poured himself a glass of tea, and just as 
silently left the room. ‘That’s the Caucasian, Dzhugashvili,’ Skobelev 
explained. ‘He’s just got into the Bolshevik Central Committee and is 
obviously beginning to play an important part there.’ The impression he 
made was difficult to describe, but no ordinary one... the a priori hostility, 
the grim concentration.” 

Trotsky, then, had finally taken notice of him. 

 

THE MARVELOUS GEORGIAN OF STEEL 

Meanwhile, Stalin went back with his cup of tea to the work he had 
interrupted. 



Lenin had invited the non-Russian Koba to come out against the “Bundist 
bastards,” Jewish socialists so incapable of forgetting their Jewishness 
that they were demanding national-cultural autonomy. Did Lenin perhaps 
want to take advantage of Koba’s anti-Semitism—much as he himself 
hated such sentiments—for the good of the cause? 

Koba worked away diligently. He wrote about the world of the future, in 
which the great ideal of internationalism would triumph, and there would 
be no miserable little nations, but the one world of the victorious 
proletariat. Lenin painstakingly edited the work. “We have here a 
marvelous Georgian, who has sat down to write a big article”, he wrote to 
Gorky. (The eminent writer Maxim Gorky had enjoyed great popularity 
from the beginning of the twentieth century. To the Russian intelligentsia 
his name symbolized revolutionary ideas. The younger generation called 
him “The Stormy Petrel of the Coming Revolution.” He was a friend of 
Tolstoy, Chekhov... and also of Lenin.) 

Koba signed this article “Stalin”—”Man of Steel.” He was following the 
fashion. Skryabin, for example, had become Molotov, the man who smites 
the enemy like a hammer (molot). There was a Bolshevik called Bronevoi—
as hard as armor plating (bronya). And so on. But Koba did not become 
Stalinov, on the analogy of Molotov. He chose Stalin, to sound like Lenin. 
These naive sobriquets made the intellectual Trotsky smile. 

From Vienna, Koba wrote a letter to Lenin’s favorite, Malinovsky who led 
the Bolshevik group in the Duma. Malinovsky was a brilliant orator, and 
the organizer of a metalworkers’ union. As in Koba’s case, Lenin himself 
had procured Malinovsky’s election to the Central Committee of the Party. 
But in addition to his important Party responsibility Malinovsky carried 
out other duties as an informer on the payroll of the police department. 

To judge from the letter, Koba and his addressee in Petersburg were close 
acquaintances. They were both illegals, both belonged to the category of 
Party leaders who worked inside Russia instead of sitting it out abroad. In 
his frank letter Koba complained to Malinovsky that the theoretical work 
he is engaged on is rubbish, poppycock. That was how he defined his own 
theoretical pursuits. He was bored. He could never be number one at 
this—he could only repeat Lenin’s thoughts. But Lenin was now sending 
him to Russia. 

 



ARRESTED AGAIN 

Koba, then, returned to Petersburg, to supervise the work of the Duma 
group. Once again he behaved with extreme caution. But to no avail. The 
writer Yuri Trifonov told this story: 

 

My Bolshevik grandmother T.  Slovatinskaya lived in a “safe house” with 
her daughter, my future mother. Hiding in one of the rooms was A. Soils, a 
Bolshevik with terms of exile and imprisonment behind him. He lived in a 
tiny room meant for a servant. One day Soils told my grandmother thai he 
would be bringing along a comrade, the “Caucasian,” whom he wished to 
introduce lo her.  Il lurned out lhal this Caucasian had been sharing with 
Soils for some days, wilhoul ever leaving ihe room. I don’t know how they 
made room for the two of them on lhal narrow iron bed. Evidenlly, my 
grandmolher said, ihe usual unwritten rules of conspiracy did nol allow 
them to confide even in me... Thai was how I mel Stalin. Al firsl I found 
him loo serious, loo reserved and shy. He seemed lo be afraid above all of 
giving Irouble or inconveniencing anybody. I had difficulty in persuading 
him to sleep in the large room, where he would be more comfortable. 
When I left for work I always asked him to have dinner with the 
children,... bul he shul himself up in his room all day and lived on beer and 
bread... He was arrested in ihe spring of 1913, al a charily concert. We 
often organized  concerts jointly wilh  some  sludenl “friends-from-home” 
society, oslensibly for charity, bul in reality lo colled money for ihe Parly... I 
remember il as if it were today... He was sitting at a little lable, chatting 
wilh Malinovsky, the deputy, when he noticed that he was being watched... 
He went oul to the artisls’ dressing room for a minule and senl someone lo 
felch me... He said that the police had lurned up, lhat he could not get 
away, and would shortly be arresled. He asked me lo let it be known lhat 
he had been with Malinovsky before the concert... Sure enough, as soon as 
Stalin went back in, two plainclothes men approached his table and asked 
him lo leave wilh ihem. Nobody knew as yel lhal Malinovsky was a 
provocateur. 

 

OVER THE EDGE OF THE WORLD 

This time the punishment was harsh. Koba was banished to the Turukhan 



region for four years. 

It was a long journey in a barred rail truck, across the Urals and Siberia to 
Krasnoyarsk. And from there to the rim of the world—the Turukhan 
region. He was taken by boat up the turbulent Yenisei to the village of 
Monastyrskoe. And on from there beyond the end of the world to a 
settlement called Kostino. Then beyond the Arctic Circle to the settlement 
of Kureika. The scenes that awaited him were enough to fill any inhabitant 
of his sunny homeland with despair—endless icebound winter, a short, 
wet summer with clouds of midges and troubled white nights. A place 
where time stood still. A limitless icy sky, and under it a mere speck of 
humanity. This was where the Bolshevik Joseph Dubrovinsky, Lenin’s 
comrade-in-arms, had committed suicide; this was where another well-
known Bolshevik, Spandaryan, would die of tuberculosis. 

It was 1913, and the country was celebrating the tricentenary of the 
Romanov dynasty, solemnly observing the holiday of ils tsars. The regime 
looked unshakable, and Lenin sadly acknowledged that there would be no 
revolution in his lifetime. 

Koba wrote pathelic, self-pitying letters righl and left. 

“I don’l ihink I’ve ever had to endure such a dreadful situation,” he wrote 
to the Bolshevik group in the Duma. “My moneys all gone, I’ve started 
getting a worrying cough of some sort now thai ihe cold is intensifying (37 
degrees below). I’ve got no provisions, neither bread nor sugar, everything 
here is dear, I must have milk, I must have firewood... but there’s no 
money. I have no well-off friends or acquaintances, I have absolutely no 
one to lurn lo. Whal I’m asking is lhat if ihe group still has its fund for the 
repressed let it allot me say sixty rubles.” 

And this to the editors of Prosveshchenie: “I don’l have a single penny, and 
I’m right out of provisions... I did have some money but it all went on 
warm clothing... couldn’t you stir up people you know and raise say twenty 
or thirty rubles. That would be a real life-saver.” 

He wrote lo the Alliluyev family as well. They sent him money as soon as 
they heard that he was destitute. He responded: “I ask only one thing: 
don’t waste money on me, you need it yourself, you have a large family... I 
shall be quite happy if you just send me the occasional postcard with a 
view... In ihis accursed land nature is hideously bare, and I have fretted 



myself stupid longing for a landscape to look at, if only on paper.” In later 
years he hated writing long letters. But in those days, and in that terrible 
place, letters were the only possible means of talking to friends and 
relatives, and this lonely man had no one nearer lhan a family whom he 
half-knew. 

The Party Archive has preserved a story called “Into the Blizzard,” dictated 
by him to Alliluyev’s son Fyodor. Evidently, when he was courting Nadya 
Alliluyeva, Koba, like Shakespeare’s Othello, told stories about his 
“tormented pasl,” how he would go out into the Arctic night to catch the 
fish which were “his only food” and how on one occasion he had nearly 
perished: “The frost was getting harder all the time, the snow and the 
shadows from ice hummocks were bluish in the moonlight... the icy 
wilderness ... a north wind sprang up, the snow whirled, the stars were 
hidden... He had wandered into a blizzard... The landmarks disappeared in 
the blizzard. At each gust of the icy wind his face grew number until it 
turned into an icy mask. The pain was excruciating. His steaming breath 
froze as it left his mouth. His head and breast were encrusted with ice, it 
was impossible to breathe, his eyelids were stuck together by hoarfrost. 
His body was losing heat fast. But ... on and on he went. And he made it.” 

While all this was happening Lenin more than once discussed ways of 
helping Koba to escape. But Koba’s “boots” (that was what they called the 
passports necessary for an escape) somehow never arrived. Why did he 
himself make no attempt to escape? He, who had escaped from places of 
banishment so often, would surely escape from the most dreadful of them 
all. But he suffered, and continued tamely living in this hell. Why? The 
answer to this question may be connected with the main enigma about 
Koba. 

 

THE THIRTEENTH PROVOCATEUR 

When I was a young student at the Historical-Archival Institute doing my 
practical work in the Central Party Archive in Moscow, I saw there the 
(top-secret) card index of the Moscow Security Police Department. It was 
a listing of revolutionaries: blue cards for Bolsheviks, white for Kadets, 
pink for Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs). On the backs of cards were the 
pseudonyms of provocateurs who had supplied information to the police. 
Recruiting a valuable provocateur could open the way to promotion for a 



Police Department official. They took good care of their proteges. The 
head of the Security Police, V. Zubatov, often said, “You must regard your 
collaborator as a married woman with whom you are having an affair. One 
careless step and you will ruin her.” 

After the February Revolution the Provisional Government set up several 
commissions of inquiry, and many important provocateurs were exposed. 
But with the advent of the Bolsheviks to power, a remarkable change took 
place. The Special Commission attached to the Archive of Revolutionary 
History in Petrograd worked on exposing provocateurs for just one more 
year, then, in 1919, it was abolished. Its work resulted in the exposure of 
twelve provocateurs who had operated among the Bolsheviks. A 
thirteenth, whose pseudonym was “Vasili,” was never exposed. 

 

KOBA: THE RIDDLE OF RIDDLES 

Rumors that Koba was a provocateur began to appear at the very 
beginning of his career. When I started writing this book, Olga 
Shatunovskaya, a member of the Party since 1916 and at one time the 
personal   secretary of  Stepan Shaumyan, the chairman of  the Baku 
Commune, was living on the Kutuzov Prospect. She had, of course, been 
imprisoned by Stalin in the thirties, but was rehabilitated in Khrushchev’s 
time, and afterward occupied an important post as a member of the Party 
Control Commission. Shatunovskaya stated publicly on a number of 
occasions that Shaumyan had been absolutely convinced that Stalin was a 
provocateur. He used to talk about his own arrest in 1905 at a safe house 
known to one person only—Koba. An underground print shop existed for 
three years in a Tiflis suburb, until in spring 1906 it was raided by the 
police. Once again, rumor insistently pointed to Koba. 

We know of Shaumyan’s suspicions not only from Shatunovskaya’s 
account, but from documents recently published. The following document 
was preserved in the secret section of the Archive of the October 
Revolution: 

 

To the Baku Division of the State Security Police. The Baku Committee of 
the RSDRP met yesterday. Those present— Dzhugashvili—Stalin, who 



had come from the Party center, committee member “Kuzma” [S. 
Shaumyan’s Party pseudonym], and others. Members confronted 
Dzhugashvili-Stalin with the accusation that he was a provocateur and an 
agent of the Security Police. And that he had embezzled Party funds. 
Dzhugashvili-Stalin reciprocated with charges of his own. Fikus [fig tree]. 

 

“Fikus” was the pseudonym by which Nikolai Erikov was known to the 
police. This revolutionary, who lived underground, was a secret col-
laborator of the Security Police from 1909 to 1917. He had been a Party 
member from the day it was founded. 

The agent Fikus passed on another very curious piece of information: 
“The 150 rubles sent by the Central Committee to set up ... [a printing 
press] are in Kuzma’s possession, and he at present refuses to hand them 
over to Koba... Koba has asked him about it several times, but he 
stubbornly refuses, openly showing his distrust of Koba.” 

It was at that moment of maximum tension that Koba was arrested by the 
police. His arrest and exile put a stop to the awful rumors for the time 
being. We now find Shaumyan writing sympathetically that “we were told 
the other day that Koba is being sent to the Far North, and he hasn’t a 
single kopeck, he has no overcoat, and nothing at all to wear.” 

The first edition of Stalin’s Short Biography says that he was “arrested eight 
times, and escaped from exile seven times.” A text of the biography with 
Stalin’s emendations is preserved in the Party Archive. For the second 
edition in 1947, Stalin made a very interesting emendation. The old text 
reads, “between 1902 and 1913 Stalin was arrested eight times”; Stalin 
corrects this to “seven.” The old text says, “Stalin escaped from places of 
banishment six times”; he corrects this to “five.” One of his periods of 
detention evidently worried him, and he decided to remove it. In 
Shatunovskaya’s opinion, it was the one during which he became a 
provocateur. 

When I heard Shatunovskaya’s stories, Khrushchev’s Thaw was coming to 
an end. She bombarded me with the names of old Bolsheviks who had 
known about Stalin’s role as a provocateur: V. Sheboldayev, Secretary of 
the Rostov obkom (regional chapter of the party); Politburo member S. 
Kosior; Marshal Yakir. A letter from L. G. Korin from Tomsk says: “The 



rumor that Stalin had been a provocateur was well known in the 
Communist International. My father, an old Bolshevik, told me that at 
some Comintern meeting Radek read out the Police Department’s secret 
instructions on the recruitment of provocateurs. This was done to teach 
Communist parties how to combat provocateurs and how to recruit agents 
of their own. And Radek read it out with Stalin’s unmistakable slight 
accent.” 

Amusingly, I stumbled on these secret instructions when I was looking 
into the secret Comintern files. Here are a few extracts: 

 

Secret agents are most useful to the Security Department if they are at the 
top of the Party... If it is unable to recruit an agent of this sort, the 
Security Division tries to help its agent to rise from the lower levels to the 
summit of the party... 

The most suitable people to work on are those who return from exile 
without authorization, those detained when trying to cross the frontier, 
those arrested with incriminating objects intended for dispatch... If a 
secret agent is in danger of exposure he is arrested together with other 
members of his party, including the one by whom they were told that he 
was a provocateur. 

 

So we can easily imagine that, as Korin says, “Radek’s reading was a great 
success with the initiated among his listeners.” 

Shatunovskaya told me that the materials on Stalin’s career as a 
provocateur were shown to Khrushchev, but when people asked for fur-
ther investigation Khrushchev threw up his hands and said, “It’s impos-
sible. It would mean that our country was ruled for thirty years by an 
agent of the tsarist Secret Police.” 

 

WAS OUR COUNTRY RULED FOR THIRTY YEARS BY AN AGENT OF THE TSARIST 

SECRET POLICE? 

Consider all his fantastic escapes, his trips abroad, the strange com-
plaisance of the police, the endless list of futile coded telegrams asking for 



Koba to be intercepted, arrested, and never for some reason taking effect. 

Consider one of those coded telegrams in the Archive, from the head of 
the Moscow Okhrana Division A. Martynov to the Petersburg Division: 
“November 1, 1912 ... Koba Dzhugashvili on his way to Petersburg should 
be detained before he leaves for abroad.” But Koba went on his way via 
Petersburg and across the frontier. Yet again. And would take part 
together with Lenin in the Bolsheviks’ Prague Conference. At which, 
incidentally, the provocateur Malinovsky would also be present. Can he 
really have been an Okhrana agent? 

 

THE MIRROR 

To understand it we must recall the strange story of his close acquaintance 
and correspondent Roman Malinovsky. Malinovsky was the head of the 
Metalworkers Trade Union. As early as 1911 some members of the Party 
harbored serious suspicions of him. He had been elected to the State 
Duma by a Moscow constituency and became leader of the Bolshevik 
group in that body. When the president of the Duma learned of his service 
in the police, Malinovsky was invited to leave without fuss. He 
disappeared from the capital. 

The Bolsheviks were alarmed by his inexplicable disappearance. Rumors of 
his double-dealing were recalled, an investigation was ordered, and a 
commission set up. Malinovsky agreed to appear before the commission. 
It gave all his accusers a hearing. But Lenin stoutly defended Malinovsky,   
and  the  commission  declared  the  accusations  against him unproven. At 
the same time, the commission decided not to make public a personal 
matter which Malinovsky offered in explanation of his withdrawal from 
the Duma. Lenin continued defending his favorite  with   all   his   might.   
When   the  young   Bukharin,   already  an influential member of the 
RSDRP, savagely attacked Malinovsky, Lenin wrote him a letter on Central 
Committee paper: if he went on slandering Malinovsky, he would be 
expelled from the Party himself. Rehabilitated, Malinovsky continued 
working for the Party. During the war he volunteered for army service, 
with secret instructions to surrender to the Germans and become a POW. 
In the Party Archive is a solicitous  letter,  dated   1915,  from  Lenin  
telling  Malinovsky  that warm clothes had been sent to the POW camp for 
him. After the February Revolution in  1917,  Malinovsky’s role as 



provocateur was proved beyond doubt. But Lenin fought on to the end: he 
flatly informed the Provisional Government’s commission that he did not 
believe that Malinovsky was a provocateur. The documentary evidence 
mounted up, however, and in the end the Bolsheviks had to give in. Ma-
linovsky’s name became a synonym for double-dealing, alongside those of 
Azef and Degaev. Yet shortly after the victory of the October Revolution 
Malinovsky came back from Germany to Petrograd. He was immediately 
arrested and sent on to Moscow, and stood trial on November 5. He made 
a curious statement in court, which is mentioned by Louis Fischer in his 
biography of Lenin: “Lenin must know about my connection with the 
police.” He asked for a confrontation, but the Investigating Commission of 
the Supreme Tribunal had him shot in a hurry. Those are the facts. The 
question which naturally arises is why did Malinovsky return? 

In his testimony to the Provisional Government’s commission Lenin said, 
“I do not believe that Malinovsky was a provocateur, because ... if 
Malinovsky had been a provocateur the Security Police would have gained 
less from it than our party did.” Lenin’s answer, perhaps, holds the key to a 
surprising situation. Malinovsky did indeed do the Party much more good 
than harm. The Security Police, under pressure to preserve Malinovsky’s 
cover, made the authorities tolerate his inflammatory speeches in the 
Duma and the existence of Pmvda, the Bolshevik newspaper in which 
subversive articles were published. Vissarionov, one of the top men in the 
Security Police, says much the same: “When I started reading his speeches 
in the Duma I came to the conclusion that we could not go on working 
with him.” In this statement we hear the voice of a disappointed man. 

Thinking over the Malinovsky story, I remembered something that 
happened when I was a young man studying at the Historical-Archival 
Institute. It was a year devoted to practical work on the card indexes, one 
of provocateurs and one of revolutionaries, referred to earlier. In those 
days this archive often received requests from old Bolsheviks applying for 
a pension in recognition of their services to the Revolution. These services 
were checked against the card index of revolutionaries and at the same 
time against the card index of provocateurs. Sometimes the same names 
occurred in both indexes. The meritorious revolutionary was found to be 
neither more nor less than a provocateur. 

During my time in the archive I witnessed the following incident. One of 
these old Bolsheviks asked for evidence of his revolutionary activity. A 



woman archivist found his name on both indexes. He arrived at the 
archive, suspecting nothing, to collect his certificate. The woman in charge 
of our practical course had a soft spot for me and allowed me to sit in on 
the interview. I still remember him—a tall old man with exquisitely 
groomed snow-white hair. And I shall never forget how he laughed when 
they told him about their discovery. I reproduce from memory the 
extraordinary conversation that followed. 

 

He: Yes, I was on the force as an agent, but never was one. 

Archivist: I don’t understand you. 

He: I was working with the Party’s consent. That was how we obtained 
information. Unfortunately, those who planted me on the police were shot 
long ago by Stalin. You’ll have to take my word for it. 

Archivist: But you betrayed... [she named various revolutionaries 

He: That was done by agreement. 

Archivist: With whom? 

He: With those who planted me. But I can assure you that if those I 
betrayed had known about it they would have approved of my actions. Our 
lives belonged to the Party. For the good of the Party we were ready to 
sacrifice our freedom and our lives. 

Archivist: But you didn’t ask your victims first? 

He: That’s a pretty bourgeois way of thinking. Still, I suppose it’s difficult 
to understand nowadays. The revolutionaries are all dead, and the 
bourgeois are still with us. Thermidor has conquered. 

 

I can see him now rising from his chair and walking out without saying 
goodbye. 

Let us remember Bakunin’s Catechism: infiltrate all social groupings, 
including the police. The well-known socialist Angelica Balabanova 
recorded how surprised she was when Lenin expressed his readiness to 
make use of provocateurs for the good of the cause: “When will you begin 



to understand life? Provocateurs? If I could I would station them in 
Kornilov’s encampment [referring to the general who was the leader of the 
Russian Army].” 

 

MY VERSION 

First—my version of Malinovsky. When the police got to know about his 
dark past (which included rape and robbery, among other things) they 
began blackmailing him, and invited him to become an agent. He evidently 
decided to tell Lenin about it. He had studied Lenin closely, and as he 
expected the Leader made light of his past crimes. They had not been 
committed against the Party, and from the point of view of the Catechism, 
which called for collaboration with violent criminals, Malinovsky was 
blameless. The police, however, had him cornered. They could not be 
allowed to blacken him, since that would blacken the Party. Not 
surprisingly, Lenin had an idea absolutely in the spirit of the Catechism: 
Malinovsky must agree to become a provocateur, so that he could use the 
police for his own purposes. As the relationship between Malinovsky and 
the police developed, “a few comrades” had to be sacrificed. But only those 
least needed were turned in, while Malinovsky became incomparably more 
useful to the cause. It was thanks to the police that Malinovsky got into 
the Duma, where he fulminated against the autocracy unhindered. He was 
also very helpful to the Bolshevik newspaper Pravda. His activities as a 
provocateur were conducted in the strictest secrecy, as always, and it 
seems most likely that no one except the Leader knew about them. That 
was why Malinovsky returned to Russia once the Revolution was over. But 
he had forgotten the Catechism: the good of the cause was what mattered 
most. Lenin coul d not admit the existence of his Party’s criminal wing. So 
the tribunal had the forgetful Malinovsky shot. 

This was hardly a unique case. In a party which had always acknowledged 
that “all things are permitted for the good of the revolutionary cause,” the 
practice of using double agents was not uncommon. The wily Koba was 
better suited than anyone to this role. It may be that Koba was given 
permission to establish contact with the police so that he could carry on 
the “bomb business” more effectively. That would explain why escape was 
so easy for him, and why he showed so little concern for his own safety. 
And also why Lenin was untroubled by his strangely successful escape 



attempts and his suspiciously easy trips abroad. Here too, of course, 
others had to be sacrificed. But Koba, in all probability, did not give away 
only “unwanted” comrades. He could simultaneously use the police to 
settle accounts with his personal enemies. The money which the police 
paid him Koba would, of course, hand over to the Party. 

“When parting company with a secret collaborator, be careful not to strain 
relations with him, but take care at the same time not to put him in a 
position in which he could subsequently exploit the person in charge of 
the investigation,” reads one of the Secret Police Department instructions. 
But, as happened with Malinovsky, the police began to suspect that Koba 
was playing a double game. When he lost their patronage he was 
compelled to behave more cautiously. He had to give up his part in the 
“exes” (expropriations) and concentrate on work with the Duma group. He 
was valuable to Lenin as an organizer capable of conducting an election 
campaign, but once the Duma elections were over he was much less useful 
to the Party. Others could oversee the routine work of the Bolshevik group 
in the Duma—in other words, carry out Lenin’s instructions from abroad. 
It seems possible that Malinovsky was allowed to turn Koba in. When he 
heard of Malinovsky’s flight, Koba would draw his own conclusions. He 
had been betrayed. They had sacrificed him. 

He did not, however, realize it immediately. He wrote to Lenin from exile 
in Turukhan. He felt sure that they would save him, help him to escape. 
Now that he had no help from the police he could not manage it alone. 

“Koba sends greetings, and reports that he is in good health,” Lenin wrote 
to V. Karpinsky in August 1915. But there were no letters for Koba. Lenin 
had other things on his mind. While Koba was rotting at Turukhansk, the 
First World War had broken out. And with it a great squabble among 
socialists. The majority supported their own governments. But Lenin 
proclaimed that “the defeat of tsarism” would now be the lesser evil. 
Defeat in war, soldiers’ blood—that was now the way to revolution. A few 
months later, when Lenin decided to revive the Russian Bureau of the 
Central Committee, he began showing an interest in Koba again. 
“Important request,” he wrote to Karpinsky. “Find out Koba’s surname 
(Joseph Dzh—? We’ve forgotten. Most important!!!).” 

Yes—Lenin could no longer recall the faithful Koba’s surname. Then he 
changed his mind, and faithful Koba is not mentioned again. Koba himself 



kept trying to remind people of his existence. He wrote an article on the 
“national question”: Lenin had once much enjoyed seeing his own 
thoughts copied down by the non-Russian Koba. Koba sent the article to 
him. Lenin did not answer. 

Reinforcements arrived in Siberia. Obeying Lenin’s wish, the Bolsheviks in 
the Duma had voted against war credits. The deputies toured Russia, 
agitating against the war. The whole Duma group was arrested. 
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THE NEW KOBA 

 

 

 

SUMMING UP 

His conversations with the deputies can have left Koba in no doubt about 
Malinovsky’s role. And the miserable role assigned to himself. For the 
second time in his life Koba suffered a terrible spiritual upheaval. The first 
time he had lost his belief in God. Now he lost his belief in the god Lenin. 
And in his comrades. 

He started hating everybody. 

He may have reviewed his career to date. He was thirty-seven. His life was 
more than half over. And what was he? A member of the Central 
Committee of a party of windbags, most of them in jail, the rest 
blackguarding each other in foreign parts. His life was a failure. He spent 
whole days lying with his face to the wall. He stopped tidying his room and 
washing the dishes after meals. Sverdlov, who shared his lodging, 
described how Koba thought it funny to put plates with scraps of food 
sticking to them on the floor and watch the dogs lick them. Sverdlov gave 
a sigh of relief when he moved to a different house. 

Meanwhile, the authorities had begun calling up political exiles for 
military service. They didn’t trust Sverdlov enough to draft him, but they 
decided to take Koba, which tells us that he was still looked upon 
favorably. 

Once more the Georgian was carried half-frozen over the tundra and down 
an icebound river. Six weeks later, at the end of 1916, exhausted by the 
journey, he was delivered at last to the medical examiner in Krasnoyarsk. 
But luck was with him: his withered left arm earned the future Supreme 



Commander exemption from military service. 

His term of exile was due to end on June 7, 1917, but again the powers 
that be showed their goodwill: on February 20, three and a half months 
early, he was given permission to leave for the township of Achinsk. One 
of Lenin’s close associates, Lev Kamenev, was living in exile there at the 
time. Kamenev, editor of Pravda and a member of the State Duma, had 
been put on trial with the other Bolshevik deputies in 1915. But his 
behavior in court had been strange, or, to put it more precisely, cowardly: 
unlike the other Duma Bolsheviks, he had refused to condemn the war. In 
spite of this he was exiled to the Turukhan region. 

As soon as he arrived Kamenev was called before a comrades’ court made 
up of other exiled Bolsheviks. Only members of the Central Committee 
took part in it. And Kamenev found it strangely easy to vindicate himself. 
He passed on some message which resulted in the adoption of a resolution 
approving the conduct of all the deputies tried by the tsarist court. 

After the February Revolution some of the younger Bolshevik leaders in 
Petrograd attempted to put Kamenev on trial again. His august reply was 
that “for party-political reasons he could not offer explanations of his 
conduct in court pending prior discussion with Comrade Lenin.” In other 
words, he made it clear to the young Petrograd Bolsheviks that there were 
things which only the leaders of the Party were allowed to know. Sure 
enough, when Lenin arrived in Petrograd the “coward” Kamenev became a 
member of the Central Committee with Lenin’s approval. Evidently, this 
was another instance of the “double game” which Koba knew so well. 
Kamenev had been instructed by Lenin to belie his convictions in court. 
Lenin had tried to preserve the freedom of a Duma deputy devoted to 
him, but the police had seen through the maneuver, and Kamenev was 
exiled. 

In Achinsk Koba visited Kamenev quite frequently. Kamenev, with his 
professorial beard, would hold forth, educating the uncouth Georgian, 
while Koba listened, said nothing, and puffed away at his pipe. He was 
learning. If Kamenev had only known what an inferno there was in the 
Georgian’s soul. How much he now understood. And how he had changed. 

 

THE YEAR 17 



“The year 17, whoever that may be,” the great, mad poet V. Khlebnikov 
called it in his visions of the future. Defeats in battle, the shortage of food, 
and a cold winter awakened the hopes of the revolutionaries. 

“Something is happening in the world. I am afraid to open the newspaper 
in the morning,” wrote the poet Blok. 

In a sketch written for the newspaper Russian Word, the poet Teffi listed 
the words most often heard in crowded places: “They’re selling the 
fatherland... The cost of living goes up all the time... The government isn’t 
doing a thing.” And the great producer Meyerhold put on a play called 
Masquerade, where, against a background of fantastically luxurious 
scenery, “someone” minced and flitted—this “someone” being Death. 

And then—it happened. Suddenly. As always in Russia. That which no one 
could have thought possible a year earlier: revolution in Petrograd! “The 
whole edifice crumbled, without so much as a cloud of dust, and very 
quickly,” wrote A. Shchusev, the architect who was to build the Lenin 
Mausoleum. The writer Bunin recorded something a cabbie said to him: 
“We’re an ignorant people. Make one of us get up and the rest all follow.” 

The jails were thrown open, local Security Police headquarters set on fire. 
Somebody had incited the crowd. And among other things destroyed in 
this revolutionary conflagration were lists of secret collaborators with the 
Security Police. The stupendous news soon reached Achinsk: the tsar had 
abdicated, and a Provisional Government formed by the Duma had 
assumed power. Koba’s fortunes were transformed in a split second. His 
former energy was reawakened. But this was a different Koba. 

Kamenev and Koba hurried back to the revolutionary capital. A large 
group of Siberian exiles traveled in the same train. It was cold in the 
carriage. Koba was frozen, in agony, and Kamenev sacrificed his own 
warm socks. The exiles, including the unknown failure Koba, were given 
an enthusiastic welcome at stations along the line. They were now “vic-
tims of the accursed tsarist regime.” As always happens in Russia when 
rulers fall, society at large woke up to its hatred of everything connected 
with their reign. 

On March 12 the Trans-Siberian express set him down in Petrograd. He 
was in good time—one of the first exiled Bolsheviks to arrive in the 
capital. Koba at once made his way to the home of Sergei Alliluyev. “He 



was still wearing the same suit, the same Russian blouse and felt boots, 
but his face looked considerably older. He amused us with his imper-
sonations of the orators who had organized receptions at the stations,” 
wrote Anna Alliluyeva in her memoirs. 

He had cheered up. 

 

KOBA IN THE ATMOSPHERE OF THE “GENTEE REVOLUTION” 

A March of sunny days. The soldiers who had carried out the revolution 
were still sitting peacefully in the cafes of Petrograd, whose proprietors 
fed them gratis. They belonged to units of the Petrograd garrison 
stationed in the city; those which on various excuses had managed to 
dodge service at the front and stay on in the capital. The army in the field 
contemptuously called the Petrograd garrison the “Sprinter Battalions” 
because those of them who were sent to the front ran away from their very 
first battle. They hated the war, and had quickly become an easy target for 
revolutionary propaganda. Now they felt like heroes, because they had 
refused to fire on the people. 

The intelligentsia were happy: censorship had been abolished, there was 
freedom of speech for the first time ever. Political parties mushroomed. At 
the theater famous actresses came out front and sang the “Marseillaise” 
before the show began, rattling chains from the prop room, broken to 
symbolize Russia’s liberation. Freedom, freedom! In the streets of 
Petrograd there was red everywhere—red flags, the red ribbons of never-
ending demonstrations. It was all uncannily reminiscent of blood. The 
only black in sight was that of burnt-out police stations. And the sun 
seemed to shine more brightly than ever that spring. Even the deposed 
empress said so in a letter she wrote to the tsar after his abdication—
”such brilliant sunshine.” Yet the killings had already begun: officers were 
murdered by soldiers, policemen were beaten to death by all who felt like 
joining in. The press shortly reported the assassination of the governor 
general of Tver. The same newspapers, however, explained that he was “a 
well-known reactionary.” 

Yesterday’s exile, of course, followed these events with great interest. He 
could understand the revolutionary mood of the capital, with its 
intelligentsia and a garrison unwilling to go to the front. But the rest of 



Russia, Holy Russia, all those millions of peasants who only yesterday 
were praying for the tsar, God’s anointed, what would they say? Well, they 
spoke. 

“How easily the countryside renounced the tsar. It’s incredible—as if they 
were blowing a hair from their sleeve,” an astonished journalist wrote in 
Russian Word that March. So those who had said that revolution from 
above was a possibility had been right? It was true then: in a country of 
slaves people fear strength and will submit to it. “We learn, bit by bit, we 
learn.” 

The Turukhan exiles went into action almost as soon as they alighted from 
the train. Lenin, Zinoviev, and other Bolshevik leaders were still abroad. 
As in 1905 they had neither planned the revolution nor taken part in it 
and they now found themselves cut off from Russia. As Russian subjects 
they did not have the right to travel across a Germany at war with their 
country. The exiles feverishly discussed what to do next. The Bolshevik 
organizations in Petrograd were controlled by youngsters: Vyacheslav 
Skryabin—Molotov, whom we met earlier—and two working-class 
comrades of his own age, Shlyapnikov and Zalutsky. In early March they 
had already made arrangements for the publication of Pravda, the official 
Bolshevik newspaper. Molotov and certain young Party functionaries of 
the second rank were the senior editors. Not so long ago they had met in 
garrets, but now the Bolsheviks had requisitioned the luxurious house of 
the ballerina Ksheshinskaya, once the mistress of the tsar and his 
brothers. There was a sort of cruel irony in it: this notorious “love nest” 
now housed the roughest of all radical parties. 

Koba and Kamenev at once made their way to the ex-favorite’s house. 
Workers in black jackets and soldiers in gray greatcoats scurried up and 
down a once elegant staircase, littered now with cigarette butts. 
Underwood typewriters chattered away in the chamber which was now the 
workroom of the Party secretariat. 

The young Petrograd comrades were less than delighted to see these 
influential new arrivals. But the comrades from Turukhan took a firm line. 
“In 1917 Stalin and Kamenev cleverly shoved me off the Pravda editorial 
team. Without unnecessary fuss, quite delicately,” Molotov recollected at 
the age of ninety. 

The days of raging crowds, of street action and of oratory had returned. 



But our former poet spent the whole of this period in the editorial office 
of Pravda. 
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A GRAND MASTER’S GAMES 

 

 

 

OPENING MOVE: ENCOUNTER WITH POWER 

His Pravda articles, so strangely forgetful of his teacher Lenin’s views, 
would astound historians. Koba evidently liked this bourgeois revolution, 
which had so successfully transformed his life. While Shlyapnikov and the 
young Petrograd comrades invoked Leninist slogans—fraternization at 
the front and an immediate end to the war—Koba was writing in Pravda 
that “the slogan ‘Down with the War’ is completely useless for practical 
purposes at the present time.” Kamenev went further and called on the 
soldiers to answer the Germans bullet for bullet. 

But Koba was not merely writing. Together with Kamenev he turned the 
policy of the Petrograd Bolsheviks upside down. He extolled the Russian 
Social Democratic Party and launched a campaign which, for a follower of 
Lenin, could only be called criminal: to unite the Bolsheviks with their 
foes, the left-wing Mensheviks. 

Trotsky would later write of Koba losing his head, following Kamenev’s 
lead, and promoting Menshevik ideas. Trotsky was right. But he did not 
understand why this happened. 

A second center of power had been established in Petrograd side by side 
with the Provisional Government at the very beginning of the Revolution: 
the Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. The word “Soviet” itself 
was a felicitous creation of the 1905 Revolution. The word in its time-
honored sense implied communal deliberation in an assembly of equals. It 
was deeply rooted in the peasant mentality and the Russian tradition of 
“conciliarity.” 



While the Duma, swept along on a revolutionary tide, strove to prevent 
chaos, two revolutionary parties, the Socialist Revolutionaries and the 
Mensheviks, quickly held “flying elections” (by a simple show of hands) in 
barracks and in factories. And as early as February 27 they announced the 
creation of a Petrograd Soviet. The Soviet comprised delegates from the 
workers and, most important, from military units. It was controlled, of 
course, by those who had so skillfully orchestrated the elections—the SRs 
and Menshevik revolutionary intellectuals. Thus, another claimant to 
power now existed in the Tavrida Palace, where the Duma held its ses-
sions. One whose power relied on the support of the mob. 

With the help of the soldiers’ deputies, the Soviet could control the 
garrison. It issued the famous “order number 1”: henceforward army units 
were to be governed by soldiers’ committees, and officers were to be 
supervised by rankers. This spelled an end to discipline. The persecution 
of officers began immediately. The president of the Soviet, the Socialist 
Revolutionary A. Kerensky, was immediately co-opted to the Provisional 
Government. 

A new custom, suggested by the Soviet, was introduced: troops presented 
themselves at the Tavrida Palace while the Duma was in session, 
supposedly to show support for the Duma. But as early as March 3 the 
president of the Duma, M. Rodzyanko, narrowly escaped being shot by 
sailors who had come along. Koba could now observe the same scene from 
day to day: the approaches to the palace packed with crowds of gray-clad 
soldiers and black-clad workers. Trucks overloaded with soldiers and 
workers barged their way through the crowd. The streets bristled with 
bayonets and there was never a break in the yelling of the crowds, the red 
flags, the inflammatory oratory. People flooded out from the palace’s 
vestibule. If you wanted to move at all you had to join this human torrent. 
The might of the Soviet grew and grew. Koba knew that the soldiers 
searching the apartments of former tsarist dignitaries were acting on the 
orders from the Soviet. They were rather shy about it at first: after the 
search they would look embarrassed and ask the gentleman victim of the 
search for a tip. That’s Russia for you! But arrests were already being 
made. “Lickspittles of the old regime” were arrested and brought before 
the Soviet. One of those hauled in was old Shcheglovitov, a former 
minister in the tsar’s government. Kerensky narrowly saved him from 
summary execution by the soldiers. They were already tearing off the old 



man’s epaulettes when Kerensky confronted the mob, shouting, “Over my 
dead body!” On the eve of Koba’s arrival the Soviet had compelled the 
Provisional Government to arrest the tsar, in spite of his abdication, and 
to consign tsarist ministers to the cells of the Peter and Paul Fortress. 

For the time being, the Soviet could not supplant the Provisional 
Government, since in Russia’s eyes the Duma and the government were 
the authors of the Revolution. But the Soviet quite openly asserted its 
overriding authority. The ominous formula “so far and no farther” made 
its appearance. The government could rule insofar as the Soviet supported 
it. The Soviet was a mighty power, and now Koba, the chronic failure, was 
part of that mighty force. The Soviet was headed by old acquaintances 
from Koba’s Caucasian days—Georgian revolutionaries like ( the 
Menshevik Nikolai Chkheidze, its president. Another very influential 
figure, Irakli Tsereteli, was also a Georgian Menshevik. And they, of 
course, wanted to see their Georgian acquaintance Koba among the Bol-
shevik delegates to the Soviet. Yesterday’s forgotten man shortly became a 
member of the Executive Committee of the Soviet, the real ruler of 
Petrograd. 

Koba knew what those in power required of him. He knew what he was 
doing when he suddenly forgot Lenin’s ideas, began echoing those of the 
Mensheviks, and gave his support to Kamenev. Intoxicated by the air of 
revolutionary Petrograd, like so many intellectuals, Kamenev was now 
preaching the “unification of democratic forces.” 

It became more serious as time went by. In one of his articles Koba was in 
favor of the idea of preserving a unitary Russian state. “He seemed to have 
forgotten his previous ideas on the nationalities question, written down 
on Lenin’s instructions,” Trotsky said sarcastically. 

Once again, Trotsky was right. And once again, he failed to see the reason. 

These ideas of sovereignty, of the preservation of empire, naturally 
pleased people in the Provisional Government. And they naturally took 
notice of Koba, the influential radical who nonetheless held such com-
fortable views. The new Koba began attacking on several fronts at once in 
this first but dazzling game of chess. 

“Koba Stalin” was the name with which he signed his articles. The old 
Koba, the pathetic loyal fool who had been so ruthlessly exploited and so 



easily forgotten, had been left behind in Turukhansk. He would no longer 
be pulling the chestnuts out of the fire for anyone. From now on he served 
only himself. Himself and the Revolution, insofar as the Revolution could 
be of service to him. 

 

RESULTS OF His OPENING MOVES 

After only two weeks in Petrograd Koba had already seized control of a 
newspaper, become one of the main figures among the city’s Bolsheviks, 
and joined the leadership of the Soviet, the effective holder of power. Yet 
in the Soviet he was strangely self-effacing. “When he was playing his 
modest part in the work of the Soviet the impression he made on me—
and not only on me—was that of a gray blob, now dimly visible, now 
fading without trace. There is really nothing more to be said of him,” 
observed the Menshevik Sukhanov. But Koba Stalin was no gray blob. 

 

A NEW PIECE ON THE CHESSBOARD 

In mid-March a woman no longer young, but still something of a beauty, 
turned up in Pravda’s editorial office. This was the famous ultra-Bolshevik 
Alexandra Kollontai, daughter of a tsarist general. She handed the editors 
two letters from Lenin, for publication. In these “Letters from Afar” 
Lenin’s fury knew no bounds. He stigmatized both the Menshevik leaders 
of the Soviet and the Provisional Government. He ordered “no support for 
the bourgeois government.” Lenin was announcing a change of course—
toward a second revolution, a socialist revolution. 

To Kamenev, all of this looked like the ravings of an emigre long divorced 
from Russia. But—Marx or no Marx—Lenin did not want to wait for the 
completion of democratic changes in backward Russia: that Asiatic 
peasant country, lacking as it did a strong proletariat, must nonetheless be 
steered toward proletarian revolution in a hurry. Trotsky had put forward 
similar ideas during the first Russian revolution, and Lenin had ridiculed 
him at the time. Yet now... the Leader’s letters could not be left 
unpublished. It was evidently Kamenev’s idea to publish the first, deleting 
the harshest words about the government and the Mensheviks, and then 
pretend to forget the second. Koba consented, knowing that in retrospect 



Kamenev would bear the main responsibility. Kamenev was the Party’s 
leading journalist and he, Koba, was a mere “practical worker.” 

Koba was thinking more and more carefully about his future. 

He had already sized up the freedom-loving windbags in the Soviet—
eternally bickering democrats, scared by the steadily rising waves of 
mindless Russian rebellion. Chkheidze, Tsereteli, Jewish idealists like Dan, 
Nakhamkis, and the rest of them—how could they cope with this 
elemental force? True, the Bolsheviks were only just emerging from un-
derground, but Koba knew the full strength of that ruthless “moth-balled” 
organization. Accustomed as it was to rigid discipline, to unquestioning 
obedience, it was nothing without a Leader. But with a Leader... 

Its Leader was due to arrive shortly. Koba did not doubt that the Germans 
would agree to let Lenin and his comrades-in-arms pass unhindered. He 
had, of course, heard by then of the firm ties which had unexpectedly 
linked the Bolsheviks with the kaiser’s Germany. He knew that Lenin 
would return to Russia with lots of money. 

This was money the Bolsheviks had been receiving since the beginning of 
the war. There was nothing strange about it. Lenin was agitating for the 
defeat of tsarist Russia, for the conversion of the war with Germany into a 
civil war inside Russia, with the workers and peasants in soldiers’ 
greatcoats, turning their weapons against “their own” bourgeoisie. 

Koba could easily deduce the scale of German support from the large 
subsidies received by his newspaper, Pravda. And from the generous funds 
for arms which went to the military organization set up within the Party. 
With this money the Party was, with feverish haste, establishing a Red 
Guard with units throughout Russia. 

 

GERMAN GOLD 

Koba had not gone to live with the hospitable Alliluyevs, although they 
had told him that there “was always a room waiting for him.” Instead, he 
moved into a large flat shared by the young leaders of the Petrograd 
Bolsheviks. 

“Stalin and I lived in the same apartment at that time,” Molotov wrote. 



“He was a bachelor, and so was I. It was a large apartment on the 
Petrograd side. I shared a room with Zalutsky, then there was Smilga (the 
Bolshevik Smilga) with his wife, and Stalin joined us. It was a sort of 
commune we had there.” And that was where Koba could have heard a 
great deal of talk about German gold. Possibly from a frequent visitor to 
the apartment, a colleague in the leadership of the Petersburg Bolsheviks, 
Shlyapnikov. German money had paid for Shlyapnikov’s travels between 
the European capitals during the war, and for the printing and dispatch to 
Russia of masses of defeatist propaganda—and German gold. This was 
one of Bolshevism’s shameful secrets, and many attempts would be made 
to prove it untrue. But documents from the secret German archives 
published after the fall of Nazi Germany revealed that the Bolsheviks 
continued to receive German money even after the October Revolution. “It 
is in our best interests that the Bolsheviks should remain in power... If you 
need more money telegraph the amount”—so wrote Kuhlmann, the 
German minister of foreign affairs, to the German ambassador in Moscow, 
Baron Mirbach. 

Did the Bolsheviks take money from the Germans? Certainly. Were they, 
then, German agents? Certainly not. They were simply obeying their 
Catechism: “Make use of the Devil himself if the Revolution requires it.” 
Lenin could have no scruples about taking the money. Yet again, Koba 
realized that all things were permitted for the good of the cause. “We 
learn, bit by bit, we learn.” 

 

KOBA’S EXPECTATIONS REALIZED 

A Russian rebellion: once it starts there’s no restraining it. During the first 
days of the Revolution, while the intelligentsia were joyfully hailing the 
“dawn of Russian freedom,” the famous artist Somov noted in his diary 
that “so far the crowd is good-humored, but I believe that there will be a 
great bloodletting.” Nothing is more dangerous than eternal Russia with 
the bit between her teeth. 

The man who was eager to fan the spreading flames into a conflagration 
was on his way. Koba judged correctly what the advent of his Jacobin 
Leader, furnished with German gold, would mean. In Russia he would find 
waiting for him an organization battle-hardened in the underground, and 
the army in a state of collapse and unwilling to fight. Koba knew 



instinctively to whom the future belonged. That was why he was so 
cautious in the Soviet: from mid-March onward he was waiting for the 
new master. Kamenev would answer for Pravda’s sins, but he, Koba, would 
have to answer for his stance in the Soviet. He adopted his favorite 
tactic—impenetrable silence. He was present in the Soviet, yet absent. A 
gray blob. He realized that the time for speeches was over, and the time for 
action at hand. His time. 

The train on which Lenin and thirty or so other Russian revolutionary 
emigres were passengers crossed the Russian frontier on April 3. It had 
traveled unhindered through a Germany at war with Russia. As General 
Hoffman later wrote, “We had the idea of using these Russians to speed up 
the demoralization of the Russian army.” And Ludendorff, in his memoirs, 
observed that “this journey was justified from a military point of view.” 

What these German generals would subsequently write was obvious 
enough to the general public at the time. Krupskaya recalled how ap-
prehensive Lenin was at the prospect of “the savage outcry from the 
chauvinists” upon their return, and even thought that it might end with 
him being put on trial and “carted off to the Peter and Paul [Fortress].” 
They were also worried about the practicalities. It was Easter Day, and 
they were afraid that they would arrive late and have difficulty finding a 
cab. 

Instead of which a Bolshevik delegation was waiting for Lenin at the 
Finnish frontier. Koba was not among them. He had preferred to let Ilyich 
vent his wrath on Kamenev. It went just as he expected. A member of the 
delegation, Fyodor Raskolnikov, who represented the pro-Bolshevik sailors 
in their mutiny against their officers at the beginning of the Revolution, 
described the scene as follows in his memoirs. The welcoming party came 
in and sat down on a sofa, and Lenin immediately attacked Kamenev. 
(Koba would later improve on history. Hundreds of paintings showed the 
joyous meeting between the great leaders Stalin and Lenin.) Then it was 
night, and an enormous crowd had gathered at the Finland Station. What 
awaited Lenin was not a cell in the Peter and Paul Fortress, but a reception 
committee from the mighty Soviet, led by its president, Chkheidze, whom 
Lenin had so unmercifully vilified in his letters. A guard of honor and an 
armored car had been provided for the small, bald-headed man who had 
never addressed more than a handful of emigres. At last Lenin saw the 
great crowds he had always longed for. From the armored car he called on 



his listeners to realize the insane Utopian dream, to ensure the victory of 
socialist revolution. Only a year ago all this had been delirium, pure 
fantasy. And now... the crowds, the floodlights, the armored car. 

 

WINNING MOVES 

Who had organized Chkheidze’s arrival at the station? He was president of 
the Soviet, which was the real master of the situation in Petrograd, and his 
appearance legalized the scandalous circumstances in which Lenin and his 
henchmen had returned. Who had worked to persuade Chkheidze that the 
rumors about German money only served the right-wing forces and that 
his presence at the station would put an end to this reactionary talk? 

Lenin was bound to appreciate the service which Koba and Kamenev, both 
old members of the Bolshevik Party, had performed for him. 

Late that evening Lenin laid his “April Theses” before an audience. His 
address was a bombshell. No support for the bourgeois Provisional 
Government! No more “up to a point,” no more “insofar as.” All power 
must belong to the Soviets. But what must have struck Koba most forcibly 
was the ease with which Lenin had discarded the most familiar Marxist 
dogmas. Marx had written about the inevitable accession to power of the 
bourgeoisie after a democratic revolution. And here was Lenin declaring 
that the bourgeoisie had come to power in Russia as the result of a 
mistake on the part of the proletariat and calling for immediate transition 
to a socialist revolution. The astonished audience heard a man who used 
to represent Marxism as gospel truth calmly reject one of its main 
postulates. Koba realized yet again that all things are permitted to the 
Leader. 

He immediately adjusted his own views by 180 degrees. Koba Stalin now 
wrote article after article for Pravda in which he slavishly expounded 
Lenin’s ideas. The Boss was back. 

The Bolsheviks met in conference on April 29. In the great hall of which 
the ballerina Ksheshinskaya had been so fond, Lenin repeated the message 
of his “April Theses.” Kamenev chose to defend his own beliefs and railed 
against Lenin. Whereupon Lenin unleashed Koba. Koba spoke in his new 
style—without systematic argument, crudely and brazenly garbling 



Kamenev’s views. He lambasted his friend of yesterday unmercifully. This 
was a new Koba—a Koba who from now on had no friends. His line 
prevailed. The delegates turned on Kamenev, reminding themselves of all 
his past sins. 

Then came the election of the Central Committee, and Lenin personally 
proposed Koba. “We have known ‘Comrade Koba’ for very many years,” 
Lenin asserted. “He is a good worker in any responsible position.” The 
audience took its Leader’s point: Koba’s earlier articles were not to be held 
against him. The “good worker” collected ninety-seven votes, more than 
anyone except Lenin and Zinoviev. This was a great victory. Koba was 
finally playing a leading role. What he had failed to win by devotion he had 
won at once by dirty tricks. Lenin nonetheless had to support Kamenev as 
well: Lev Borisovich knew too much, and had indeed done a great deal for 
Lenin. To the amazement of his audience Lenin, usually so unforgiving, 
suppressed the story of Kamenev’s behavior on trial: “The incident is 
closed.” And that was that. He recommended Kamenev too for the Central 
Committee, and the conference duly elected him. 

Koba was not mistaken in Lenin. They began working to seize power there 
and then, at the conference. They decided to enmesh the whole country in 
a network of Bolshevik cells and detachments of the Red Guard. For this 
purpose Lenin selected an organizer of genius, Koba’s onetime roommate 
in exile in Turukhan, Yakov Sverdlov. Party functionaries were quickly on 
their way to the provinces, to prepare a new revolution, with German 
money in their pockets. Russia would soon be ablaze. 

After the conference a narrow inner leadership called the Bureau of the 
Central Committee was elected. It would later be known as the Politburo 
and would become the official ruling body of one-sixth of the earth’s land 
surface for many decades. The first Bureau had four members: Lenin, his 
faithful assistant Zinoviev, Kamenev, and Koba Stalin. In May 1917 Koba 
was already a member of the Party’s four-man leadership. 

They had set their course toward a new revolution. Lenin the Jacobin 
called his policy “peaceful,” but he was preparing to shed blood. He had 
need now of that wily terrorist who had proved his worth in the Party’s 
most dubious deeds. Lenin knew too that Koba would always voice his 
thoughts. Koba’s instant capitulation had given him fresh assurance of it. 

Koba, however, soon had to make room for someone else. As did the other 



members of the Bureau. May saw the return of Trotsky to Russia. 

 

THE SECOND QUEEN 

He had been a Menshevik, and vehemently denounced the Bolsheviks, 
then distanced himself from the Mensheviks in turn. This “freelance 
revolutionary,” a brilliant journalist and outstanding orator, had fought 
against Lenin throughout, calling him the “Dictator,” the “future 
Robespierre,” while Lenin called Trotsky “Yudushka” (after a character in 
one of Lenin’s favorite novels, The Golovlyov Family, by Shchedrin; 
Yudushka was a monster of greed, cunning, cruelty, and hypocrisy). These 
were the mildest of the insults they exchanged. But now, since February, 
the gap between the views of these old enemies had surprisingly 
narrowed. Lenin was now the spokesman for Trotsky’s old dream of 
“permanent revolution,” and they uttered in a single voice the battle calls 
to rebellion: “All power to the Soviets” and “Down with the Provisional 
Government.” There was a third slogan, the most fearful of all, calling for 
the defeat of Russia and the conversion of war with Germany into civil 
war. The foes had traveled in opposite directions for so many years—and 
finally met. 

Trotsky’s very first speech, at the station, electrified the crowd. A great 
actor in the drama of revolution had taken the stage again. Lenin sorely 
needed such an ally, but he knew that Trotsky, fame’s spoiled darling, 
would never be the first to seek reconciliation. So, after all those years of 
vilification, he took the initiative himself and traveled “the road to 
Canossa” just a few days after Trotsky’s return. He made Zinoviev and 
Kamenev assist in the negotiations—or rather the suasions. Trotsky’s 
former enemies urged him to join the Bolshevik Party together with his 
supporters. Trotsky was stubborn: he demanded the abandonment of the 
name Bolsheviks. Lenin refused, but continued his efforts at persuasion. 
Kamenev and Zinoviev jealously watched Lenin humiliating himself, and 
Trotsky behaving as though he was the Party’s leader even before he had 
joined it. 

 

A USEFUL PIECE ON THE BOARD 



Trotsky began cooperating with Lenin. But Koba was not worried. 

Trotsky was later convinced that Koba had always envied and hated him. 
He was mistaken. Koba’s feelings were dictated by the game of chess he 
was playing. And, strange as it may seem, Trotsky’s arrival was very 
helpful to him. He could see into other men’s souls, or at least read their 
baser emotions. He knew that the advent of the new favorite would bind 
the three of them—he, Kamenev, and Zinoviev, the three faithful old 
servants—more closely together. Henceforth they would be as one. What 
is more, he knew that Lenin would never forgive Trotsky for the long years 
of struggle against him, would never regard him as “one of us.” He would 
always be wondering anxiously about the next move of this unmanageable 
revolutionary, who felt himself to be co-Leader and Lenin’s equal. 

Koba realized that Lenin would appreciate hatred for Trotsky. To outdo 
others in your devotion to Lenin you must exhibit a particular hatred of 
Trotsky. 

 

A COMPLICATED MANEUVER 

The first All-Russian Congress of Soviets opened on June 3. One episode 
in the proceedings would find a place in all books about the Revolution. 
The Menshevik Tsereteli declared that “there is at present no party in 
Russia which would say ‘just put power in our hands and go away, we will 
take your place.’ There is no such party in Russia.” At which Lenin shouted 
from the body of the hall, “There is such a Party!” It seemed preposterous: 
a miserable nine percent of the delegates at the Congress were Bolsheviks. 

But at a joint meeting of the Bolshevik military organization and the 
Central Committee on June 6, Lenin proposed that they should organize a 
demonstration and show how strong the Party was, in spite of its small 
numbers. 

“All power to the Soviets!” and “Down with the ten capitalist ministers!” 
were the belligerent slogans of this allegedly peaceful demonstration. I. 
Smilga told the Central Committee, of which he was a member, in so many 
words that “if events lead to a clash those taking part must seize the post 
office and telegraph buildings and the arsenal.” M. Latsis echoed this: 
“With the support of the machine gun regiment we must occupy the 



station, the banks, the arsenal, and the post and telegraph buildings.” Yes, 
the impatient Lenin was getting ready for a first attempt at a Bolshevik 
coup. How could he fail to make use of Koba, who had organized bloody 
demonstrations in Georgia? Koba was, of course, at the center of events. 
He it was who drafted the appeal to “all toilers and to all the workers and 
soldiers of Petrograd.” But his participation was amatter of the utmost 
secrecy; he was, after all, an influential member of the Executive 
Committee of the Soviet, and he had to be kept there in case the 
demonstration was a failure. Hence his rejoinders in the course of the 
Central Committee session: “We must neither force the pace, nor let any 
opportunity slip... Our duty is to organize a demonstration... but [there 
must be] no attempt to seize the telegraph office.” 

As early as June 9 rumors of an impending Bolshevik demonstration 
against the government were spread at the Congress of Soviets. The 
Menshevik Gechkori read out to the Congress a leaflet with Koba’s appeal, 
which he had picked up in the street. 

Taken in conjunction with Lenin’s declaration, the demonstration acquired 
a sinister significance. Tsereteli, speaking from the rostrum, said that 
“what we have here is a Bolshevik conspiracy to seize power.” A storm of 
indignation swept through the hall, and Chkheidze said that “tomorrow 
may prove a fateful day.” 

Kamenev, Koba, and the other members of the Bolshevik group feigned 
astonishment and voted with the Congress as a whole against the 
demonstration. The Provisional Government warned that any resort to 
violence would be met with the full force of the state power, and Lenin 
decided to back down. It was decided overnight to cancel the 
demonstration. This decision prompted Koba to make an amusing move. 
He gave notice of his resignation from the Central Committee, arguing 
that the decision to cancel the demonstration was a mistake. He knew 
very well that this was not a dangerous move, that he would be invited to 
withdraw his resignation. That indeed was what happened. But his 
declaration had revealed to the Party as a whole what until then had been 
a secret—his part in organizing the demonstration. It showed too what a 
bold and uncompromising fellow Koba was. Koba the chess player. 

 



AN “IN-DEPTH” LANGUAGE 

While I was working in the Party Archive, one of my anonymous in-
formants told me: “Bolshevik documents are peculiar in that wherever 
they say ‘peaceful demonstration’ they most probably mean ‘armed up-
rising.’ The general rule is that ‘yes’ almost invariably means ‘no.’ Some-
body has called this an ‘in-depth’ language—a false-bottomed language, in 
which words have two or three meanings. Add to this that Stalin was a 
grand master. To understand the reasons for his moves you must look at 
the result. Only then will certain things become clear.” I often recall these 
words. Koba really did want an armed demonstration. We shall not 
understand why until much later. 

The Congress of Soviets, then, reacted indignantly to news that 
preparations for a demonstration were under way. A storm blew up. It 
looked for a while as if the Bolsheviks would be torn limb from limb. The 
harshest measures were proposed, and then it all petered out. Instead, the 
Congress resolved to “organize a demonstration” of its own. A peaceful 
one, of course, with “Trust the Congress and the Government” as its 
slogan. But it cost a great deal of intrigue behind the scenes to jockey the 
delegates into adopting this idiotic resolution, which instead of 
condemning the Bolsheviks in effect authorized them to carry on with the 
demonstration they had organized. Who foisted this stupid motion on the 
Congress? It was the handiwork of a genius at intrigue. Koba’s scheme is 
taking its course, though for the present its purpose remains unclear. 

A spectacular demonstration, with Bolshevik slogans, took place on June 
18. It was a triumph. Two articles about the demonstration appeared in 
Pravda, by Lenin and by Koba. One by each of the two organizers. “A 
bright, sunny day,” Koba wrote. “The procession to the Field of Mars went 
on from morning till evening... An endless forest of banners... There was a 
steady roar from the crowd... Every now and then cries of ‘All power to the 
Soviet... Down with the capitalist ministers’ rang out.” 

No more than two hours after this success, Lenin, in consultation with 
other members of the Central Committee, decided that it was time for the 
proletarian masses to show just how strong they were. 

The ailing Provisional Government was going through one of its regular 
crises. Russia’s wrangling democrats had created a favorable situation for 
an attempt to seize power. Lenin resolved to take advantage of it. 



 

NOT NECESSARY, YET NECESSARY 

The hand that would someday write Stalin’s masterpieces can be clearly 
seen in the organization of the July action. Rumors that it was about to be 
sent to the front were circulated in the First Machine Gun Regiment, 
which teemed with Bolshevik agitators. Soldiers who preferred to do their 
fighting at political meetings were furious, and called for armed 
resistance. The Bolsheviks, of course, urged them to cancel the 
demonstration. One of the leaders of the military organization, V. Nevsky, 
described how they went about it: “I gave my advice in such a way that 
only a fool could conclude from my speech that the demonstration should 
not take place.” The regiment naturally had no wish to look like fools. 
They had mastered the “in-depth” language of the agitators: when they 
said “Don’t act,” they meant “Act.” 

A regimental meeting on July 2 called for an uprising. The regiment sent 
delegates to other army units, to factories, and to Kronstadt. Soldiers 
came out onto the streets fully armed. Lenin was reported ill; he 
disappeared from active life. 

In the Kronstadt Fortress the sailors were in permanent session. The 
rebels among them had distinguished themselves at the very beginning of 
the Revolution. During those first, “bloodless” days, sailors on vessels of 
the Baltic fleet had shot 120 officers. They tore off Admiral Viren’s epau-
lettes, dragged him to Anchor Square, and killed him. Admiral Butakov 
and 36 other senior officers were shot on the same day. The naval fortress 
became a stronghold of piratical freedom. The newly organized Bolshevik 
Committee assumed the leadership of the mutinous sailors. Kronstadt had 
become a Leninist citadel. When representatives of the Machine Gun 
Regiment appeared there, the comedy continued as before: the Bolsheviks 
urged the sailors to disobey the machine gunners’ call to arms, but urged 
them in such a way that they obeyed it. The Bolshevik midshipman 
Raskolnikov, one of the leaders of Red Kronstadt, wrote, “We had very 
nice custom according to which I telephoned Petrograd daily and asked for 
Lenin, Zinoviev, or Kamenev ... to get my instructions.” 

The Kronstadters received instructions from one other leader. The poet 
Demyan Biedny described how he was once sitting in Pravda’s editorial 
office when the phone on Koba’s desk rang. An inquiry from Kronstadt—



should the sailors turn up in Petrograd for a demonstration with or 
without their weapons? Koba took a puff or two on his pipe and answered, 
“Well, hacks like me always carry our own weapons—our pencils—with us 
... what do you do with yours?” 

As ever, he was at the center of the action, yet uninvolved. That very same 
day, as Tsereteli related in his Reminiscences of the February Revolution, 
Koba stated at a session of the Soviet that armed soldiers and workers 
were eager to take to the streets, but that the Bolsheviks had dispatched 
agitators to restrain them. Koba asked for this statement to be recorded, 
then he took his leave. Chkheidze told Tsereteli with a wry smile that 
“men of peace have no need to put their peaceful intentions on record.” 

Koba did not, of course, expect to be believed. It was simply the latest 
move in his game: he had chosen the convenient role of peace-loving 
intermediary between the Soviets and the Bolsheviks. He may possibly 
have persuaded Lenin to allot him that role. A Georgian would obviously 
find it easier to reach an accommodation with other Georgians if the 
demonstration was a failure. 

On July 4, armed Kronstadters set sail to take control of Petrograd. They 
disembarked on Vasilievsky Island, with “their weapons.” An endless 
procession of armed sailors made for Ksheshinskaya’s mansion. Naturally, 
the peace-loving Koba was not at Bolshevik headquarters. Lunacharsky 
and Sverdlov, Bolsheviks of secondary importance, came out on the 
balcony to address the crowd, but the sailors demanded Lenin, and they 
were told that he was ill. The sailors began to feel uneasy. Knowing that 
Lenin was in the building, the exhausted Raskolnikov tracked him down 
to his hiding place, and the “sick man” had to make a (very cautious) 
speech. Then the demonstrators went on to the Tavrida Palace, to insist 
that the Soviet take power. Once there, the sailors arrested Chernov, 
leader of the Socialist Revolutionary Party, who came out to meet them. 
They were about to drive away with him and shoot him, when Trotsky, 
realizing that there would be a heavy price to pay for this, jumped onto the 
hood of the car. From that platform, he began extolling the sailors, “the 
fine flower and the pride of the Russian Revolution,” but concluded his 
panegyric with the words “Citizen Chernov, you are free.” 

Disorderly demonstrations continued throughout the day. Crowds of 
workers and armed sailors roamed the streets. Lenin had by now moved to 



the Tavrida Palace. But this was the moment at which troops loyal to the 
government arrived from the front. The fate of the action was decided. 
Midshipman Raskolnikov prepared to stand siege in Ksheshinskaya’s 
mansion. 

 

THE ENDGAME BEGUN 

The attempted coup was crushed. Lenin had lost. The question arises—
what about Koba? True, in the event of victory he would have come to 
power with the Party. But even in the event of defeat he was on his way to 
power. Power within the Party. That explains his torturous maneuvers. 

The Provisional Government was carrying out a secret investigation at the 
time. Evgeny Yermolenko, who had returned from across the German 
lines, testified that he had been recruited by the Germans to agitate in 
favor of peace with Germany, and that Lenin likewise had been 
commissioned by the Germans to do everything in his power to under-
mine confidence in the Provisional Government. These activities were 
funded by the German general staff. Yermolenko also indicated the 
channels by which the money reached Lenin. The Directorate of Military 
Intelligence at Supreme Headquarters latched onto the investigation, and 
from that moment Lenin was under surveillance. Intercepted telegrams 
showed that the Bolsheviks were receiving large sums of money from 
abroad. 

Kerensky personally took charge of the inquiry into Lenin’s involvement 
in these activities. Only a very narrow circle knew about it. But the 
Socialist Revolutionary Kerensky realized that proof of Bolshevik guilt 
could be used by the army, the monarchists, and reactionaries generally, 
against the forces of the left. How could he fail to inform his party 
brethren, the SR leadership, and his Menshevik collaborators in the 
Soviet, of this investigation? Rumors of a secret inquiry soon reached the 
general public. Obviously, they could not have been unknown to Koba, a 
Georgian member of the Soviet Executive Committee. Koba calculated 
that any Bolshevik demonstration would prompt the government to make 
use of this investigation, and that the accusations leveled at them would 
exclude the Bolshevik leadership and Trotsky from legal activity. They 
were all, in one way or another, connected with German money. Only one 
leader of the first rank was not tarred with this brush—Koba himself. Nor 



had he stepped into the limelight during the July rebellion. He would be 
the only one left at liberty. 

Yet again it happened just as he expected. Toward evening on July 4, P. 
Pererzev, the Minister of Justice, made known some of the findings of the 
inquiry (still in progress) into the connections between Lenin and the 
Bolsheviks on the one hand and the Germans on the other. That night the 
Bolsheviks hastily called off the demonstration, but it was too late. 
Proceedings against “the spies” were already under way. The genie was out 
of the bottle. Lenin, of course, also knew about this delayed-action bomb. 
Was this perhaps why he had been in such a hurry, and risked the July 
action? 

Lenin turned to Koba. He was the only immaculate member of the 
leadership. The Georgian Koba went to see the Georgian Chkheidze and 
asked him to “nip the slanders in the bud” and forbid the publication of 
materials relating to the case before the investigation was completed. 
Koba got his way. Chkheidze promised. But Koba, an experienced 
journalist himself, could easily see that it would be impossible to prevent 
publication of such sensational material by one newspaper or another. A 
defiant newspaper came forward immediately: the bold Living Word 
published letters from two revolutionaries, N. Pankratov, who had been 
imprisoned for many years in the Schlusselburg Fortress, and a former 
associate of Lenin’s, Aleksinsky. Both denounced Lenin and his comrades 
as spies. The endgame had begun. 

 

THE ENDGAME: KOBA’S VICTORY 

Troops newly arrived from the front surrounded Ksheshinskaya’s former 
residence. The government ordered the organization of a task force to 
storm the building. Sailors under Raskolnikov’s command prepared to 
defend it. But this was a gesture of despair. The grim-faced, unshaven 
front-line soldiers hated and longed to avenge themselves on these sailors 
who had always skulked in the rear. 

Once again Koba saved the situation by parleying with the Soviet. No 
blood was shed, and the building was surrendered without a fight. Koba 
made his way next to the Peter and Paul Fortress. The Kronstadters 
installed there were determined to defend themselves. Soldiers had 



surrounded the fortress and were about to fire on the “German spies.” But 
Koba talked the sailors round with an unhurried speech and a few 
Georgian jokes. They agreed to surrender their weapons and returned 
peacefully to Kronstadt. The peacemaker had twice succeeded in 
preventing bloodshed. 

On July 6, the Provisional Government signed a warrant for the arrest of 
the Bolshevik leaders. The names of Lenin, Trotsky, Zinoviev, Kamenev, 
and Lunacharsky were on the list. Lunacharsky and Trotsky were plucked 
from their beds and taken straight to jail. But Lenin and his faithful aide 
Zinoviev managed to vanish underground. It was Koba again who helped 
them do it. 

Lenin hid at first in the apartment of a Bolshevik called Kayurov. 

But Krupskaya wrote, “Kayurov’s son was an anarchist, and the young 
people were always fiddling with bombs, which was not altogether ap-
propriate in a conspiratorial apartment.” 

Sergo Ordzhonikidze said in his memoirs that “many prominent 
Bolsheviks took the view that since such a grave accusation had been 
leveled at the Leader of the Party he should stand trial and clear himself 
and the Party.” And Lenin told Krupskaya that “Grigori [Zinoviev] and I 
have decided to stand trial... Let us say goodbye. We may never see each 
other again.” He was very anxious not to go to jail. And, of course, Koba 
came to his aid yet again. He thought up another of his comedies with a 
predetermined ending. He sent Ordzhonikidze to the Soviet to ask about 
the conditions Ilyich could expect in jail. When told, Koba immediately 
declared the conditions unacceptable. He made the statement which Lenin 
so wanted to hear: “The Junkers will never get Lenin as far as the jail—
they’ll kill him on the way.” Meaning that Lenin must not go to jail at all. 
The Central Committee followed this with a ruling that “in view of the 
danger to his life Lenin must not stand trial.” 

Lenin himself had no wish to remain in Petrograd. He was naturally afraid 
of standing trial. Once more the faithful Koba came to his aid. He found 
Lenin and Zinoviev another refuge, in the house of a worker called 
Yemelyanov, not far from Sestroretsk. Faithful Koba even escorted Lenin 
to the railway station. Koba, his savior. 

Yemelyanov hid the fugitives in a shack out in the hay fields on the lake 



shore. Lenin and Zinoviev would remain there until autumn. So for the 
present the Party was left in the charge of Koba Stalin. His lengthy game 
of chess had ended in victory. 

 

TRYING ON THE LEADER’S CLOTHES 

Kerensky, the head of the Provisional Government, was afraid that the 
“espionage” affair would strengthen the forces of the right. The arrest of 
Trotsky and the disappearance of Lenin gave him all that he wanted. He 
did not believe that they would return to politics after such a scandal. 

The espionage case was postponed indefinitely. What is more, the Red 
Guard was not disarmed, Bolshevik newspapers continued to publish, and 
the Bolsheviks prepared for their next Congress unhindered. The Congress 
was semilegal, and Kerensky’s government studiously averted its eyes 
from the assembly of three hundred Bolshevik delegates. The proceedings 
were presided over by Koba Stalin, trying himself out for the first time in 
the role of Leader. 

Lenin, however, remained in control of the Party from his shack, and 
submitted to the Congress what would have been the key points in his 
report. These were read aloud by Koba, who made the two main speeches 
at the Congress: the Central Committee’s wartime report and a statement 
on the political situation. He also made the closing speech. 

Stalin would later designate Lenin’s shack one of the shrines of the 
Communist religion. Thousands of pictures by Soviet artists show Lenin 
all alone there, busily writing his immortal works, or Lenin welcoming to 
the shack his friend Koba. The shack’s other occupant, Zinoviev, would 
later vanish from the far-famed shack, destroyed by Stalin. Yemelyanov 
would be expelled from the Party and banished, and his two sons would 
both perish in Stalin’s camps. 

The shack itself was always kept in good repair, and Stalin decided in 
1947, its thirtieth anniversary, to have it enclosed in marble. Then, on his 
orders, a live exhibit was introduced to the shack—the aged Yemelyanov. 
The old man, having lost his children, and by now half-blind, would tell 
visitors all about the immortal friendship between Koba and Lenin. And 
about their meetings in 1917—when “one of my sons used to bring Stalin 



to the shack by boat.” 

They did in fact meet there on a number of occasions. It was there that 
Lenin passed on to Koba the Party’s new and somewhat alarming slogans. 
Kerensky’s government was called “an organ of counterrevolution,” while 
the Soviets were a “fig leaf to cover the government’s nakedness. Lenin 
canceled the slogan “All power to the Soviets,” and called on the Party to 
prepare for an armed uprising. 

After Lenin’s departure, Stalin left the bachelor apartment where he had 
lived so contentedly and moved in with the Alliluyevs, taking over the 
room which had recently hidden Lenin and Zinoviev. As always, Koba tried 
not to put his hosts to any trouble. “What he did about his meals, and 
where, apart from his early morning tea, I don’t know,” wrote Fyodor 
Alliluyev in his memoirs. “I sometimes saw him devouring bread, sausage, 
and smoked sea carp at a stall opposite our building. That was obviously 
his dinner—and perhaps his lunch too.” 

The move coincided with his hour of destiny—the Sixth Congress. But 
Koba possessed only one cotton shirt and a jacket that had seen better 
days. The Alliluyevs decided, Fyodor recounted, that “the Leader could not 
direct the work of the Congress looking like that. So we bought him a new 
suit. He didn’t like ties. Mother sewed on a high collar so that it was like a 
military tunic.” That form of dress would be known to history as the 
typical costume of a Bolshevik Leader. It was really, of course, Koba’s own 
invention. His semimilitary appearance symbolized his secret pursuit of 
the Great Dream—the world revolution which the Bolsheviks were 
initiating. That was why they were about to seize power in Russia. Later 
on, Lenin too would wear the semimilitary tunic. 

 

LOVE 

Every day he went home from the Congress to the Alliluyev apartment. He 
enjoyed the company of those innocent girls, and their admiration for 
him. That was probably his reason for moving in. Nadezhda was still at 
high school. She looked Georgian, with her swarthy complexion and mild 
brown eyes. 

In that little apartment it was the old, old story: Othello, no longer young, 



told the youthful Desdemona stories of his ordeals and his exploits. 
Fyodor Alliluyev dutifully recorded Koba’s account of terrible nights in 
exile at Turukhan. And Nadya’s sister Anna remembered his moving 
stories about the dog Tishka, with whom he talked the lonely Turukhan 
evenings away. On one occasion Koba brought Kamo along, that same 
Kamo who was the subject of legends in the Alliluyev household, and the 
girls noted the legendary hero’s slavish devotion to their lodger. It is not 
hard to imagine the impression Koba made on a high school girl, while the 
lonely, middle-aged Georgian himself was captivated by the charm of 
youthful innocence and, above all, by the girl’s rapt idolization of him. 

Anna Alliluyeva remembered it all, and conscientiously described what 
Koba was like in those days. When she brought out a volume of 
reminiscences in 1947, neither she nor her publishers realized that Joseph 
Stalin was not at all fond of recalling his life as Koba. Poor Anna was 
packed off to a prison cell. She emerged from solitary confinement only 
after Koba’s death, by then half-insane. 

 

THE PROVISIONAL GOVERNMENT GROWS WEAKER 

Russian democracy was expiring in never-ending harangues and al-
tercations. 

The Romanovs had ruled, and Russia had remained silent, for three 
hundred years. It now seemed likely to go on talking for the next three 
hundred. It was as if the country had gone mad: workers were not work-
ing, peasants were not sowing, soldiers were not fighting. The whole 
country was engaged in one interminable political meeting. Innumerable 
parties held innumerable sessions. Demagogy reigned triumphant. 

The army was too tired to fight. The Galician offensive launched by 
Kerensky ended in disaster—that desperately tired army lost a hundred 
thousand soldiers. The army wanted to go home. But instead of making 
peace, the obtuse government called for another offensive. As in the past, 
no attempt was made to address the crucial issue of land reform. Lenin 
meanwhile promised it all: land for the peasants and peace for Russia. 
Bolshevik newspapers and agitators were busy subverting the army at the 
front. The Germans had not wasted their money. The bacillus of 
Bolshevism was now killing the Provisional Government. As General 



Krasnov wrote, “We saw the very same picture almost everywhere— along 
the railroads, in trucks, or in the saddle... dragoons sitting or standing 
round some slick character in an army greatcoat.” By autumn Kerensky’s 
government resembled that of the dethroned tsar. It was supported by no 
one. In spite of the espionage affair, the influence of the Bolsheviks had 
risen steeply. 

Kerensky knew that his authority was declining rapidly. A firm hand was 
needed to prevent the collapse of the regime. Lenin’s latest ideas, on the 
itinerary toward armed uprising, were now filtering into the press. The 
commander in chief, General Kornilov, demanded action to forestall a 
Bolshevik coup. He asked Kerensky for plenary powers to restore order at 
the front and in the rear, and dispatched General Krymov’s cavalry corps 
to Petrograd. Kerensky, who had been in favor of this to begin with, took 
fright at the last moment. He was afraid that once order was restored, he 
himself might be discarded. He declared General Kornilov’s advance 
mutinous. The poet Zinaida Gippius noted at that time that “a Bolshevik 
rising is expected from day to day, and this made it necessary to send in 
troops from the front. I am almost certain that the divisions were 
marching for Kerensky, with his full knowledge... and in response to an 
informal order from him.” (Many decades later, in 1991, Gorbachev would 
behave exactly as Kerensky did.) 

Kerensky replaced Kornilov, and called “all democratic forces,” including 
the Bolsheviks, to help him. Lenin’s decision was instantaneous: he would 
ally himself with the government against Kornilov. Kerensky accepted this 
dangerous gift, and the Bolsheviks were summoned by Kerensky to defend 
the Winter Palace. 

Another of history’s little jokes. Just a few months later one of the 
Aurora’s guns would open fire on the palace and announce to all the world 
the end of Kerensky’s government. 

Lenin made splendid use of his contact with the government. He armed 
his supporters in every urban center. Once the “Kornilov mutiny” 

was put down, Bolsheviks were gradually released from prison. The 
leaders—Kamenev, Trotsky, and the others—returned. But Lenin did not 
show himself in Petrograd. He remained in the Finnish hiding place to 
which Koba had solicitously transferred him from the shack as soon as the 
autumn rains set in. 



Trotsky would write that “the return to work of Central Committee 
members who had been forcibly removed from it for a time ousted [Stalin] 
from the eminence which he had occupied at the time of the Congress. His 
work went on in a sealed vessel unknown to the masses and unnoticed by 
the enemy.” Yet again he had failed to understand Koba. Koba did indeed 
withdraw into the shadows, but gladly so. For a truly anxious time was at 
hand. On September 12 and 14 two extremely dangerous letters were 
delivered from Lenin, still in Finland: the time for the uprising was now! 

September proved fatal to the Provisional Government. The Germans 
seized islands in the Baltic, and an assault on Kronstadt and Petrograd 
was expected. The government prepared to evacuate the capital. There was 
an outbreak of looting in the city. The palaces of Grand Dukes Alexander 
Mikhailovich and Andrei Vladimirovich were sacked. Gold, silver, 
diamonds, coin collections, and porcelain vanished. The imperial family’s 
favorite home, the Alexander Palace, was also plundered. The loot was sold 
on the open market. The newspapers were dotted with advertisements 
such as “I buy objets d’art at the highest prices.” 

Meanwhile the Bolsheviks were beginning to seize power in Soviets all 
over the country. In Petrograd people spoke openly of an imminent 
Bolshevik uprising. In a letter to Gorky, the artist Benoit observed that 
“our terrified public is horrified by the specter of Bolshevism... Everything 
we believed in is doomed, Petersburg is doomed. The plot against 
Petersburg is nearing realization.” 

This was the moment when, at his request, Lenin’s first letter calling for a 
Bolshevik seizure of power was delivered to Koba, who read it to other 
members of the Central Committee: “If we seize power at once in Moscow 
and Petersburg we shall undoubtedly conquer.” 

In the course of this discussion, Koba proposed that these letters should 
be distributed to the most important Party organizations for con-
sideration. He avoided expressing any opinion himself. But the majority 
supported the idea of an uprising, and Koba voted with them. These were 
dangerous moments. 

 



RUSSIA IN FLAMES 

The Bolsheviks seized control of the Petrograd Soviet and Trotsky became 
its chairman. Then, on October 9, something which Lenin had eagerly 
awaited happened: conflict erupted between the disintegrating garrison 
and the government. The government attempted to pull back reliable 
troops from the front, and the Soviet immediately came out in defense of 
the garrison. Trotsky set up a committee of the Soviet to “provide for the 
defense of Petrograd against the Germans and secure it from attack by 
reactionaries—Kornilovites military and civilian.” Trotsky would convert 
this committee into the legitimate general staff of the Bolshevik uprising. 

The Central Committee’s most famous session took place on October 10. 
All the leaders were present. For the first time Lenin and his recent shack-
mate Zinoviev put in an appearance, clean-shaven by way of disguise. 
Lenin spoke on the current situation: “Armed uprising is inevitable, and 
the time for it is ripe.” Nor would they be alone. Commenting on news of 
unrest in the German navy, Lenin saw it as evidence of the “ripening of 
world revolution throughout Europe.” He sensed the dubiety of his 
associates, but was able to infect them with his own faith. Lenin’s 
outstanding characteristic was freedom from doubt about his message of 
the moment, although the very next instant he might be saying the 
opposite with the same absolute certainty. This was another characteristic 
of the true leader which Koba would adopt. 

Koba voted with the majority for the uprising, but did not speak. A 
Political Bureau was set up for the political direction of the uprising and 
Lenin saw to it that Koba was included. 

Zinoviev and Kamenev spoke against the uprising, predicting that it 
would fail. Neither man could forget the terrible July days. Defeated in the 
Central Committee, Kamenev took a rash step. On October 18, in a 
statement to Gorky’s newspaper New Life, he made clear his own and 
Zinoviev’s position: the uprising was doomed to defeat, it would have 
disastrous consequences for the Party and for the prospects of the Rev-
olution. Lenin was furious. He wrote to the Central Committee demanding 
the expulsion of these “strikebreakers of the Revolution” from the Party. 
They had betrayed the secret decision to organize an uprising, said Lenin, 
although in fact there was nothing secret about it. “Rumors are circulating 
in the city that the Bolsheviks intend to take action on October 20,” the 



schoolgirl Nadezhda Alliluyeva wrote, in her bold hand, to friends. 

Thinking better of it, Zinoviev sent off a craven letter to Workers’ Path (the 
name assumed by Pravda after it was banned in July). He was at pains to 
prove that there were and could be “no serious differences of opinion” 
between Lenin and himself. He had simply been “misunderstood.” And 
something strange happened. The editor of the newspaper, Koba, not only 
published the letter, but added a note supporting Zinoviev, and even 
ventured some slight criticism of Lenin’s intransigence. 

 

WHY WAS HE So BOLD? 

The Central Committee met to discuss Zinoviev’s and Kamenev’s 
misdemeanor, and Trotsky demanded their expulsion from the Central 
Committee. Koba’s proposal was quite different: these two comrades 
should be required to submit to the will of the Central Committee, but 
should be kept in it. Trotsky’s proposal prevailed, whereupon Koba an-
nounced his own resignation from Workers’ Path. He knew—as he had 
known when he threatened to resign on other occasions—that he would 
emerge unscathed. Sure enough, the Central Committee refused to accept 
his resignation. There would be many such “resignations” in times to 
come. But why did he support Zinoviev and Kamenev? 

For one thing, by attaching to himself two of the most important 
members of the Party he hoped to form a cabal of his own. Second, if the 
uprising ended in failure, his line would be that he had stood up for those 
who were against it. We shall see his third reason more clearly later. 

For the present, he left it to Trotsky and others to prepare for the risky 
uprising. Koba himself was busy preparing the agenda for the Second Ail-
Russian Congress of Soviets. 

 

THE MAN WHO MISSED THE REVOLUTION 

“On Trotsky’s initiative the Bolsheviks launched the uprising on October 
24,” an eyewitness reported. “Another of fate’s ironies: the command 
center of the uprising was set up in the Smolny Palace, in the famous 
Young Ladies’ Institute, where the daughters of the Russian aristocracy 



had learned how to behave. Machine guns and cannon stood at the palace 
doors. Inside there was a scene of feverish activity: councils of war in the 
schoolrooms, mass meetings without a break in the great hall, soldiers, 
workers, sailors everywhere.” One person missing from the epicenter of 
the uprising was Koba. 

The editor-in-chief of the Bolshevik newspapers was at his post—in his 
office. On October 24 Workers’ Path published an “Appeal to the 
Population—to the Workers and Sailors” written by Koba: “If you all act 
together and steadfastly no one will dare to oppose the will of the people. 
The old government will make way for a new one, and the stronger, the 
more disciplined, the more powerful your show of force the more peaceful 
the old government’s departure will be.” Peaceful. He was sticking to his 
old line. 

The government had tried to act first. A detachment of government 
troops had burst into the print shop early that morning, confiscated 
copies of the newspaper, and sealed the entrance. Koba sent the printers 
to look for support. A participant in these events tells us that “the 
Volhynian Regiment immediately sent a company. And the very fact that 
the government had closed the print shop, and that our company had 
come to stand guard on it, openly emboldened the whole district.” But 
Koba knew that those who came off best in the first exchange of fire often 
went on to lose the battle. 

He had put things to rights in the print shop before the morning was out. 
And then? Can he really have remained in the editorial office throughout 
that historic day, while the coup was carried out? 

In the Smolny Palace, a hastily organized, extraordinary meeting of the 
Central Committee had been in session since early morning. It had 
adopted Kamenev’s proposal that “no member of the Central Committee 
shall leave the Smolny today without a special ruling from the Com-
mittee.” Old disputes were forgotten: yesterday’s panickers, Kamenev and 
Zinoviev, were there among the leaders of the uprising. Final orders for 
the seizure of power in the capital were given out. Trotsky directed the 
whole operation. Party functionaries drove off to their battle stations. The 
whole leadership of the Party took part in the uprising. 

With two exceptions. The Party was keeping its Leader hidden in an 
“illegal” apartment. In case of failure. But where was Koba? Trotsky de-



scribed him as “The Man Who Missed the Revolution.” According to 
Trotsky, “When roles in this drama were distributed among the actors, no 
one mentioned Stalin’s name. No one suggested any assignment for him. 
He had simply dropped out of the game.” 

Had they forgotten him? Forgotten the man who only yesterday had taken 
charge of the Congress? One of the Party’s leaders? And what of Lenin? 
How could Lenin fail to make use of such an experienced organizer and 
successful terrorist in the decisive hour of the Revolution? Can he have 
given Koba permission to sit out the October Revolution in a newspaper 
office? Naive questions. Did he then simply avoid committing himself, 
disappear, using his editorial work as an excuse? But if that was so, would 
not Lenin have noticed his cautious behavior? Or rather his cowardice? If 
he did, why would he make this coward a member of his first government 
on the day after the coup? Why did Koba spend several days after the coup 
closeted with Lenin? If cowardice was not the explanation—what was? 

 

KOBA’S MOST SECRET CHESS GAME 

Koba had not, of course, “dropped out of the game.” It was just that he was 
playing a game of his own, one of which Trotsky should have known. Anna 
Alliluyeva wrote, “Immediately before the October Revolution Lenin came 
to our house. One afternoon the doorbell rang. ‘Whom are you looking 
for?’ A man I didn’t know was standing on the threshold. ‘Is Stalin at 
home?’ I recognized Lenin by his voice. Mother offered him something to 
eat. Lenin refused. After a short discussion he and Stalin left the house 
together.” 

Obviously, editing a newspaper was very far from being Koba’s main job at 
that time. His main job was liaison with Lenin, who was lying low in a 
clandestine apartment. 

Anna Alliluyeva’s memoirs were written at the time of the Stalin cult, and 
we must treat them with caution. But Trotsky himself declared that 
“contact with Lenin was mainly through Stalin,” then added, pointedly, “as 
he was the person of least interest to the police.” But let me suggest that 
Lenin’s contact was mainly through Stalin because he was the person who 
had already saved Lenin in the dangerous July days. Lenin was very 
cautious. His timidity, his dread of physical punishment, evidently 



stemmed from the shock he had suffered as an adolescent when his 
brother died on the gallows. In the manuscript of Sergei Alliluyev’s 
Memoirs there is an amusing description of Lenin on the eve of his 
departure for Yemelyanov’s shack, studying his route to the station on a 
map. Alliluyev assured him that he knew the route perfectly, and that it 
was safe, but in the middle of the night Lenin insisted on checking 
everything meticulously. 

Lenin knew that, should the uprising fail, his punishment would be 
merciless. So he entrusted himself to the tried and tested Koba, who had 
demonstrated his competence during the July days. For the sake of Lenin’s 
safety, Koba now had to make himself as uninteresting to the police as 
possible. It was, then, for Lenin’s sake that he absented himself from the 
Smolny. We see now that the Party had found a task for Koba while the 
coup was in progress, and Koba had worked hard to be given this 
assignment. It made it possible for him to take the new KobVs favorite 
position: one in which he could exploit the fruits of victory, but remain 
safe in the event of defeat. 

Because he had “dropped out of the game” for Lenin’s sake, it was very 
easy for him to rejoin it immediately after the coup. 

“The headquarters of the uprising were in the Smolny,” wrote Pavlovsky 
one of the organizers of the uprising. “But in case the Smolny was 
successfully stormed, there was an alternative headquarters, in the Peter 
and Paul Fortress, and there were frontline command posts, one in the 
Pavlovsk Regiment’s barracks, another in the barracks of the Baltic fleet, a 
third on the cruiser Aurora.” 

Lenin’s safety was evidently ensured in the same organized fashion. Koba 
arranged alternative apartments, and, in case the insurrection failed, he 
charted a route for the immediate removal of Lenin from Petrograd, most 
probably along the well-trod road to Finland. This duty would have 
devolved upon him as the person “of least interest to the police.” Such was 
his important, if quite unheroic, assignment. He himself, and the other 
Party leaders, subsequently preferred to keep silent about it. But official 
Stalinist historiography would put Koba in the seething Smolny, directing 
the insurrection jointly with Lenin, and surrounded by figures without 
names. Almost all those who had played a part in the insurrection he 
would send to their deaths. 



 

THE DAY OF THE COUP 

All day Koba kept up his game of “peaceful intentions.” He was officially 
attached to the Second Congress of Soviets, and around midday he turned 
up together with Trotsky at a preliminary conference of delegates. The 
Congress proper was due to open on the following day. One of the Socialist 
Revolutionary delegates asked, “What is the purpose of the Military-
Revolutionary Committee—insurrection or the preservation of order?” 
And Koba unhesitatingly replied that it was “preservation of order.” Koba 
paid fleeting visits to these gatherings and made peaceful declarations, 
but of course kept in close touch with his charge. The memoirs of V. 
Fofanova, the occupant of the apartment in which Lenin was hiding, are 
held in the former Party Archive. We read there that when the 24th 
arrived, there was a public meeting at the Polytechnic Institute, at which 
Stalin was to speak, and we had to hand him a note from V. I. [Vladimir 
Ilyich Lenin].” 

Lenin was evidently kept constantly informed by Koba and learned from 
him that the coup was proceeding successfully. The story of the February 
Revolution was obviously repeating itself—the uprising was meeting no 
resistance. That must have been why late that evening —     Lenin broke 
his arrangement to remain hidden in the apartment until victory was 
complete. His Finnish bodyguard, Raichia, would write later that “Ilyich 
asked for Stalin to be fetched,” but realizing that this would “mean a great 
waste of time” he disguised himself and set off for the Smolny without 
Koba. He did not remove his disguise while there in spite of all the reports 
of victory. Trotsky recalled that “Vladimir Ilyich and I sat together. With a 
handkerchief tied round his face, as if he was suffering from toothache, 
and wearing enormous spectacles, he was rather a strange sight. The 
Menshevik Dan scrutinized this strange character as he passed by. Lenin 
nudged me and said, ‘The rotters have recognized me.’” 

 

MEMBER OF THE GOVERNMENT 

In the course of the night Lenin called a meeting of the Central 
Committee. The Bolshevik S. Ravich remembered that it took place “in a 
tiny room, round a badly lit table, with overcoats thrown down on the 



floor. People were continually knocking at the door, bringing news of the 
uprising’s latest successes. Among those present were Lenin, Trotsky, 
Zinoviev, Kamenev... and Stalin.” 

Koba had hurried to the Smolny on his charge’s heels, so obviously they 
were in continuous contact. This meeting was held to discuss the 
composition of the new Bolshevik government. Trotsky, whose mind was 
always on the French Revolution, proposed that the new ministers should 
call themselves People’s Commissars. Lenin liked the idea. They then went 
on to discuss the composition of the government. Lenin, naturally, 
proposed that Trotsky, the organizer of the coup, should be president of 
the Council of People’s Commissars. Trotsky would not hear of it, 
mentioning, among other reasons, his Jewishness. Lenin showed some 
embarrassment but nonetheless assumed that position himself and 
offered Trotsky “foreign affairs.” He did not, of course, forget faithful 
Koba. The Georgian became head of the Commissariat for Nationalities. 
Now he was a minister. 

The new head of government spent the rest of the night in the same little 
room, bedding down on a pile of newspapers. But there was no sleep for 
the new commissar. He was drafting an “Appeal to the People,” 
announcing the overthrow of the Provisional Government. The over-
thrown government was, however, just where it had been, in the Winter 
Palace. 

At 2:35 in the afternoon there was an emergency meeting of the Petrograd 
Soviet in what had once been the Assembly Hall of the Smolny. An 
eyewitness recalls the scene: “Two rows of massive white columns, lit by 
crystal chandeliers, the Presidium at a table on a dais, in the background 
an empty gilt frame from which a portrait of the emperor had been torn 
out... Trotsky wore a black suit, as if dressed for a ball, with a soldier’s 
greatcoat draped over it. In the name of the Soviet he announced that the 
Provisional Government no longer existed... Trotsky’s immortal speech is 
engraved on my memory... It was like molten metal... People listened with 
bated breath, resolved to follow him unquestioningly wherever he might 
lead them!” Lenin spoke next, announcing the victory of the workers’ and 
peasants’ Revolution. Molotov recalled, “I was in the Presidium, directly 
behind the rostrum. Lenin addressed the hall with one foot slightly raised. 
That was a habit he had when he spoke in public. I could see the sole of his 
shoe. And I noticed that it was worn right through.” 



The mighty Bolshevik regime began with a hole in its shoe. Koba would 
later produce an edited version of the proceedings. His historians omitted 
everything except Lenin’s speech. 

Even in the Smolny, Koba was yet to emerge from the shadows. The 
Provisional Government was still in the Winter Palace. For the time being 
the Bolsheviks were still mere mutineers. Lenin raged, “The Provisional 
Government must be finished off at whatever cost.” Meanwhile, the 
Soviets began their Second Congress. Koba was not one of the many 
elected to the Presidium. Lenin was evidently still afraid; he still hadn’t 
left off his disguise. And Koba, as before, had to remain in concealment 
somewhere in the Smolny, so that he could help the Leader of the Rev-
olution disappear at any moment. Victory was, in fact, still not altogether 
certain. Kerensky had escaped from the encircled Winter Palace, and set 
off for the front in search of reinforcements. The Winter Palace itself was 
still holding out, with the Provisional Government still inside it. 
Podvoisky, one of the organizers of the armed uprising, wrote in his 
memoirs, “We should have taken the Winter Palace by the morning of the 
25th. Zero hour was moved to noon, then to 6:00 P.M., after which no new 
time was fixed. Lenin paced the little room restlessly. He did not leave it 
for the opening of the Congress of Soviets. V.I. was swearing and shouting, 
he was ready to shoot us.” 

 

A NEW WORLD 

At 6:00 P.M. all approaches to the Winter Palace were blocked by insurgent 
troops. The defenders began to leave the palace. By midnight only a 
Women’s Battalion and a handful of cadets remained. It was time to begin. 
Blank shells were fired from the cruiser Aurora and the Peter and Paul 
Fortress. The whole city heard them. After this came a live shell from a 
gun near the General Staff Archway. The pediment of the palace was 
damaged. 

The February Revolution was nearing its end. The poet Zinaida Gippius 
recorded her impressions of that historic night: “It began in sunny 
springtime and ended on that dreadful gloomy autumn day ... no one on 
the streets, the electricity lamps are out... big guns firing, I can hear them 
from here, the fighting drags on ... From our balcony I can see shellbursts 
like flashes of lightning in the sky.” 



The shelling was followed by an assault on the palace. As Maria 
Bocharnikova, a top sergeant in the Women’s Battalion, put it, “The Bol-
shevik victory that night was a victory over women.” 

The palace was finally taken at 1:50 A.M. on October 26. Foreign books in 
luxurious bindings were snatched from the Last Tsar’s quarters. Precious 
objects were looted. Those searching the courtyard came upon the palace’s 
wine cellars, and flung themselves upon the stocks of food and drink, 
dragging cases of wine and hams out into the square and off to the 
barracks. Meanwhile the arrested ministers were led across the courtyard 
and over the barricades, on their way to the Peter and Paul Fortress. 
Bocharnikova described the scene: “The women were arrested, and it was 
only thanks to the Grenadier Regiment that we were not raped. Our 
weapons were taken from us... Only one woman was killed. But many of 
our number met their end when we separated and set off home without 
our weapons. Tipsy soldiers and sailors hunted women down, raped them, 
and threw them from the upper stories of houses down into the street.” 
Bocharnikova survived on this occasion, only to be shot during the Civil 
War. 

While this was going on, a pale and distraught Menshevik, Abramovich, 
was shouting himself hoarse, struggling to make himself heard over the 
uproar in the hall, telling the delegates that the Aurora was bombarding 
the palace, and demanding that the siege be called off immediately. His 
words were drowned in the storm of applause that greeted a sailor from 
the Aurora, who announced that the palace had been taken. “Only then,” 
according to Trotsky, “did Lenin take off his wig and wash off his makeup.” 

The session went on until 5:00 A.M., after which the weary victors slept 
briefly. “Somebody spread blankets on the floor and put pillows down,” 
Trotsky wrote, “and Vladimir Ilyich and I took a rest, lying side by side... 
[Later that morning Lenin said,] ‘The transition from the underground to 
power has been too sudden,’ adding, ‘my head is spinning,’ for some 
reason in German.” This touching scene, we may be sure, was witnessed by 
the loyal Koba. He knew very well what the friendship between the two 
leaders was worth. 

How unutterably happy the organizers of the coup were as they went to 
sleep toward morning in the Smolny’s numerous rooms. In one of them a 
small, pockmarked Georgian had fallen asleep with a cold pipe in his hand. 



The man who would one day exterminate all those happy souls. 

The next day was cold and misty. Wet snow was falling. Groups of curious 
spectators crowded round the Winter Palace, staring at the overturned 
street lamps and the scattered woodpiles. 

That morning a new world was born. Koba’s world. 



 

7 

THE GREAT UTOPIA 

 

 

The new society was like a child newly taken from the womb. It was covered 
with blood—but it had loeen born!  

—R. Holland 

 

 

 

THE DREAMERS IN THE YOUNG LADIES’ INSTITUTE 

“After the victory Stalin moved into the Smolny,” Fyodor Alliluyev tells us. 
And Molotov recalled that “for the first three days we did not leave the 
Smolny—I myself, Zinoviev, and Trotsky. Opposite were Stalin and 
Kamenev. We tried by fits and starts to picture the new life. Lenin, for 
instance, thought that, to begin with, the oppressive power of money, of 
capital, would be abolished in our country. We should do away with money 
altogether sometime in the twenties.” 

Mirages swirled in that smoke-filled room of the former school for young 
ladies. Something fantastic had happened: an armchair Utopia had 
become reality. They had not simply seized power. They were determined 
to build the new world of their dreams: a classless society, money 
abolished, the state withering away. And to build it quickly. Now that the 
coup had succeeded, they must, Lenin thought, advance full speed ahead 
toward socialism. “Socialism is already staring us in the face through the 
windows of modern capitalism,” he wrote jubilantly. 

It all looked so easy: everything is monopolized in the interests of the 
victorious people, a single State Bank is established, a Leviathan to 
dominate the whole country. Everybody would take a turn governing 



everybody else. Literally the whole population would be involved in 
government: cooks would learn how to administer the state. And people 
would gradually reach the point at which nobody governed anybody else. 
The hateful state, which had enslaved mankind for centuries, would die 
away. 

This was the dream which would lead them to create the most monstrous 
state of all. 

The fair redivision of all land, proclaimed by Lenin on the night of the 
coup, was a confidence trick. The Bolshevik dream was to create, in the 
future, collective farms in which no one could say “This is mine,” and 
everything would be held in common. The “mine” must die. “Mine” always 
pointed the way to oppression. According to Peter Pavlenko, Stalin liked 
telling this story: 

 

Saint Francis taught men to live without property. One monk asked him: 
“Can I at least have a Bible of my own?” St. Francis answered: “If today you 
have your own Bible, tomorrow you’ll start giving orders—telling 
somebody, ‘Go and fetch my Bible.’” 

 

They decided to replace “loathsome trading—that seedbed of capitalism” 
with universal distribution of foodstuffs by the state. In that way their 
main objective would be achieved: the power of money would be at an end. 
Gold they would use to pave the streets, gold would be the material of 
which lavatory pans were made. They referred to money contemptuously 
as “monetary tokens,” and planned to print unconscionable quantities of 
it, to render the accursed stuff valueless. Christ’s disciples expected the 
Second Coming to happen immediately, and the Bolsheviks believed that 
world revolution was imminent. It would create a completely new world. 
Scientific foresight had already brought revolution to Russia. Now it gave 
assurance of world revolution. Russia’s great example was bound to attract 
others. Workers and peasants in soldiers’ uniforms had grown utterly 
weary of war. Why should they be massacred in the interests of their 
bosses? Inspired by Russia’s example, they would of course turn their 
bayonets against their oppressors. Give us world revolution! That was all 
they talked about during those days in the Smolny. 



People’s Commissar Koba issued decrees. Yesterday’s political exile now 
signed, jointly with Lenin, a “Declaration of the Rights of the Peoples of 
Russia.” All Russia’s nationalities were guaranteed the right of self-
determination. The empire of the Romanovs was coming apart at the 
seams: Poland, Finland, the Baltic countries, Ukraine, and the Caucasus all 
broke away. This would inevitably push the peoples of other empires even 
farther along the road to world revolution. From one day to another they 
expected to hear the awesome tramp of workers’ battalions. For the 
present all they had to do was hold out in this fortress conquered by the 
proletariat, and surrounded by its enemies. 

 

STEAL WHAT WAS STOLEN 

The great revolutionary redistribution was already under way. The spoils 
were shared out in accordance with the new government’s decrees: the 
land to the peasants, factories and mills to the workers. Peasant 
communes were seizing land, workers’ committees were taking mills and 
factories into their own hands. Owners who did not run away in time were 
“taken out into an open field” and never seen again. Soldiers at the front 
distributed the contents of army stores. Then, weighed down with looted 
ammunition, they deserted the front and headed homeward, shooting 
officers as they went. “Steal what was stolen from you” is a slogan beloved 
of all revolutions. Looting sealed the support of the people for their new 
rulers. Throughout Russia’s great expanses the story was the same. 

But in Petrograd the Bolsheviks were still fighting for their lives. For the 
first two weeks they appeared to be doomed. 

“We knew that the army might intervene at any moment and that the 
Bolsheviks would be done for,” an old emigre told me in Bulgaria. The 
intelligentsia sat in apartments without light, waiting for their liberators. 
Nobody believed that the Bolsheviks would last long. 

Kerensky himself moved on the capital immediately after the coup. 
Trotsky and Lenin organized the city’s defenses and Koba was at Lenin’s 
side throughout, his inseparable shadow. Z. Gippius wrote: “The Cossacks 
and Kerensky were already at Tsarskoe Selo, where the garrison 
surrendered to them... but his soldiers had been got at by agitators... they 
were surrounded by a great crowd, and fraternization began.” The 



“mutiny” (as the Bolsheviks called the toppled premier’s offensive) was 
crushed. 

 

RETREAT 

 

My grandfather used to tell me how they drove Kerensky’s Cossacks out of 
Tsarskoe Selo. Plekhanov was living in Tsarskoe at the time... They 
searched old Plekhanov’s home several times—not because they did not 
know who he was. Ilyich had obviously never forgiven him for that famous 
utterance of his— that “Russia’s history has not yet milled the flour from 
which the pie of socialism might be baked.” Also in Tsarskoe, some sol-
diers came up to my grandfather in the street: “Want to buy an officer, 
daddy?” “What would I do with him?” “Shoot him,” they said, and roared 
with laughter. (Letter from B. Nelidov, Moscow) 

 

Did the father of Russian Marxism, I wonder, get a good look at the 
triumph of his ideas? Plekhanov left Russia, and died in the following 
year. 

 

LENIN’S SHADOW 

One of Lenin’s first decrees called for peace with Germany. At General 
Headquarters (GHQ) the commander-in-chief, Dukhonin, refused to 
negotiate an armistice. Lenin went to the radio station in person. With 
him, as always at that time, went his faithful shadow, Koba. Koba himself 
has described what happened next: “Lenin transmitted the order for 
Dukhonin’s removal. He called on the soldiers to ‘surround the generals 
and suspend military operations.’” Lenin appointed Ensign N. Krylenko, a 
Bolshevik, commander-in-chief. The new commander-in-chief 
immediately drove to GHQ with a detachment. He made a speech, after 
which the soldiers “surrounded” Dukhonin and savagely murdered him. 

In Petrograd the civil servants repeatedly came out on strike. “The civil 
servants won’t serve, the ministers aren’t working, the banks don’t open, 
the telephone doesn’t ring,” Gippius noted in her diary. 



The commissars appointed by Lenin found no one in their ministries 
except cleaners and messengers. 

One of those spending his days in a room at the Smolny was the Bolshevik 
Menzhinsky. His brother was a well-known banker, which was perhaps 
why Lenin had appointed him Minister of Finance. This aesthete, this 
sybarite in a luxurious fur coat, escorted by a detachment of Red Guards, 
paid a frustrating visit to the State Bank. The striking bank officials would 
not hand over the ten million rubles for which Lenin was asking. The man 
in charge of the country’s finances, reduced to safe-breaking, made off 
with five million rubles like a common thief. 

As for Koba’s “People’s Commissariat,” it existed at first only in Lenin’s 
decree. But a few days later he acquired his first collaborator, an energetic 
one at that. A certain S. Peskovsky, who had taken part in the coup, now 
turned up in the Smolny to take part in the division of power. He wrote in 
his memoirs: “I decided to go to Trotsky and submit my application for a 
post in the Commissariat of Foreign Affairs. But Trotsky explained that it 
‘would be a pity to use an old Party member in such an unimportant 
capacity,’... [after which] I entered a room facing Ilyich’s office. There I 
found Menzhinsky lolling on a couch, looking exhausted.” Hearing that 
Peskovsky had studied at London University, Menzhinsky immediately 
offered him the directorship of the State Bank. But Peskovsky knew about 
the bank officials’ strike, and preferred to go on looking. He went into the 
next office. This was Ilyich’s office, which Stalin used on and off because 
he had no office of his own. Peskovsky obviously felt that this was where 
the power was, because he decided right away to work for Stalin. He asked 
Stalin if he had a commissariat. No, replied Stalin. “Well, I’ll make you a 
commissariat,” said Peskovsky. “I dashed around the Smolny, looking for a 
suitable place for a People’s Commissariat,” he recalled. “It was a 
complicated business. There was no room anywhere.” In the end, he found 
a friend of his, there to represent some commission or other, in one of the 
rooms, and talked him into joining forces, complete with desk and part of 
a room. Peskovsky triumphantly planted a card with the title 
“Commissariat of Nationalities” on his desk and went to report to Stalin. 
The “imperturbable Stalin” silently inspected his “commissariat,” was 
satisfied, and “returned to Lenin’s office.” 

So, while he was in Smolny he used Lenin’s office. Lenin evidently chose to 
keep Koba at his side. Who knew what Kerensky would do next? Or the 



generals, the army? He might have to run for it at a moment’s notice. He 
wanted Koba near him, just in case. 

Panic reigned among Lenin’s closest associates throughout the first few 
weeks. Kamenev, who headed the Central Executive Committee elected at 
the Second Congress of Soviets, trembled, and Zinoviev was terrified. 
They saw their prophecies coming true: they wouldn’t succeed in holding 
on to power unless they shared it with parties supported by the majority 
of the population. Otherwise there would be civil war. The People’s 
Commissars appointed by Lenin were also losing their nerve. They too 
demanded the creation of a “multiparty government drawn from the 
socialist parties.” The leadership of the Railmen’s Union, Vizkhel, 
threatened to bring traffic on the railroads to a halt. With famine and an 
icy winter at the door (there was no fuel in the city) the Central 
Committee discussed the situation. Lenin and Trotsky were fully occupied 
with the defense of the capital against Kerensky, and in their absence the 
Central Committee agreed to create a multiparty government. Lenin was 
enraged. He had not seized power in order to share it with the Socialist 
Revolutionaries and the hated Mensheviks. Lenin never wavered in his 
support of one-party government. Kamenev demonstratively abandoned 
his post at the head of the Central Executive Committee, and some other 
Bolsheviks left the government. 

 

AN OFFICE WHICH ONLY Two COULD ENTER 

Meanwhile, what of Koba? While so many of those closest to Lenin were 
wavering, Koba remained faithful. But did it really matter? Who cared 
what he thought? 

My father recalled that, arriving in Petrograd at the time, he saw 
enormous portraits of the leaders at the station: Lenin, Trotsky, Zinoviev. 
But there were no portraits of Stalin. Nor was his name known to the 
people. At that time he played only supporting roles. That is the un-
shakable view of many historians. 

Imagine, then, my amazement when I saw in the former Party Archive a 
document headed “Instructions to the Guard on Lenin’s Office,” signed by 
Lenin himself in the early months of the new regime, on January 22, 
1918. In accordance with these instructions only two people had the right 



to enter Lenin’s office without prior notification and at any time—Trotsky 
and Stalin. Trotsky was the acknowledged joint leader of the October 
coup. Lenin was obliged to acknowledge it. But why Koba? 

Because Koba was his shadow and the person he trusted above all others 
in the Party. Lenin was the Ruler. Koba was the Ruler’s trusted aide. The 
others, of course, enjoyed much of the glory. But much glory does not 
always mean much power. 

Koba would shortly prove it. 

 

THE “PUNITIVE SWORD” 

Lenin and Trotsky were now putting the finishing touches to their 
program. Trotsky formulated it as follows: “All this petit bourgeois 
riffraff... once it realizes that our regime is strong will be with us... When 
we crushed Krasnov’s Cossacks on the outskirts of Petrograd a mass of 
sympathizers emerged on the following day. The petit bourgeois mass 
looks for the power to which it must submit. Whoever fails to understand 
that understands nothing.” 

The ruthless, uncompromising exercise of power—that was the path they 
must follow. They shut down all opposition newspapers, and workers’ 
squads wrecked the print shops. 

Shortly afterward, in December 1917, they established the Cheka— the 
“Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counterrevolution and 
Sabotage by Officials.” The Cheka was the “punitive sword of the Rev-
olution” (the new leaders loved rhetoric in the style of the French Rev-
olution). 

Gippius noted in her diary: “There are only two newspapers left—Pravda 
and New Life [Gorky’s paper]. Horrifying stories are told about 9 the 
torture chamber of the Peter and Paul Fortress.” The Cheka, with the 
Polish professional revolutionary Dzherzhinsky at its head, filled the cells 
with aristocrats, officers, and striking civil servants. In the women’s cells 
the wives and daughters of yesterday’s bigwigs met prostitutes and 
thieves. It was announced in the city that in the night hours dangerous 
criminals could buy their way into the women’s cells and enjoy their fun. 



Civil servants, frightened by horrific rumors of torture chambers, hurried 
back to the new people’s commissariats, while the mutinous Kamenev and 
the undisciplined commissars quickly submitted to the Leader’s will. 
Kamenev repeated, as so often before, that “as time goes by I am more and 
more convinced that Ilyich does not make mistakes.” But Lenin chose to 
install the docile Sverdlov in Kamenev’s place, as head of the Central 
Executive Committee. The mighty organ of the Soviets was finally 
converted into an ornamental facade for the government. The Soviets 
were finished. The Party would rule. And the Party’s Leader. Koba saw 
once again that force majeure worked very well in that country. 

 

THE CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY 

Lenin’s government also described itself as “provisional” and undertook to 
provide for immediate elections to a Constituent Assembly. Lenin 
promised at the victorious Second Congress to abide by the results of the 
imminent elections—the “will of the popular masses.” 

Koba was now given a splendid lesson in Leninist tactics. Lenin was in no 
doubt that the results of the elections would be unfavorable. But since he 
had no intention of surrendering power, the dismissal of the first freely 
elected Russian parliament was a prospect already dimly visible. 

Lenin needed a revolutionary ally for this most unrevolutionary en-
terprise. He therefore offered the Left Socialist Revolutionaries seats in 
the government. They accepted, subject to a number of conditions— 
restoration of the freedom of the press and the suppression of the Cheka 
among them. Newspapers were allowed to appear, but the Cheka was not 
suppressed. Instead, a number of people on the extreme left of the 
Socialist Revolutionary Party were brought into it, but only in less 
important posts. SRs were also given seats in the government, but these 
were relatively unimportant. Elections to the Constituent Assembly fol-
lowed. As Lenin had expected, the Bolsheviks and the Left Socialist 
Revolutionaries were the losers. But he was unperturbed—the Bolsheviks 
were victorious among the garrison troops in both capitals. The soldiers 
liked this new regime, under which they did not have to fight and could 
shoot their officers and break into rich Petersburg apartments and hold 
drunken public meetings. For the time being it was they who decided, 
these armed assemblies of soldiers’ greatcoats and sailors’ reefers. Lenin 



had the means of dispersing the Constituent Assembly. He could act. 

Koba was behind the scenes. But in the dismissal of the Assembly we can 
see the hand of an expert organizer of mass demonstrations. Latvian 
snipers, other soldiers, and sailors surrounded the Tavrida Palace. Every 
street was packed with troops loyal to the Bolsheviks. Demonstrators 
supporting the Assembly were fired upon, as in tsarist times. The first 
session opened only after the dispersal of the demonstrators. I In the hall, 
soldiers and sailors acted the part of spectators. The stenographic record 
shows that this, the one and only session, was accompanied throughout by 
shouting and whistling from the body of the hall. An I amusing detail: 
when he put on his overcoat, Lenin found that his Browning was no longer 
in the pocket—someone had stolen it while the Smeeting was in progress. 
This tells you something about the invited au-Sdience. At 5:00 A.M., when 
he judged that the orators had been teased | enough, the bearded giant 
Dybenko, who had served in the tsar’s navy land now commanded the 
republic’s naval forces, ordered the sailors on [guard  to   terminate  the  
session.  The  guard   commander, the  sailor I Zheleznyakov, tapped the 
chairman on the shoulder and spoke his “hisitoric words”: “The guard is 
tired. It is time to go home.” 

Reactions to the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly were | muted. 
Koba realized yet again how quickly the spirit of the intelligentsia could be 
broken by stern measures. “Lackeys of the imperiallists,” “slaves of the 
American dollar,” “slabbers in the back”—such were I the epithets with 
which Pravda escorted the first freely elected Russian j parliament to its 
grave. 

Twenty years later, in the same newspaper, Koba would escort to J their 
graves Dybenko and the other old Bolsheviks who had so cheerfully 
dispersed the helpless Russian Assembly. 

 

PEACE WITH GERMANY 

Once they helped to secure approval for the dismissal of the parliament at 
the next session of the Congress, the Left SRs had served their purpose. 
Lenin’s government could rid itself of the prefix “provisional.” Next to go 
would be the Left SRs. The clash would inevitably come, Lenin expected, 
during the peace negotiations with the Germans. 



Lenin urgently needed peace. He had to have breathing space, to put an 
end to the power of the street meeting, to demobilize the unruly soldiery 
and create an army of his own. And, of course, the Germans were insisting 
on peace and he had to meet his obligations to his creditors. 

The Germans had signed an armistice with the Bolsheviks in January. A 
highly representative delegation, headed by Trotsky, the second leader of 
the Revolution, had set off for Brest-Litovsk. Koba was not a member of 
the delegation. He had already chosen his role—that of Trotsky’s enemy. It 
enabled him to stand aside in this dubious “German affair.” 

As they approached Brest, that most cynical of Bolsheviks, Karl Radek, 
made an eccentric display of idealism, feverishly throwing from the 
window of the train leaflets urging German soldiers to stop the war with 
their Russian brother-workers. In Brest, Trotsky continued Radek’s 
ideological fun and games. He turned the negotiations into an inter-
minable lecture in condemnation of imperialism. The German generals 
heard him out, and then presented him with the harsh conditions under 
which they would make peace: the Baltic states, the Ukraine, the Caucasus 
etc., would be lost to Russia. 

Trotsky broke off the peace talks and returned to the capital for con-
sultation. An endless dispute broke out within the Party. Lenin explained 
that breathing space was essential: “If we don’t conclude peace—peace will 
be concluded by a different government.” But the “left opposition,” led by 
one of the Party’s most talented theoreticians, the young Bukharin, 
demanded the rejection of the German conditions. “Lenin’s mistake,” 
Bukharin declared, “is that he looks at this matter from the Russian, not 
the international point of view. The international viewpoint calls not for a 
shameful peace but for revolutionary war, a war of self-sacrifice. The 
struggle of the first workers’ and peasants’ state in the world must rouse 
the European proletariat to rally to its defense immediately.” In short, it 
must spark off the longed-for world revolution. 

Lenin explained that there would be a world revolution, without fail—but 
there already was a Russian Revolution, the one they should be thinking 
about. Besides, there was no one to do the fighting. The army had 
disintegrated: “The Russian trenches are almost empty.” Lenin insisted on 
peace at any price. Koba supported the Leader, and noted that “there is no 
revolutionary movement in the West. There is only potential—and we 



can’t bank on potential.” Lenin, of course, protested against this lack of 
faith. And Koba, also of course, meekly held his tongue. 

He did, however, see clearly, as he listened to all these furious arguments 
about world revolution, that it was all superstitious nonsense. Marx’s 
dogmas were now the Old Testament. Lenin served the New Testament, 
the one and only idea of which was to hang on to the power you have 
seized in this country. Koba had mastered the teaching of those who 
served the New Testament—you could ally yourself with the devil himself 
if it was necessary in order to win and keep power. He understood too 
what an enormous concentration of power there was in this broad-browed 
little man wearing an old suit and a shirt with a dirty collar. It was not 
hard to understand. He was just the same himself. 

Lenin obtained the Central Committee’s support. But agreed tactics were 
to drag out negotiations in expectation of world revolution. Only if faced 
with an ultimatum would they conclude a humiliating peace. Trotsky set 
off for Brest again. Once again the German generals had to listen to his 
impassioned outpourings. In the end, the Germans presented an 
ultimatum. But instead of concluding peace Trotsky uttered a paradoxical 
call for “neither peace nor war,” and took his leave. 

The Germans, inevitably, launched an attack. How eagerly people in 
Petrograd awaited them! “You’ll see, when the Germans come they’ll re-
store order” was a statement often heard on the city streets at the time. 

But the Bolsheviks knew very well that the Germans would not come. 

Lenin begged for peace. The attacking Germans put forward new, much 
more onerous conditions. Again Lenin summoned the Central Committee. 
He urged them to make peace at any price. Koba again supported Lenin. 
After endless discussion Lenin won. The shameful peace would be 
concluded. 

Stalin’s historians would never stop cursing Trotsky for his inexplicable 
move. But Lenin quickly forgave his crazy behavior. Why? Let Trotsky 
speak for himself: “I thought that before we signed the peace treaty it was 
essential at all costs to give the workers of Europe clear proof of the 
hostility between ourselves and the rulers of Germany.” That was why he 
had provoked the Germans into starting military operations. It was all 
done to show the workers of Europe that “we signed the peace at bayonet 



point.” Yes, it was all just a show. Like the proclamations scattered by 
Radek. The object was the same: cleanse the Bolsheviks of the “German 
agents” smear before making peace. 

This game suited the Germans very well. It gave them the right to attack 
and help themselves to extra slices of the Russian cake. But they knew too 
that the offensive must be a limited one. If they bent the stick too far, if 
they didn’t halt in time, the Bolsheviks would simply fall. And wounded 
national pride might give Russia fresh strength to resist. Instead of the 
loyal Bolsheviks they might get a government of war. And Lenin, of 
course, realized that the Germans would call a halt. 

Both sides, then, knew that peace would be made. The simple truth was 
that both Bolshevik leaders put on the Brest show for the eyes of their 
uncomprehending Party and allowed the Germans to “pinch a bit off the 
Russian cake.” Both sides needed this German offensive along the whole 
front: it enabled the Bolsheviks to explain Brest to the proletariat, while 
the Germans were repaid in territory for their gold. Lenin was, in fact, 
paying not only for past support, but for that which the Germans went on 
generously providing. 

After the signing of the Brest-Litovsk Treaty, Baron Mirbach became 
German ambassador to Russia. In his secret dispatches to the kaiser he 
described the aid which the Germans were now giving to the Bolsheviks. 
He did not believe that the Bolsheviks would last long: “I should be 
grateful for instructions on the following questions. Is the use of large 
sums in our own interests? What tendency should we support if the 
Bolsheviks do not hold on?” Berlin replied that “it is in our own best 
interests for the Bolsheviks to remain in power.” 

The peace treaty was discussed at the Seventh Congress of the Party. The 
nerve-racking struggle between Lenin and the “leftists” was resumed. 
Bukharin, Kollontai, and even Lenin’s lover, Inessa Armand, were among 
the young intellectuals opposed to the treaty. Opposition was fashionable. 
The treaty cast too ambiguous a shadow. But what of Koba? To begin with, 
he took up his favorite position, midway between the disputants: drag out 
the negotiations, don’t sign the treaty. But after one rebuke from Lenin, 
he immediately voted with his Leader, for peace. Still, his main aim had 
been achieved: he had more or less dissociated himself from this shameful 
peace. 



After a long struggle Lenin won the Party’s support for the Brest peace. 

The Seventh Congress, at which the Brest treaty was approved, also 
changed the Party’s name. It was now the “Communist Party.” Another of 
history’s little ironies, since this was the Congress at which the Party said 
farewell to communist idealism. 

The shameful peace treaty consolidated the position of the new regime. 

“I cannot picture the signature of Emperor Hohenzollern side by side with 
the signature of Bronstein-Trotsky,” wrote the well-known ‘ journalist 
Yablonovsky. But he was obliged to picture it. 

Now, with the help of the treaty, the next step was to get rid of the Left 
SRs.  

 

“WAKE UP, OLD FELLOW, WE AREN’T IN THE SMOLNY Now” 

This was a feat which Lenin preferred to perform in a more convenient 
setting. He decided to transfer the capital to Moscow. 

The move was meant partly as further proof that there was no secret 
understanding with the Germans: the Bolsheviks were so distrustful of 
the German imperialists, so afraid of a sudden attack, that they were 
transferring the capital to the heartland of Russia. In reality they had 
decided to exchange Petrograd with its hostile intelligentsia and its SR 
militants for quiet, patriarchal Moscow. 

Lenin and the other senior leaders installed themselves in the Kremlin. 
Trotsky remarked on the strangeness of it—the Kremlin with its medieval 
walls and gilded domes as the citadel of the Revolution. It was in fact 
symbolic. Removal to the capital of the tsars signified the beginning of a 
new reign. Revolution and Utopia would gradually die. 

The senior leaders moved into the Cavalry Block opposite the Poteshny 
Palace. The previous occupants were evicted, or passed on to the Cheka. 
The chimes from the Spassky Tower were adjusted: the “Internationale” 
replaced “God Save the Tsar.” The new potentates’ cars drove into the 
Kremlin through the Spassky Gate, under an icon with an extinguished 
lamp behind shattered glass. 



Trotsky wrote: “The furniture in my room was of Karelian birch, there was 
a clock with Cupid and Psyche on the mantel shelf... We ironically asked 
the Cupids and Psyches whether they’d been expecting us.” Trotsky tells a 
funny story about a certain Stupishin, an old Kremlin retainer, who one 
dinnertime served buckwheat gruel in plates decorated with imperial 
eagles, and carefully turned the plates so that the eagles looked the eaters 
straight in the eye. Trotsky shouldn’t have found it so funny. The old 
servant Stupishin, the Cupids and Psyches sensed at once that their new 
masters had arrived. Lenin’s favorite words of reproach to his fellow 
warriors then were: “Wake up, old fellow, we aren’t in the Smolny now.” 

Lenin of course saw to it that another new resident would be right beside 
him in the Kremlin—faithful Koba. Koba too was given a Kremlin 
apartment with Cupids and Psyches and mirrors. Koba knew, though, that 
the Party rank and file looked askance at the rapid rise of their leaders to 
this lordly lifestyle. When he first set foot in his Kremlin apartment, Koba 
said, “Why all this upper-class luxury?” and smashed an antique mirror 
with a kick. The bourgeois Cupids and Psyches soon winged their way to 
the scrap heap. 

 

ANOTHER LESSON FROM THE LEADER 

Once settled in Moscow, Lenin got to work on the Left SRs. The Fourth 
Congress of Soviets—the first held in Moscow—met in the Hall of 
Columns of the House of Unions. The Congress was held to ratify the 
Brest treaty. Lenin was in no doubt that there would be a fierce fight, 
ending in the restoration of undivided power to his Party. The Congress 
opened with the reading of a message from President Woodrow Wilson, 
expressing his sympathy with the Russian people, which had cast off the 
yoke of autocracy. The Congress adopted a reply in which it promised 
Wilson speedy liberation from the yoke of capital and the establishment of 
socialism throughout the world. They had their fun with Wilson, and then 
joined battle. After a statement from Lenin, B. Kamkov, a Left SR 
ideologist never seen without a revolver dangling at his side, declared that 
his party did not want to share responsibility for the disgraceful Brest 
treaty. He condemned the Bolsheviks’ ties with the Germans, calling 
Lenin’s party “counterhands for German imperialism.” Lenin gave as good 
as he got. He called the Left SRs “soap bubbles” and “accomplices of the 



bourgeoisie.” The docile Congress (there were nearly 800 Bolsheviks 
present to 284 Left SRs) of course passed a resolution approving the 
peace, and the Left SRs had to withdraw from the government. 

The settlement of accounts by installments—using one enemy to destroy 
another—was almost over. Koba would take to heart all that he learned in 
Lenin’s universities. “We learn, bit by bit, we learn.” 

Once again the Bolshevik leaders were jubilant, this time because they had 
knocked the stupid SRs out of the game. (Twenty years later, most of 
those rejoicing would be sitting in the Hall of Columns agairji. That was 
the place in which Koba would stage his trials of Old Bolsheviks, the place 
from which they would be taken under sentence of death by shooting. But 
for the present they were jubilant.) 

Lenin, though, knew that the SR militants would not leave it at that. He 
had to hurry, before the enraged countryside exploded. He knew that the 
peasant world would shortly become his enemy. For hunger was advancing 
on Petrograd and Moscow. And with it—civil war. 

 

IN THE FIERY CAGE 

The prophecy of those who had urged Lenin not to take power had come 
true. The breathing space turned out to be a short one. Civil War broke out 
over the great expanses of Russia. Or rather a multitude of wars. One of 
them was the war with foreign interventionists: all the powers that had 
fought each other in the World War began helping themselves to pieces of 
the dying Romanov empire. 

In spring 1918 the Germans occupied the newly independent Ukraine. 
German troops also headed southward to the Caucasus, where they 
controlled part of the territory of the Georgian, Armenian, and 
Azerbaijani republics. 

The Turks also invaded Transcaucasia and seized a number of Black Sea 
ports, including Batum, the city in which Koba had begun his rev-
olutionary career. 

Four hundred thousand square miles of the dismembered empire’s 
territory, and sixty million of its subjects, were now in the hands of the 



Germans and their allies. 

The Entente countries, still at war with the Germans, naturally could not 
remain mere observers of these events. In March 1918 British and French 
troops landed at Murmansk in northern Russia. 

Lenin and Koba contacted the chairman of the Murmansk Soviet, 
Alexeyev (Yuryev) on the direct line. (A transcript of this conversation can 
be found in volume 1 of the collection Documents on the Foreign Policy of 
the USSR.) Alexeyev explained that the Soviet had reached an agreement 
with the British, who had undertaken to defend the North from German 
incursions and to provision the hungry city of Murmansk. 

Koba’s reply to Alexeyev was that “the British never give their help gratis, 
nor do the French... It seems to us that you have to some extent let 
yourself be taken in.” He recommended annulling the agreement, but the 
hungry people of Murmansk refused to budge. (Koba did not forget this 
exchange with Alexeyev, who was shot once the war was over.) 

As early as July 1, four thousand British, French, American, Italian, and 
Serbian soldiers disembarked at Murmansk and began to spread out over 
northern Russia. Archangel was occupied in August 1918. 

The Americans, as Louis Fischer correctly writes in his Lenin, were 
extremely reluctant to take part in the intervention. The “Russian 
question” tormented President Wilson for almost a year before he wrote to 
Colonel House that “I have been sweating over the question of what is 
right and feasible to do in Russia.” 

But in the end Wilson had to agree, and not only because the Bolshevik 
usurpers had allied themselves with the Entente’s German enemies. He 
was also alarmed by the prospect of a universal conflagration, of that 
world revolution for which Lenin was tirelessly calling, the persistent 
Bolshevik threat to plunge a war-ruined world into chaos. 

Luckily for the Allies, there were at the time some fifty thousand well-
armed and well-trained foreign soldiers in Siberia—Czechs and Slovaks 
taken prisoner by the tsar’s army. The Czech lands and Slovakia had been 
part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which had fought on the German 
side against Russia. But Czechs and Slovaks, unwilling to fight against 
brother Slavs, had surrendered to the Russians in their thousands. They 



had been released immediately after the February Revolution. France, 
which was running short of manpower, rearmed the Czechoslovak Legion 
and was preparing to transfer it to the western front when the October 
Revolution took place. The allies now found a different use for the Czechs 
and Slovaks. The Legion troops were traveling along the Trans-Siberian 
Railway at the time. The Bolsheviks demanded that they should surrender 
their arms. On May 14, the Legion mutinied. The troops refused to 
disarm, and made their way across Siberia toward the Urals, sweeping 
away Soviet authorities as they went. They were joined by Cossacks also in 
revolt against the Bolsheviks, and tsarist officers who had taken refuge in 
Siberia. 

Ekaterinburg, the capital of the Red Urals, fell to the Legion on July 25. 
(The Bolsheviks had shot the tsar and his family on the eve of the city’s 
surrender.) The Czechs and Slovaks crossed the Urals and seized Samara 
and Simbirsk (Lenin’s birthplace) and occupied Kazan. 

In July of that same summer, a terrible one for the Bolsheviks, an invasion 
force landed from British and Japanese vessels at anchor at Vladivostok, 
capital of the Russian Far East. Japanese troops entered the city on 
August 3. Under an agreement between the United States and Japan, 
seven thousand soldiers from each country were to take part in the Far 
Eastern operation, but by August there were no fewer than seventy 
thousand Japanese on Russian soil. 

Foreign intervention was the background to the most terrible, ruth-less, 
and bestial of wars within Russia itself—a war fought by Russians against 
Russians. 

 

BROTHER AGAINST BROTHER 

On the eve of the October Revolution the Russian army had been plunged 
into chaos. The White general Denikin described the situation in his 
memoirs: “Armed robbery and looting is rife on all the railroads and 
waterways.” Reports from the front said in so many words that “we no 
longer have the strength to fight with people who have neither conscience 
nor sense of honor. The units passing through sweep everything away, 
destroy crops, cattle, and poultry, break into government warehouses, 
drink themselves unconscious, set fire to houses...” 



The armed rabble of ex-soldiers, intoxicated with their new freedom and 
brutalized by drink, and the anarchic mass of rebellious peasants were the 
main props of the Bolsheviks after their seizure of power. 

“There is nothing more terrible than a Russian peasant rebellion. It is 
mindless and ruthless.” That is how Russia’s greatest poet, Alexander 
Pushkin, described it. “Mindless and ruthless”—his words were echoed by 
many writers describing the Civil War. After centuries of slavery and 
brutal treatment by their masters, the pent-up brute force of the Russian 
people found its outlet in hideous atrocities. In the 1920s, the famous 
Russian writer Alexei Tolstoy, then living in Berlin, liked to show people a 
photograph taken during the Civil War. A giant of a man, armed to the 
teeth, reclined picturesquely in an armchair. At his side, on a little table, 
stood a severed human head. This was the pose chosen by Ataman Angel, 
leader of one of the innumerable gangs that raped and robbed peaceful 
citizens in the years of the Civil War. 

Revolts broke out in southern Russia immediately after the seizure of 
power by the Bolsheviks. The Cossacks—a privileged military caste which 
had always been regarded as the main prop of tsardom—were up in arms. 
(Before the Revolution there had been eleven Cossack “armies”—those of 
the Don, the Kuban, Orenburg, the Urals, and Siberia among them.) As 
early as November 1917 the tsarist general Kaledin, ataman of the Don 
Cossacks, had raised a rebellion against the Bolsheviks. In the same month 
in the southern Urals, the Orenburg Cossacks had revolted under the 
leadership of General Dutov. Kaledin was crushed in January 1918, and 
Dutov in April, by the revolutionary armies. 

General Kaledin, reporting his defeat to the “government” on the Don, 
uttered ominous words: “Our situation is hopeless. The population denies 
us its support.” He interrupted those who tried to argue: “Gentlemen, 
keep it short. Idle talk is what has destroyed Russia.” Kaledin shot himself 
that same day, January 29. 

These Cossack revolts were only the beginning. Officers from all over 
Russia fled to the Don and the Kuban. 

On November 2, 1917, coincidentally with the Kaledin rebellion, General 
Alexeyev, a former chief of staff, began recruiting in southern Russia a 
“volunteer army” to fight the Bolsheviks. This event is regarded as the 
beginning of the White movement. The Bolsheviks, who fought under the 



Red Flag, were henceforward referred to as “the Reds,” and those who rose 
against them called themselves “the Whites,” or “White Guard.” 
“Whiteness” was thought of as a symbol of spiritual purity, of freedom 
from blood-guilt. 

In January 1918 General Anton Denikin announced the creation of the 
Armed Forces of South Russia, with which the volunteer army and the 
Don army shortly merged, under Denikin as commander-in-chief. 

Another group of White forces began to take shape in the northwest. The 
anti-Bolshevik movement there was headed by Nikolai Yu-denich, a front-
line general in the First World War. For exceptional valor he had been 
decorated with the most prestigious of Russian military awards, the Order 
of St. George First Class. (Only one other White Guard commander, 
General N. Ivanov, shared this distinction.) Yudenich’s army was joined by 
White officers who had fled to newly independent Estonia, and by some 
Estonians. 

The White armies absorbed many of the finest officers schooled by the 
First World War. But outstanding former tsarist officers and generals were 
also found in the Red army. In some cases brothers found themselves on 
opposite sides. Thus, General Y. Plyushchik-Plyushchevsky served with the 
Whites, and his brother Grigori, also a general, with the Reds. General P. 
Makhrov was in the volunteer army, while his brother Major-General N. 
Makhrov fought for the Bolsheviks. M. Berens was a White admiral under 
General Wrangel, while his brother Evgeny Berens commanded all the 
Bolshevik naval forces in April 1919. 

Brother made war on brother. The capture and execution of brother by 
brother, father by son would be unremarkable events in the years of Civil 
War. 

Having lost three-quarters of the country’s territory, Lenin and the 
Bolsheviks were trapped in a cage of fire, with the Germans to the west 
and south, the Entente powers to the east, Denikin’s forces to the south, 
and Yudenich’s army to the northwest. 

The Bolsheviks were left with only a small area around Moscow and 
Petrograd. But both capitals remained in their hands and from this 
vantage point they could continue proudly representing themselves as the 
legitimate government, fighting against mutineers and foreign invaders. 



From March 1918 Trotsky commanded the republic’s armed forces. Inside 
the cage of fire his armored train sped from one forward position to 
another. Until October 1917 the Bolsheviks had supported those an-archie 
elements which threatened to reduce the army to a rabble of looters. Now 
they had turned full circle. Trotsky began hastily reconsti-tuting the 
regular army which revolutionaries had so hated and the destruction of 
which was part of the Utopian dream. 

Trotsky realized that such an army could not be created without military 
experts. So, to the amazement and fury of revolutionary soldiers, former 
tsarist officers who agreed to cooperate with the Bolsheviks reappeared in 
the Red army, insisting, as before, on the discipline which the rank and file 
detested. Trotsky did not entirely trust these military experts—
voenspetsy, as the Reds called them for short. Their families became in 
effect hostages. But Trotsky’s most important innovation was the 
institution of “military commissars.” Every decision made by a voenspets 
was subject to the approval of a military commissar, who also assisted in 
reinforcing what was now called “revolutionary discipline.” 

Trotsky tirelessly harangued the troops to raise morale. My father heard 
him speak on a number of occasions. He looked like a typical intellectual, 
but when he began to speak his face became almost Mephistophelian, and 
the crowd was spellbound. 

Magnetic as he was, Trotsky’s rhetoric would have been less effective if his 
speeches had not been accompanied by the sound of rifle fire. For 
desertion, for indiscipline, for cowardice—the penalty was execution by 
shooting. “One of the most important principles in the training of our 
army,” said Trotsky, “is that no offense should go unpunished. The penalty 
must follow immediately.” 

Koba could not help being impressed by the results. Within a very short 
time, Trotsky converted an exhausted rabble of barrack-room lawyers into 
a Bolshevik army. 

But Trotsky was following an example set by someone else. Koba re-
membered that after the October coup Kamenev, trying to curry favor 

with the soldiers, had proposed that the new regime’s first decree should 
abolish capital punishment in the army. Trotsky had agreed. But when 
Lenin arrived in the Smolny and heard about the proposed decree he was 



indignant: “What nonsense! How can you carry out a revolution without 
shooting people?” The decree was buried. Another lesson learned. 
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THE CRISIS MANAGER 

 

 

The sufferings of war were compounded by a cruel famine. The 
countryside refused to surrender its grain to the Bolsheviks for nothing. 
Kulaks, as the wealthier—that is, the ablest—peasants were called, began 
hiding the grain they had produced by the sweat of their brows. Lenin 
organized his Committees of the Village Poor. The “poor”—the laziest, 
most resentful peasants—were given power in the villages. Armed squads 
of workers were dispatched from the towns to the countryside. Together 
with the village poor they were to confiscate the grain held by kulaks. In 
the event, “food squads” did not collect very much grain, but quickly 
turned into gangs of drunken marauders. 

Petrograd and Moscow were dying of hunger. Lenin had posted Trotsky to 
the front, and now he dispatched his second hope, Koba, to bring in the 
grain. On May 24, Koba was put in charge of food stocks. In southern 
Russia he set off for Tsaritsyn, the most important Bolshevik outpost in 
the south, through which a thin trickle of grain from the northern 
Caucasus was still reaching the center. It was Koba’s job to turn the trickle 
into a flood. 

 

NIGHTS IN AN OVERHEATED RAILCAR 

“In 1918 Comrade Stalin said, ‘Come and work with me, as secretary in the 
People’s Commissariat,’” Fyodor Alliluyev wrote in his memoirs. “Comrade 
Stalin’s staff consisted at the time of one secretary—myself—and one 
typist—my sister.” And so, at the end of May 1918, the People’s 
Commissariat was deserted: the whole trio was getting ready for its 
journey. “Comrade Stalin only gave me a couple of days’ notice that we 
were about to leave,” Alliluyev continued. “I was used to obeying him 



without argument.” 

The Kazan station was packed with “bag people” (speculators, usually 
peasants, who carried sacks of fresh food to hungry towns or sold it at 
railroad stations) and half-starved homeless children when this trio 
turned up—a girl not yet sixteen, a tall young man, and a short, middle-
aged Georgian, with a squad of Red army men to see them off. 

In spite of “instructions from the Council of People’s Commissars” and 
Koba’s awesome credentials, a train was found for them only after a 
lengthy altercation between Koba and the stationmaster. Not many people 
knew as yet who this Georgian was. 

“The train hesitantly set off in the direction of Kislovodsk, stopping at 
every signal,” Alliluyev wrote. The three of them assembled in the lounge 
car. This had previously belonged to the gypsy songstress Valtseva and was 
upholstered with a jolly, light blue silk. 

In May 1918 the whole of the south was gripped by madness. The 
travelers can hardly have been sure that they would ever see Tsaritsyn. 
The Germans were keeping up their slow advance southward, and muti-
nous bands of General Krasnov’s Cossacks were active on the approaches 
to the city. There were also anarchist groups, showing the black flag under 
the walls of Tsaritsyn, fighting the Germans at one moment and turning 
against Soviet forces the next. The mountain tribes too were in a 
continual state of high excitement. There was no knowing how it would all 
end. The train might be seized by the Germans, by the Cossacks, by the 
anarchists, by almost anybody. 

Stalin slept in the lounge car, the brother and sister in a separate 
compartment. “Only one track ran to the south, and that was jammed 
with convoys of troops,” Alliluyev noted. “Our train scarcely moved, and at 
“every station we heard complaints that ‘the Cossacks took up the track 
yesterday.’” 

Koba realized that he had to hurry. Every delay increased the time wasted 
in traveling, and also the likelihood of an attack. At night the train was 
blacked out and slipped through stations in a hurry or hid on sidetracks. 
Stations were dark and dirty. There were drunken shouts from soldiers on 
the platforms, and the sound of accordions, or more frequently of rifle 
fire. Old Russia on the spree. But the train could defend itself. Koba’s 



armed task force was four hundred strong. Among them the elite guard of 
the Revolution, the Latvian riflemen, battle-hardened in the execution 
squads. 

Lenin had dispatched Koba to the south with the widest discretionary 
powers. “A telegram from Ordzhonikidze reached us en route: ‘the 
anarchist Petrenko has revolted in Tsaritsyn,’” Alliluyev recalled. 

The authorities there had attempted to evacuate the gold reserves and 
valuables taken from the safes of the bourgeoisie, and Petrenko’s force had 
ambushed the train carrying this gold, launching empty wagons in its 
path. Men were killed in the collision. The groans of the wounded were 
deafening. The bandits lying beside the track forced 

their way onto the train, seized the money, and, obeying what was then 
the general rule, held a political meeting. Fiery speeches were delivered 
among the corpses and the burning railcars. The meeting ruled that the 
money belonged to the people, so they started sharing out gold coins, 
hiding them inside their dirty footcloths. For good measure they stripped 
the dead of their boots, and shot those still living. They were caught at it 
by Ordzhonikidze’s armored train, and immediately surrendered. But that 
night two surviving columns of bandits led by Petrenko and the famous 
woman Cossack Chieftain Marusya burst into the city. Marusya—Maria 
Nikiforovna—was an alumna of the Smolny Institute for Daughters of the 
Gentry. A cocaine addict, insanely lustful and cruel, she was surrounded 
not by her languid school friends but by drunken riffraff. Ataman 
Marusya was executed in the open street, wearing her white Cossack frock 
coat and her shaggy fur hat. A little later Koba received another telegram 
from Sergo: Petrenko had been caught and shot. 

“This was the situation in Tsaritsyn on the eve of Koba’s arrival,” Alliluyev 
went on. “Toward morning on June 6 we found ourselves in the endless 
maze of tracks round Tsaritsyn, all of them jammed by trains... Tsaritsyn’s 
dirty-white station building loomed before us. At dinner in the hotel I saw 
ample evidence that the city was well-off for food. It was only three days 
since Stalin had treated us to a Sovnarkom [i.e., government] dinner: 
vobla soup with a small piece of black bread. Here you could get a first-
class meal for a ruble and a half.” The country round about was choking on 
its grain surplus. But how could it be brought from the back of beyond to 
Tsaritsyn? And sent on from there to Moscow? 



Koba embarked on a revolutionary solution of the problem with a round 
of executions, just to inspire respect for his decisions. He shot everybody 
involved in black marketeering or counterrevolutionary activity. Or 
anybody who might become involved. 

“Not a day passed without executions by shooting in the local Cheka HQ,” 
wrote Henri Barbusse, Stalin’s enthusiastic admirer. The city was a crazy 
quilt of all the political groupings produced by the Revolution. They had 
all congregated in this proving ground—Socialist Revolutionaries, 
anarchists, monarchists. So there was no shortage of people to shoot. 

Trucks kept their engines running at night, to drown out the noise of 
shots and the screams. Bodies were stuffed into sacks and buried by 
moonlight. When day dawned, relatives of the dead swarmed round the 
communal graves, digging up the fresh earth to find their loved ones for 
reburial. 

This was when Koba ordered the execution of the engineer Alexeyev, on 
suspicion of conspiring against the Bolsheviks. Alexeyev’s mother was a 
well-known Populist revolutionary. Lenin was told of his arrest and gave 
orders by telegraph that he should be brought to Moscow. Koba, however, 
was not one to change his decisions. His word must be law. Alexeyev’s two 
sons, boys of sixteen and fourteen, were shot with their father. N. 
Valentinov wrote that “Stalin informed the soldiers, who did not want to 
shoot them, that these were the children of the White Guard General 
Alexeyev,” and that sufficed. 

Shortly afterward Koba sent a telegram to Lenin: “In spite of all the 
muddle in every area of the local economy it is possible to restore order ... 
In a week’s time we shall be sending about a million poods [18,000 tons] 
to Moscow.” All this time he was living and working in a railcar. “For two 
and a half months the railcar was our operational HQ,” Alliluyev wrote. 
“The temperature was around 40 [104°F], and the rail-car got as hot as a 
brazier. The roof remained just as hot at night. Inside the car you forgot 
what it was like to be cool.” 

That was where it all happened: after the shootings by night, in the 
overheated railcar. From then on Koba’s young secretary, Nadya Alliluyeva, 
was his wife. In time of revolution no formal ceremony was needed. They 
simply declared themselves man and wife. 



 

THE RIDDLE OF FYODOR’S MADNESS 

In that same year, 1918, Fyodor Alliluyev, the author of the notes from 
which I have been quoting, suddenly and mysteriously lost his mind. He 
suffered a shock of some sort, as a result of which for the rest of his life 
bouts of insanity alternated with rare intervals of lucidity, during which 
he could work and write. Svetlana Alliluyeva (Stalin’s daughter by Nadya) 
offers an explanation of his mental breakdown in her memoirs. Her story 
is that Kamo’s men decided to play a trick on Fyodor. The whole squad 
pretended that they had been killed, smearing themselves with bullock’s 
blood to make it more convincing. Fedya saw this spectacle and went mad. 
Svetlana evidently heard this account from relatives when she was adult. 
But it looks very odd indeed if we remember that this was a time when 
killing confronted you at every turn, when bodies were stacked out in the 
streets of Tsaritsyn, and bloody murder was part of everyday life. 

I myself am reminded of a version without documentary support which is 
sometimes cited even in serious scholarly literature. According to this, 
Nadya was raped by Koba during the journey to Tsaritsyn. Her brother 
heard her screams and burst into the compartment. And Koba was forced 
at gunpoint to marry her. 

This stupid and sordid fabrication perhaps preserves the distant echo of a 
true tragedy. Nadya was, of course, in love with the revolutionary hero. 
Perhaps what happened was what had to happen in that overheated 
railcar, when her morose idol returned from an insane orgy of executions. 
The cry in the night, which brought her unfortunate brother Fedya 
running to the rescue, was one of passion. He rushed into the unlocked 
carriage and saw his adored sister with the elderly Georgian—though only 
fortyish, this Georgian whom he idolized must have seemed an old man to 
Fedya. Violation of chastity seems a terrible thing to an adolescent. 
Idealistic Russian youths cannot always live with it. But all this is 
impermissible conjecture. All we know for sure is that it was night, that 
there was a railcar, and that these were three people— in the maddening 
heat under the stars of 1918. 

 



UNDERMINING TROTSKY 

Authority in a front-line town belongs in the first place to the military. 
Koba, who had never seen battle, tried now to take over from the military 
authorities. The North Caucasian Military District was under the 
command of A. Snesarev, a tsarist general who had changed sides. Several 
other former tsarist officers were working with him. They had all been 
assigned to Tsaritsyn by Trotsky. So Koba began playing a game which was 
sure to please Lenin: he wrote an endless string of complaints against 
Trotsky. Single combat with Trotsky was, however, dangerous. Koba 
needed a comrade-in-arms to act for him when risks had to be taken. 
Troops which had fought their way through from the Don were just then 
arriving in Tsaritsyn. They entered the city with Klim Voroshilov, 
originally a turner and fitter, then a professional revolutionary, and now a 
Red army commander, at their head. Koba knew how to win over such 
people, and Voroshilov, who was not very bright, became his devoted 
comrade. In any battle you need an ideological banner. So if Trotsky 
favored the employment of ex-tsarist officers as “military experts,” 
Voroshilov and Koba were naturally against it. They joined in attacking 
Trotsky’s people, accusing them of treason. 

 

JULY FRENZY 

On July 4, the Fifth Congress of Soviets opened in Moscow. Koba must 
have followed the surprising course of events there with great interest. 

At first it was all straightforward: Trotsky arrived from the front to deliver 
a fiery speech threatening with execution all those who broke the 
agreements reached at Brest. This provoked the expected reaction from 
the Left Socialist Revolutionaries. Kamkov, the same Kamkov with the 
revolver at his side, waving his fists wildly, pitched into the German am-
bassador, Baron Mirbach, and “Bolshevik lackeys.” The SRs loved the 
village as a parent loves a favorite child. Kamkov varied his insults about 
Bolshevik toadying to the “German imperialists” with promises to “sling 
your requisitioning squads and your committees of the poor out of the 
village by the scruff of their necks.” 

Delegates of the two parties sprang up from their seats shaking their fists 
at each other. 



But Lenin was calm. And amused. 

The Left SRs went into action on July 6. Two of them, Y. Blyumkin, who 
was in charge of the Cheka’s counterespionage section, and N. Andreev 
arrived at the German embassy. Blyumkin was a typical product of that 
ruthless period. Nadezhda Mandelstam described him sitting, drunk, in a 
cafe, swearing vilely and adding names at random to the list of those to be 
executed. The poet Mandelstam plucked the list from his hands and tore it 
up. Dzherzhinsky heard about this incident and promised to have 
Blyumkin shot immediately, but the following day Blyumkin was at liberty 
and painting the town as before. Bolsheviks had a weakness for the 
Socialist Revolutionary Blyumkin. 

Once inside the embassy Blyumkin asked to see Mirbach. He and Andreev 
were taken to the ambassador’s study, where Blyumkin whipped out a 
revolver and fired. Mirbach rushed toward an adjoining room, but 
Blyumkin threw a grenade after him. Mirbach was killed. Andreev and 
Blyumkin then jumped from a window into the street, where a car was 
awaiting them. Blyumkin landed awkwardly, broke a leg, and had to crawl 
to the car. Nonetheless they succeeded in making their escape, thanks to 
the surprisingly slow reflexes of the Latvian riflemen on guard. 

The Central Committee of the SR Party had decided to assassinate the 
German ambassador in order to nullify the Brest treaty. But what 
happened next was not easy to understand. 

Members of the SR Central Committee gathered at the headquarters of a 
well-armed Cheka squad under the command of an SR called Popov. 
Blyumkin joined them. The mutinous squad was quite close to the 
Kremlin, but no attempt was made to seize it. 

Dzherzhinsky turned up to demand Blyumkin’s arrest. The SRs arrested 
Dzherzhinsky instead. But still they made no move. They were waiting for 
something. Toward evening they seized the telegraph office, but only to 
tell Russia and the world that Mirbach’s assassination was not the signal 
for a rising against the Bolsheviks. It had been carried out only to wreck 
the treasonable peace agreement. The mutinous squad was not, it seemed, 
contemplating an attack on the regime. It meant only to demonstrate its 
disagreement with the Bolsheviks. It was difficult to imagine anything 
more stupid. 



Lenin had been given the right to act ruthlessly. The headquarters of the 
eccentric mutineers were stormed and wrecked by Latvian riflemen, and 
the Left SR delegates to the Congress of Soviets were arrested. Lenin’s 
dearest wish had been granted. The Left SRs had ceased to exist as a 
political force. As had the man who knew too much—Ambassador 
Mirbach. 

How could the SRs have followed such a stupidly suicidal course, one 
which so admirably suited and in no way threatened the Bolsheviks? It 
was a miracle, pure and simple! 

Koba, though, did not believe in miracles. The great chess player inevitably 
sensed that there was some hidden factor at work: someone had induced 
the SRs to behave so irrationally. 

The Bolsheviks and the tsar’s security service had fought each other for 
years. Planting provocateurs on each other was an old habit of theirs. Not 
surprisingly, the Cheka had from the moment it came into existence added 
this tried and proven method of the tsarist secret police, provocation, to 
its arsenal. The Cheka’s most brilliant operations in those early years—the 
arrest of the famous terrorist Savinkov, or the arrest of the British 
diplomat Lockhart—were the result of provocations, the planting of a 
double agent in the enemy camp. Koba was bound to see the fingerprints 
of a provocateur on the affair of the SR mutiny. Sure enough, something 
strange happened to Blyumkin, Mirbach’s assassin. When the Bolsheviks 
occupied the Cheka section’s headquarters, he was left there with his 
broken leg. He was one of the leaders of that division of the Cheka, the 
one whom Dzherzhinsky had come in person to arrest—but nobody 
recognized him. He was taken, unrecognized, to a city hospital, from 
which he escaped to present himself, a voluntary penitent, to the Cheka. 
Sentenced to three years’ imprisonment, he received amnesty soon after, 
and immediately joined the Bolsheviks. Blyumkin then worked in 
Trotsky’s secretariat, and after that in the Cheka and the GPU (State 
Political Administration). 

Koba, then, was given a chance to appreciate the present power, and the 
potential, of this recently established but mighty Cheka. He did appreciate 
it. Nor did he forget Blyumkin. 

After Trotsky’s fall and his banishment abroad, the GPU sent Blyumkin to 
Tibet, Damascus, and Constantinople in the guise of a pilgrim. He called 



on his former chief, Trotsky, en route. This was, beyond any doubt, his 
main assignment—to find out the exile’s plans—and at the same time feel 
out his former supporters. 

On his return, Blyumkin delivered a letter from Trotsky to a former close 
associate of his, Karl Radek. But that cleverest of cynics knew only too 
well how things worked, and immediately told Koba. Blyumkin had to be 
shot immediately. 

After the engineered “Left SR mutiny,” Koba may well have reminded 
himself of Lenin’s rule: “If the end is important enough, the means by 
which it is attained are unimportant.” A banal aphorism, terrifying to the 
petit bourgeois, yet so obvious to the true revolutionary. Lenin wrote: “Let 
us suppose that Kalyaev [who assassinated Nicholas II’s uncle] in order to 
kill the tyrant gets hold of a revolver from the vilest of men promising him 
money and vodka. Can we condemn Kalyaev for doing a deal with a 
criminal? Any sensible person will say. 

 

OUR HAND WILL NOT TREMBLE 

Lenin’s objective had been achieved: the roundup of the Left SRs was 
under way, and it was legal. On July 7 Koba, in Tsaritsyn, received a 
telegram from Lenin: “Essential crush these wretched hysterical ad-
venturers wherever. Show no mercy to Left SRs, and keep us informed 
regularly.” Koba replied: “Rest assured our hand will not tremble. Our 
enemies will learn what enemies are... the track south of Tsaritsyn has not 
yet been repaired. I am chasing them up and bawling them out... You may 
be sure we shall spare nobody, neither ourselves nor anyone else, and will 
give you the grain whatever happens.” 

He did indeed “spare no one.” And as early as July 18, five wagonloads of 
grain left for Moscow. He was producing the grain. And other things 
besides. 

 

BLACK GOLD 

“Sent letter by special messenger to Baku,” he informed Lenin cryptically. 
As soon as he arrived in Tsaritsyn, Koba had made contact with the city of 



his youth, and with the remarkable man who would be his associate for 
the rest of his life. The Soviet regime had quickly asserted its authority in 
Baku. The Baku Soviet was controlled by one of Koba’s old enemies, 
Shaumyan. But the new regime collapsed just as quickly as it had been 
established, under pressure from Turkish and British troops, and the Baku 
commissars, with Shaumyan at their head, were shot. Only one of the 
twenty-six miraculously survived—the Armenian Anastas Mikoyan. 

Mikoyan had joined the Party in 1915 at the age of twenty. He had been 
one of the most active members of the Baku commune. After its 
destruction Mikoyan remained in the Baku underground. 

Baku meant oil, and without oil, war was impossible. So the cunning 
Mikoyan, the Bolshevik, under instructions from Koba in Tsaritsyn, made 
contact with the Baku capitalists. Mikoyan paid generously, in gold, and 
they shut their eyes to the fact that the oil was going to Lenin. Very, very 
soon the Bolsheviks would be in Baku, and oil would be the death of those 
who owned it. 

For the time being Koba was busy reinforcing Mikoyan’s fleet with vessels 
of his own, while continuing to bombard Lenin with telegrams about the 
struggle with Trotsky: “Get it into his head that... there is plenty of grain 
in the south but that to seize it I NEED FULL MILITARY AUTHORITY. I 
have written about this before, but have received no answer. Very well. If 
that is the situation, I shall demote those commanders and commissars 
who are ruining the operation... and the absence of a scrap of paper from 
Trotsky will not stop me.” 

Lenin chided him for this continual in-fighting, but Koba sensed that he 
had his Leader’s approval, and kept it up. Acting on Koba’s orders, 
Voroshilov forcibly took command of the Third and Fifth Armies. He and 
Koba jointly organized an offensive. Koba took part in it himself, from an 
armored train. The attack misfired, but this defeat had an unexpected 
result: Trotsky’s protege Snesarev was recalled to Moscow. A military 
council for the northern Caucasus was set up, headed by ... Koba! Lenin 
loved Koba. And appreciated his struggle with Trotsky. 

Koba now had a free hand, and Lenin was told in a telegram that “the 
military council has inherited a run-down estate. Have had to start all over 
again.” The ruinous condition of the “estate” was said to be due to a 
“conspiracy” on the part of the “military experts.” And on August 22, in 



the night, a barge put out into the middle of the Volga. On board were the 
“military experts” brought in by Trotsky and Snesarev, and arrested by 
Koba. All were shot. 

The offensive had failed, but Koba stoutly defended Tsaritsyn. The city 
was never surrendered. Grain and oil got through to Moscow. 

 

NEWS FROM Moscow: A SHOT 

At the end of August 1918 Lenin was wounded after addressing workers at 
the Mikhelson factory. He ended his speech with the slogan “Freedom or 
death!” and walked down the steps from the platform and across the yard 
toward a waiting car. Then came three revolver shots, and Lenin fell beside 
the car, struck by two bullets. 

Many legends have grown up around the attempt on Lenin’s life. The 
official files are in the former Central Archive of the KGB, and in 1995 I 
was able to consult them. Among them is the testimony of Lenin’s driver, 
K. Gill, who was waiting for him in the car and saw the whole thing. Lenin 
left the building, Gill tells us, “surrounded by women and men... He was 
only three steps away from the car... when I saw, not more than three 
paces to his left, a woman’s hand holding a Browning revolver protruding 
from a group of several people. Three shots were fired.” 

Photographs attached to the file illustrate the details of the attack: the 
would-be assassin was standing by the front left wheel of the car, Lenin by 
the back wheel, facing her at a distance of three paces. 

“I rushed toward the spot where the shots were coming from,” Gill 
testified. “The woman threw the revolver down at my feet and vanished in 
the crowd... A woman medical assistant who happened to be in the crowd 
and two other persons [obviously Lenin’s bodyguard] helped me to put 
Lenin in the car and the four of us drove off to the Kremlin.” 

Gill carried the Leader home at breakneck speed. Lenin was able to go 
upstairs to his Kremlin apartment unaided. According to the official 
communique: “One bullet entered below the left shoulder blade and 
lodged in the right side of his neck... the other penetrated his left 
shoulder. The patient is fully conscious. The best surgeons have been 
called in to treat him.” Doctor Rozanov wrote later that “Lenin’s life was 



not in danger.” 

The Leader’s wound would shortly release rivers of blood. 

A young woman in a black dress was detained just a few blocks away from 
the site of the attempted assassination. This was Fanny Kaplan, a 
revolutionary who had been imprisoned under the tsar for taking part in 
the preparation of a terrorist act. 

In her depositions she stated: “I shot Lenin because I believe that he is 
delaying the realization of the socialist ideal by decades... I decided to take 
this step back in February... The Bolsheviks are conspirators. They have 
seized power without the people’s consent.” Asked about her accomplices 
and her party allegiance, Kaplan said, “I made the attempt entirely by 
myself.” 

The investigation was carried out quickly, although historians find that 
many questions remain unanswered. How, for instance, did the half-blind 
Kaplan manage to hit Lenin? Was there, perhaps, another assassin, who 
managed to escape? The Russian historian Volkogonov writes in his Lenin: 
“It was not Kaplan who fired the shots. She was merely the one prepared 
to accept responsibility.” In my view, everything about the event is 
perfectly logical: it was precisely because she was half-blind that Kaplan 
failed to wound Lenin fatally at a distance of three paces. A much more 
interesting question is whether she did have accomplices, and whether she 
in fact belonged to a political party or “acted independently” as she 
claimed. 

On September 3 the Kremlin commandant, Malkov, led Kaplan out into 
the yard and shot her in the back of the neck, with the Bolshevik poet 
Demyan Biedny as an interested spectator. The Cheka put out the rumor 
that Lenin personally had pardoned the revolutionary Kaplan. The rumor 
lingered for decades. 

Trotsky and his army were near Kazan, fighting the attacking Czechs. The 
moment he heard about the attempt on Lenin, Trotsky left the front and 
rushed to Moscow. He felt himself to be Lenin’s heir. 

Koba, however, remained in place at Tsaritsyn. What could he have 
achieved in a Moscow without Lenin? He was, after all, a member of the 
ruling group only on Lenin’s authority. 



At about this time a student, L. Kenigisser, killed Trotsky’s friend Uritsky, 
the chairman of the Cheka in Petrograd. Kenigisser’s explanation was that 
he had killed Uritsky to avenge executed officers and the death of a friend 
of his. 

Trotsky made a fiery speech on the need for retribution, and on Sep-
tember 2, after a stormy debate in the Central Committee, the Bolsheviks 
launched their campaign of Red Terror. 

Koba heard about it in Tsaritsyn. 

 

RUSSIA AWASH WITH BLOOD 

The Terror had, in fact, been in progress throughout 1918, without prior 
warning. It had been there in the summer, when the whole imperial family 
was shot in a dirty cellar at Ekaterinburg. When Koba was busy shooting 
officers at Tsaritsyn. When Jews with their bellies ripped open littered the 
streets of Ukrainian towns. When Lenin, shortly before the attempt on his 
life, was told of a peasant revolt in Penza and telegraphed: “Terror against 
kulaks, priests, and White Guardists. Imprison suspicious persons in 
concentration camps outside city.” 

Throughout that year people were tortured and murdered all over the 
country. Both sides killed people: the bloody cellars of the Bolshevik 
Cheka sections were no different from the blood-washed cellars of White 
Guard counterespionage units. In both, people were swathed in barbed 
wire, eyes were gouged out, gloves were made of human skin, people were 
impaled. Denikin’s government was horrified by the bestial savagery of its 
warriors, while on the other side, punishment where no crime had been 
committed was officially acknowledged policy. The decision on Red Terror 
was made public on September 5, 1918. 

After the assassination of Alexander II in 1881, tsarist ministers had 
debated whether or not to declare “each and every member of a revolu-
tionary party responsible for any further crime, however small, and out-
side the law.” They could not bring themselves to do it. The Bolsheviks 
could and did. 

A hostage system was introduced. Five hundred “representatives of the 
overthrown classes”—if we rely only on official figures—were shot 



immediately after Uritsky’s assassination. In Kronstadt, four hundred 
former officers were lined up in front of three deep trenches and shot. 

Revenge of course had nothing to do with it. It would have been strange to 
wreak vengeance on former tsarist ministers and to kill senators and 
clergymen because Kaplan had shot Lenin. The terror had a much broader 
purpose, which Trotsky partly revealed when discussing reasons for the 
murder of the imperial family. It was necessary, he said, “to give our own 
ranks a jolt, show them that there is no going back. Ahead of us lies total 
victory, or total disaster.” Complicity in crime brings people together, 
makes them realize that it is victory, or retribution. It was, moreover, as 
Trotsky also wrote, necessary to “horrify and terrify the enemy.” But not 
only the enemy. The population at large had to be terrified. The Red 
Terror meant that the regime had the right to punish where there was no 
crime, it meant that the common man lived in a state of constant 
Kafkaesque dread, a feeling that, confronted with authority, he had no 
rights. This was the ultimate meaning of the Terror. And Koba took the 
lesson to heart. 

That was the point at which “the living spirit of the Revolution finally 
took wing, and flew away,” as M. Spiridonova wrote in prison. 

 

DRESS REHEARSAL FOR STALINIST TERROR 

Whoever takes captives, to captivity he goes. Whoever slays with the sword, he 
must he slain. 

—Revelation 13:10 

 

The Red Terror escalated. G. Petrovsky, People’s Commissar for Internal 
Affairs, signed an “Order Concerning Hostages,” according to which “all 
right-wing Socialist Revolutionaries known to local Soviets are to be 
arrested immediately. A significant number of hostages must be taken 
from among the bourgeoisie and the officer class. The slightest attempt to 
resist should be met by wholesale shooting.” 

A campaign of mass murder developed throughout the country. In the 
Cheka Weekly we read: 



 

Executions Reported by Provincial Cheka Sections:  

Novgorod Cheka 38 persons  

Pskov Cheka 31  

Yaroslavl  38  

Poshekhon  31 

 

Terror was becoming a nationwide competition. Lists of people who could 
expect to die were pasted up all over the country. A typical announcement 
would read: “At the least sign of counterrevolutionary activity these 
persons will be shot immediately”—followed by the names of dozens of 
hostages. It became common practice to take a husband hostage and wait 
for his hapless wife to come and purchase his life with her body. Chekists 
invited the wives of arrested officers to join in their drinking bouts. This 
was part of the routine training for new Cheka personnel. 

All of them would later serve Koba, only to perish later in his camps. 

Kamenev, Zinoviev, and Trotsky all extolled the Terror in public. Even the 
humane Bukharin stated that “proletarian coercion in all forms, beginning 
with execution, is the method by which communist man is fashioned from 
the human material of the capitalist epoch.” 

As for Koba, he did not care to discuss the subject. He simply acted. And 
horror gripped Tsaritsyn. 

As the Chekists warmed to their task they called for “a deepening of the 
Terror.” We read in the Cheka Weekly that “in many towns mass executions 
of hostages have already been carried out. And that is good. In such 
matters half-measures are worst of all. They exacerbate the enemy without 
weakening him.” The author of this article wanted to go further, and called 
for the authorization of torture. It was time to get rid of petit bourgeois 
ideology. 

But the bloodthirsty omnipotence of the Cheka was beginning to provoke 
murmurs of dissent in the Party itself. In a letter to Pravda one 
Communist wrote, “We are turning the slogan ‘all power to the Soviets’ 



into ‘all power to the Cheka.’” After this a commission was set up “to 
acquaint the public with the activity of the Cheka. Koba was among its 
members, and the executioner of Tsaritsyn now emerged as a restraining 
force, an opponent of extreme measures. In general, the center, the 
halfway point between contestants, was becoming more and more fre-
quently his favorite position. He made one exception: where Trotsky was 
concerned he was always passionately ready to do battle. He knew that 
Lenin appreciated this ardor of his. 

The commission ruled that the call for the use of torture was a mistake, 
the young hotheads in the Cheka were told what could be said and what 
must never be mentioned, even if it had to be done. 

These ideas about the need to use torture he would put into practice in 
twenty years’ time. And the cruel idiots who had called for it in 1918 
would learn on their own skins what torture means. 

 

HA-HA 

When Stalin died he left behind thousands of books in his Kremlin 
apartment and at his dacha in Kuntsevo. There was emigre, White Guard 
literature, and there were works by old acquaintances whom he had killed: 
Trotsky, Zinoviev, Kamenev, Bukharin. Their books, confiscated 
everywhere else in the country, lived on in his library. In the Khrushchev 
period the library was broken up, and only books annotated by Stalin were 
left behind. The laconic Koba had left a great number of marginal notes in 
his books, and these jottings offer a curious way in to the Great 
Conspirator’s private thoughts... 

In the Party Archive, I leafed through two of his books, both about terror. 
The first was Trotsky’s Terror and Communism (1920). Wherever Trotsky 
extolled terror and revolutionary violence Koba made an enthusiastic 
note: “Right!” “Well said!” “Yes!” We can see him, alone with himself, 
expressing his real opinion of his enemy, who, as we shall shortly see, was 
always his teacher! A teacher second only to Lenin. 

The second book was Terrorism and Communism, by the German Social 
Democrat Karl Kautsky. “The leaders of the proletariat,” Kautsky wrote, 
“have begun to resort to extreme measures, bloody measures—to terror.” 



Koba has ringed these words, and written “ha-ha” in the margin. The Civil 
War leader, who had witnessed massacres from day to day, who had waded 
through a sea of blood, finds it funny, this “bourgeois fear of blood.” He 
writes “nota bene” beside this passage in Marx: “There is only one way to 
shorten and ease the convulsions of the old society and the bloody birth 
pangs of the new—revolutionary terror.” Koba took the lesson to heart. 

N.B.: Terror is the quickest way to the new society. 

 

“ALL POWER TO THE CHEKA!” 

Koba was bound to cast a sympathetic and curious eye on the Cheka, this 
new power born of terror. Its credo appeared in Red Sword, the organ of 
the Special Corps of the Cheka: “All things are permitted us, because we 
were the first in the world to take up the sword ... in the name of the 
liberation and emancipation of all men from slavery! Who is to reproach 
us, armed as we are with this sacred sword, who is to reproach us for the 
manner of our struggle?” This was a thought which Koba would realize 
fully two decades later. And its authors would learn in full what it meant 
in practice. 

 

TROTSKY MIGHTIER STILL 

In early September the Red army, under Trotsky’s leadership, struck a 
number of powerful blows. In a space of three days they took Kazan, 
Samara, and Lenin’s hometown, Simbirsk. 

Lenin, who had only just recovered from his wound, telegraphed his 
congratulations to Trotsky. 

In the second half of September Koba arrived in Moscow to visit Lenin 
now that he was well again. And Lenin, of course, at Koba’s request, sent a 
congratulatory telegram to the commander on the southern front, 
Voroshilov. Trotsky took this as a snub to himself: yet again Lenin was 
conniving at Koba’s self-promotion. He reacted boldly, sending P. Sytin, a 
former tsarist general, to Tsaritsyn as front commander. 

Koba and Voroshilov refused to accept his authority. As usual, they sent a 
coded telegram to Lenin: “Sytin is a man... who does not deserve our 



trust... Necessary to discuss in Central Committee behavior of Trotsky 
who shows disrespect for senior Party members in favor of traitors in 
ranks of military experts.” Trotsky replied immediately: “Categorically 
insist on recall of Stalin. Things are going badly on Tsaritsyn front, in 
spite of our superior forces. Voroshilov able to command a regiment, but 
not an army of 50,000 men.” Lenin could not contradict Trotsky just then, 
and in October 1918 Koba was recalled to Moscow. 

In Moscow he realized at once that he would have to capitulate. Trotsky 
was too powerful. He informed Voroshilov that he had “just been sent to 
see Lenin. He is furious and insists we rethink.” 

Koba’s contrariness disappeared immediately. “I think we can settle this 
matter quietly,” he told Lenin pacifically, and beat a hasty retreat. In his 
Pravda article on the first anniversary of the Bolshevik regime he sang the 
praises of Trotsky: “All the work in connection with the practical 
organization of the uprising was carried out under the immediate di-
rection of ... Comrade Trotsky... For the garrison’s speedy decision to side 
with the Soviets, and the skillful organization of the Military Revo-
lutionary Committee’s work, the Party is indebted primarily and chiefly to 
Comrade Trotsky.” To keep Koba at the front, Lenin himself undertook the 
task of reconciliation. He informed Trotsky that “on his arrival Stalin 
persuaded Voroshilov to submit completely to orders from the Center.” 
Koba also knew when to retreat. 

 

LIFE IN UTOPIA 

In Moscow the Bolsheviks were getting ready to celebrate the first 
anniversary of the October Revolution. They were entitled to celebrate—
they had been governing the country for a whole year. Who would ever 
have believed it! The artist Annenkov remembered how he helped to 
decorate the capital for this occasion. Although there was no cloth to be 
had in Moscow, thousands of red streamers and thousands of red banners 
fluttered over the city. A hungry city, but a beautiful red city! They 
discovered late in the day that they had forgotten the most important 
thing of all—to erect the platform from which Lenin, now recovered from 
his bullet wounds, was to deliver a speech at 9:00 next morning. 
Annenkov made a rough sketch, fires were lit on the square, and work 
went on all night. The job was done by “a brigade of professors and 



intellectuals,” forced to carry it out by way of “compulsory labor 
education.” By 8:00 A.M. the platform was up, and Lenin was able to make 
his speech from it. Trotsky stood at the front of the rostrum as Lenin’s 
heir. 

Koba saw the platform, and must have appreciated its significance. It was 
a public declaration of the order of precedence. What had been going on 
behind the scenes of the regime would now be advertised from that 
platform for all to see. On the very spot from which Lenin was now 
holding forth, Koba would erect his Mausoleum. It would become the new 
Rostrum, on which Koba would line up his own associates in order of 
precedence. 

The vital concerns of ordinary people living in that beflagged capital were 
quite different. When could they get bread? Where could they get 
firewood? Bread was brought in from the provinces by “bag people.” The 
militia would arrest them and confiscate their bread. But still they 
infiltrated the hungry city. There were hundreds of them in houses and 
courtyards around the stations. People passed on their addresses. In our 
household a scrap of paper with one such address survived for several 
years: “First building after the station, there’s a fence in the yard, the 
second board is loose, go through and there’s another yard. There’s a 
rubbish dump in that yard and somebody will be waiting behind that 
rubbish dump with bread.” The starving intelligentsia crept from one such 
address to another, trying to exchange family treasures for bread. 

Front doorways and basements were full of besprizorniki—homeless 
children of vanished parents. Homeless little girls were sold for bread. 

There is a story by Zamyatin called “The Cave,” about an intellectual dying 
of cold and hunger in a big, unheated apartment, which has become a 
primitive cave. Like any primitive man, he goes hunting—in his case to 
steal his neighbor’s firewood. But most “gentry apartments” had by now 
been “filled in” by quartering proletarians on the former occupants. A 
huge increase in the incidence of savage assaults and murders, together 
with constant hunger, changed people. Yesterday’s humanist was today’s 
robber with violence; ordinary, good-natured people became cruel animals. 
Three and a half years of war and nearly two years of revolution had 
stripped away the veneer of civilization. The poet Blok, dying of revulsion 
from life as it had become, said, “I am suffocating... We are all suffocating. 



World revolution is turning into universal angina pectoris.” 

 

LONG LIVE WORLD REVOLUTION! 

Throughout this time of hunger and bloodshed Lenin conjured his party 
to stand fast: “The workers of all countries look to us with hope.  You can 
hear their voice saying, ‘Hold out just a little longer and we will come to 
your aid, and by our joint efforts we will cast the imperialist predators into 
the abyss.’” In the same vein, an article of Koba’s suggested stockpiling 
grain for these hungry republics of the future. Nevertheless, he knew 
already that the regime would hold out whether world revolution came or 
not. The terror had taught him once and for all how it would be done. 

But ... it came to pass! Just when it seemed that they were near the end of 
their resistance, their hopes were realized! 

There was no sleep in the Kremlin on the night of November 9-10: 
revolution had broken out in Germany. First the defeat of the Czechs, then 
this second miracle! 

The Hohenzollern monarchy had collapsed, and Karl Liebknecht had 
proclaimed from the balcony of the royal palace the creation of a new 
Soviet republic. 

Germany was now ruled by German Soviets. A second great empire had 
disappeared from the map of Europe. 

The Bolshevik envoy in Berlin began secretly purchasing arms for the 
German revolutionaries. A little while ago the Germans had been assisting 
revolution in Russia. Now Lenin was reciprocating. Just as secretly. The 
Bolshevik embassy became the headquarters of the German revolution. 

On November 12 came another revolution, this time in Austria. Yet 
another monarchy was replaced by a republic. All doubt was now dispelled: 
exactly one year after the October Revolution, world revolution had 
arrived! Koba was amazed to see yet another of Lenin’s prophecies become 
reality. Crowds of joyful revolutionaries paraded all day in front of the 
Moscow Soviet’s building. But it all ended in victory for moderate 
socialists, and the creation of more of those bourgeois republics which 
Lenin so loathed. Hope flared again at the beginning of 1919, when left-



wing Social Democrats—the Spartacus League, to which Liebknecht and 
Rosa Luxemburg belonged—rose in revolt. Soldiers and sailors seized the 
Reichskanzlerei in Berlin. But the rising was suppressed. Luxemburg and 
Liebknecht were murdered by extremists, their bodies thrown in a canal. 
In accordance with the doctrine of Red Terror, the reply to these murders 
was the execution of four Romanovs, uncles of the Last Tsar. One of them, 
Grand Duke Nikolai Mikhailovich, was a liberal and a historian of note. 
Gorky interceded for him, and Lenin, of course, promised to consider the 
illustrious writer’s petition. He simultaneously ordered Zinoviev not to let 
the grand duke get away, and to hurry it up. The image of Lenin the 
intellectual remained untarnished. And the grand dukes were shot. 

Koba admired this procedure. It was something else that he would take 
over from the Leader. 

The German armies now hurriedly abandoned the Ukraine and 
Transcaucasia. But this made the situation no easier. 

In the Ukraine, German rule was replaced by that of Simon Petlyura, a 
nationalist enemy of the Bolsheviks; the British made their appearance in 
the Caucasus, while the Don Cossacks, who had been encouraged and 
armed by the Germans, put themselves under Anton Denikin’s command 
and henceforward implicitly obeyed his orders. But the Bolsheviks were to 
face their worst ordeal in the east. 

In November 1918, while the Bolsheviks were rejoicing in the German 
revolution, something terrible happened in Siberia: over the vast expanse 
from the Pacific Ocean to the Volga basin power passed into the hands of 
one of the ablest Russian commanders—Alexander Kolchak. 

The son of a humble artillery officer, he had reached the climax of a 
brilliant career as a rear admiral, and on the eve of the Revolution was 
commanding the Black Sea fleet. After the February Revolution he had 
tried to check the spread of anarchy by ordering the decommissioning of 
the most rebellious ships. Mutinies had broken out, and the Provisional 
Government, hoping to curry favor with the sailors, sacrificed the admiral. 
Kolchak was relieved of his post and sent to the United States as head of a 
naval mission. 

In October 1918, Kolchak arrived in Omsk and a month later a right-wing 
government of Kadets and monarchists was set up under his leadership. 



The enormous human resources of Siberia were in Kolchak’s hands. He 
also held the gold reserves of the Russian Empire, seized by the 
Czechoslovak Legion in Kazan. 

Kolchak’s army began its victorious march across Siberia. 

 

WE’RE ALL ONLY HUMAN 

Lenin decided to send Stalin to the front again. But Koba would first have 
to make his peace with Trotsky. When all other attempts at a 
reconciliation failed, Lenin took matters into his own hands. At the end of 
November he sent a telegram to Trotsky: “Are you willing to try to reach 
an understanding with Stalin? He is ready to come to see you about it. Do 
you think it possible, on certain conditions, to put aside previous frictions 
and arrange to work together, which is what Stalin so much wants? As far 
as I personally am concerned I think it is essential to make every effort to 
arrange things so that you and Stalin can work together.” 

Voroshilov had already been banished from Tsaritsyn. He had been given 
the post of People’s Commissar for Internal Affairs in the Ukrainian 
government, with a proviso that he would not be allowed to interfere in 
military matters. Trotsky could consider himself satisfied. And shortly 
afterward Lenin was writing, “There are several reports from the Perm 
area about the catastrophic condition of the army... I am thinking of 
sending Stalin there... I’m afraid Smilga may be too soft.” Catastrophe had 
already occurred in the Urals. Drunkenness and looting were rife in the 
army outside Perm. After its defeats at the hands of Kolchak the army was 
in its death agony. Koba was dispatched to Perm together with the head of 
the Cheka, Dzherzhinsky. He lived up to Lenin’s hopes: a round of 
merciless executions speedily rendered the army fighting fit. 

But Kolchak seemed to be irresistible. By the spring of 1919 his 400,000-
strong army had crossed the Urals, and he was now advancing on Samara. 
From there the road to Moscow lay open to the White Guard. 

Yet again—the mirage of world revolution: in March 1919 Communists, 
led by Bela Kun, a Hungarian prisoner of war in Russia who had joined the 
Bolsheviks, set up a Hungarian republic. Trotsky proposed in the Central 
Committee that they should go to the aid of Hungary without delay. Koba 



took no part in such futile discussions. This was no time to be worrying 
about Hungary. Kolchak had gone over to the offensive, and General 
Yudenich was outside Petrograd. Passionate speeches were made about 
Hungary in the Central Committee, and that was the end of it. An 
International Division was formed in Kiev to help Hungary, but funds for 
it for some reason never arrived. The Hungarian republic shortly 
collapsed. For some time to come, the history of Bolshevism would be the 
history of Russia itself. The great dream of world revolution remained just 
a dream. 

That spring, at the Eighth Congress of the Party, Koba resumed his 
favorite game, and mounted another attack on Trotsky. What came to be 
called the “military” opposition united a number of Party members with 
military ambitions of their own. They openly opposed Trotsky’s policy of 
reliance on “military experts”—former tsarist officers who had gone over 
to the Bolsheviks. The opposition denounced them as secret enemies and 
traitors. 

Lenin happily permitted these attacks on Trotsky, and then, of course, 
came out in support of him. It was perfectly clear that without the tsarist 
officers the army would degenerate into a rabble of irregulars. Lenin 
mercilessly castigated the “partisan mentality.” And who should rally to his 
support but Koba! He had been the real organizer of the opposition 
behind the scenes. He now came out against them—at Lenin’s side. Lenin 
was grateful to Koba—he had given Trotsky another slap in the face—and 
admired him for his ingenuity. He appointed Koba to a special 
commission, whose task it was to reconcile Trotsky with the opposition. 
He did not forget to defend Koba’s executions at Tsaritsyn: “When 
Comrade Stalin was shooting people at Tsaritsyn I thought it a mistake, 
and sent a telegram urging him to be cautious. I was in error. We’re all 
only human.” Koba had to be spotlessly clean. Because Lenin was getting 
the faithful Georgian ready for a new job. 

 

A THOUSAND POSTS 

Early in 1919 Sverdlov, the man of iron through whom all of Lenin’s 
decisions were transmitted, died. Lenin looked around for someone to 
take over his role. Who better than Koba? A brilliant organizer. He could 
always put the squeeze on and get a result. A will of steel. Not afraid to 



dabble in blood. And he hated Trotsky. Lenin needed in a high position 
someone able to deal with the self-infatuated Trotsky and his fondness for 
wild schemes. 

As we remember, fate had thrown Sverdlov and Koba together on a 
number of occasions. They had shared a room in exile at Turukhansk and 
had jointly organized a Duma electoral campaign. This little man with the 
little black beard, the black leather jacket, and eyes inflamed by constant 
insomnia was simultaneously chairman of the Central Executive 
Committee, the country’s highest legislative organ, and secretary of the 
Party’s Central Committee, as if to symbolize the fusion of Party and state. 
Sverdlov concentrated in his own hands all bureaucratic and 
organizational work, and was always in possession of the Party’s biggest 
secrets. It was from Sverdlov that Trotsky heard about the shooting of the 
royal family. After the publication of my book about Nicholas II I received 
an unsigned letter, which read in part as follows: “Do you know that N. 
Krestinsky [People’s Commissar for Finance in 1918] had the valuables 
taken from the bodies of the dead Romanovs brought to Moscow, and that 
Sverdlov added them to what was called ‘the Party’s emergency fund’? 
This fund, consisting of jewels, was established by the Bolsheviks in case 
the Party lost power, and was kept by Sverdlov in a secret safe.” 

I viewed this information with skepticism, but shortly afterward I 
succeeded in examining a transcript of a speech made by Yurovsky, who 
organized the execution of the royal family. In this speech, to an audience 
of Old Bolsheviks, he mentions that “valuables taken from the tsar and his 
family after their execution were taken by N. N. Krestinsky to Moscow.” 
Further, Bazhanov, Stalin’s onetime secretary who defected to the West, 
mentions in his book that after Sverdlov’s death his widow, with Stalin’s 
blessing, went on keeping these valuables “in case the Party lost power.” 

On March 25, 1919, a Politburo (Political Bureau) was elected from among 
the members of the Central Committee. The prototypes of the Politburo 
created by Lenin before the Revolution had been qualitatively different. 
They had operated within the Party and expired in due course. But now 
the Party embraced the whole country. Lenin’s intention was that 
henceforward the history of the country would be the history of the Party. 
The “million-handed” Party would penetrate every area of the country’s 
life, and the Politburo would be the nerve center of the Party. Once a week, 
on “Lenin’s Thursdays,” members of the Politburo met in strictest secrecy 



to act as the real government of the country. Ill-educated revolutionaries 
in the Politburo made decisions on the multifarious problems of the 
country’s economic life. They were the initiated, armed with the gift of 
prophetic foresight, thanks to the scriptures according to the great 
theorist Marx. From among the major leaders of the Party Lenin brought 
Kamenev and Trotsky into the Politburo. And also Koba. This was the 
nerve center. Zinoviev and Bukharin he made only associate members. 
Lenin also set up an Organization Bureau, to supervise the current work 
of the Party, and made Koba a member of this body too. Even this was not 
enough. He appointed Koba to two People’s Commissariats—Nationalities 
and the very important Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspectorate. It was still 
not enough. Throughout this period a great number of commissions came 
into being to manage the day-to-day life of the country under the 
Politburo’s guidance. Lenin appointed Koba to all the particularly 
important commissions, usually steering Trotsky in the same direction. 
Koba never forgot that he was there to do battle with the great Lev, giving 
Lenin the opportunity to act as impartial arbiter. Lenin often authorized 
Koba to conduct meetings of the government in his absence... This, then, 
was the new Koba—member of the Politburo and the Orgburo, People’s 
Commissar twice over, representative of the Central Committee and the 
Revolutionary Military Council on the Petrograd, western, and southern 
fronts. Add to this all those commissions... 

At the Eleventh Congress in 1922 one prominent Bolshevik, E. 
Preobrazhensky, would note with astonishment the vast authority which 
Lenin had concentrated in Koba’s hands: “Take Stalin, for instance... Is it 
conceivable that one man can take responsibility for the work of two 
commissariats, while simultaneously working in the Politburo, the 
Orgburo, and a dozen commissions?” But Lenin would not surrender his 
favorite: “We need a man whom any representative of any national group 
can approach, a man to whom he can speak in detail. Where can we find 
such a man? I don’t think Comrade Preobrazhensky could name any 
candidate other than Comrade Stalin... We have to have a man with 
authority at the head of it ... otherwise we shall drown in a sea of petty 
intrigue.” 

In May, when he was already within a short distance of Samara, Kolchak 
suffered a crushing defeat. This was no temporary setback. Still in May, 
Lenin telegraphed the Revolutionary Military Council as follows: “Can you 



guarantee that rumors about the disintegration of Kolchak’s forces and 
mass desertions to us are not exaggerated?” The rumors were confirmed. 
Yet again the Bolsheviks had stood their ground. Ironically, just when 
Kolchak’s power was waning, the long-awaited unification of the White 
forces finally took place: Yudenich in the northwest and Denikin in the 
south recognized Kolchak as “Supreme Ruler of Russia.” 

Taking advantage of the fact that the main Bolshevik forces had been 
drawn eastward, Yudenich suddenly broke through the Bolshevik lines in 
the northwest and advanced on Petrograd. His force was very small—a 
single corps. But his agents had infiltrated the garrisons around Petrograd 
and were trying to provoke a mutiny, which the daring breakthrough was 
meant to support. Yudenich advanced rapidly on Petrograd. Zinoviev, 
chairman of the Petrograd Soviet, panicked. “Zinoviev knew no 
intermediate states. He was either in the seventh heaven or lying on his 
couch heaving sighs,” wrote Trotsky. 

Lenin could not rely on Zinoviev. He sent Koba to Petrograd, with 
ominous instructions to “take whatever extraordinary measures are nec-
essary.” 

Petrograd was expecting Yudenich to arrive at any moment. Koba reached 
the city on May 19. He acted in the usual way: electricity was cut off. The 
apartments of “former persons” were searched by candlelight. Hostages—
aristocrats, officers, tsarist bureaucrats, priests—were shot. The city was 
frightened out of its wits. Resistance within the city was broken, but on 
June 12 the garrisons of two forts outside Petrograd, the Red Hill and the 
Gray Horse, mutinied. 

Koba realized that if the mutiny was not put down immediately the fire 
would spread to other forts. Some ships of the Baltic fleet went over to the 
mutineers. Rut by June 15 simultaneous attacks by land and sea had 
quelled the mutiny. 

Koba proudly telegraphed Lenin: “The speedy capture of Red Hill is due to 
the roughest intervention on my part in operational matters, to the extent 
of canceling orders and imposing my own. I consider it my duty to state 
that I shall continue to act in this way.” 

The White offensive had misfired, and Yudenich retreated. In October 
1919 Yudenich launched another menacing attack on Petrograd, this time 



with a whole army. Lenin was ready to abandon the former capital, but 
Trotsky successfully defended it. Koba was elsewhere—on the southern 
front—at the time. Stalinist historians subsequently remedied the 
situation by merging Yudenich’s two offensives, so that Koba became the 
sole savior of revolutionary Petrograd. 

In the second half of 1919 General Denikin led the “Armed Forces of 
South Russia” against Moscow, threatening to join with Kolchak’s armies, 
and at the beginning of September Lenin sent Koba, the acknowledged 
expert in crisis management, to the southern front. Denikin took Kursk at 
the end of that month, and Orel in October. The Whites were drawing 
near the capital. Posters bearing the slogan “Everything for the struggle 
against Denikin” were pasted up all over Moscow. 

Denikin was halted, as Kolchak had been, on his way to Moscow. October 
proved fatal to the general. Refore the month was out he had lost Orel. 

The White army began to retreat. Koba had performed his role. A Red 
cavalry army, commanded by a former cavalry sergeant major in the tsar’s 
army, smashed the elite Cossack troops of the tsarist generals Mamontov 
and Shkuro. Koba informed Lenin by telegraph that “the spoils captured 
include all the enemy’s armored trains” and that the “halo of invincibility 
around the names of General Mamontov and Shkuro had, been dispelled.” 

Budenny’s cavalry mercilessly harassed Denikin’s units as they fell back 
toward the Black Sea. 

By the beginning of 1920 the Civil War had been won by the Bolsheviks. 
After a series of defeats Kolchak had also retreated, into Siberia. His 
shattered army melted away. As a favor from the Czechoslovak Legion, the 
former Supreme Ruler of Russia was given a railroad car, in which he got 
as far as Irkutsk. The Rolsheviks were there before him, and in return for 
permission to leave Russia without hindrance the Czechoslovak Legion 
had to hand over the luckless admiral to them. Kolchak listened calmly as 
he was sentenced to death by shooting, and asked permission to smoke 
one last pipe. A platoon of Red army soldiers executed the admiral at 
dawn, and his body was pushed through a hole in the ice on the river 
Angara. 

Meanwhile, after withdrawing into the Crimea, Denikin had resigned and 
had been replaced as commander-in-chief by Baron Wrangel, who 



continued the struggle to hold on to the peninsula. The Crimea was the 
last stronghold of a vanishing Russia. The Bolsheviks had already occupied 
the Ukraine. 

The incredible had happened: the Reds, half-starved, wretchedly 
uniformed, many of them without boots, had defeated the best tsarist 
officers, a magnificently equipped regular army, and elite Cossack units. 
How can we explain this miracle? Why were both Kolchak and Denikin 
suddenly pulled up short and routed on their victorious progress toward 
Moscow? 

Roman Gul, a White Guard officer, wrote in his book Campaign on the Ice, 
“The people did not want to join the Whites... after all, they were the 
former masters... The peasant did not trust us. That was disastrous for the 
peasant and for Russia as a whole.” The same class hatred of peasants for 
their former masters helped the Bolsheviks. As soon as the “masters” 
reappeared, the peasants forgot Bolshevik oppression completely. The 
masters made this easier for them—they tried to reintroduce tsarist laws 
and took land away from the peasants to restore it to the landowners. As a 
result, the might of Denikin’s and Kolchak’s armies was destroyed by the 
merciless peasant war that flared up in their wake. 

In addition to this, the White armies were fatally weakened by an age-old 
Russian ill: thievery. At the beginning of the nineteenth century the 
Russian writer and historian Karamazin was asked for a succinct de-
scription of his country. He summed it up in a single word (in Russian): 
“They steal.” 

General Denikin complained in his memoirs that “after the glorious 
victories at Kursk and Kharkov... the area to the rear of the White army 
was clogged with trains which the regiments had loaded with goods of all 
kinds.” “Goods and chattels,” we may add, “taken from the population.” 
Brutality and looting helped to demoralize the White movement and to 
alienate peaceful civilians. “A wave of violence and pillage swept over the 
whole theater of the Civil War,” Denikin wrote sadly, “often effacing the 
differences between the savior and the enemy.” 

Add to all this another typically Russian failing: the jealous hostility 
between Generals Wrangel and Denikin, the endless squabbling between 
generals on Kolchak’s and on Yudenich’s staff. A good deal has been 
written about this. 



One other factor was disastrous for the Whites: killing fellow countrymen, 
brothers, their “own people,” inspired in them a horror which they could 
not suppress. The Bolsheviks, Koba, Lenin, the political commissars in the 
Red army had no such feeling: their “people” was the world revolution, and 
they were at war not with fellow countrymen but with “exploiters,” whom 
they were killing to bring happiness to the dispossessed everywhere on 
earth. This was what the political commissars taught Red soldiers. In one 
of the most popular Red army songs of the day, “Granada,” the singer gives 
as his reason for leaving a little cottage and going to war his desire to 
endow the Spanish peasant with land. The country, bled dry by fratricidal 
strife, lay in ruins. But “the worse, the better.” The dream of which the 
Bolsheviks sang in their anthem, the “Internationale,” had come true. The 
old Russia had been “razed to its foundations” in total war. The tsar and 
his family had perished, the most illustrious families of old Russia had 
either been wiped out or had fled abroad, the old order had been 
completely destroyed. Nothing but “naked human beings on naked earth” 
remained. It was possible now to resume building a Bolshevik world. 
Victory forced Lenin to think about relations with other countries. He had 
to rescue his country from a universal boycott. But the regime was 
compromised by the Red Terror. Nor were Western socialists overjoyed 
with it. The beginning of 1920 saw the abandonment of capital 
punishment by order of the Cheka. This was an action intended for 
Western eyes. The night on which the decision came into force was 
uniquely horrible. The regime had no intention of letting its enemies go 
free, and that night many “former persons” were shot in the country’s 
jails. The Cheka’s day of clemency had become a day of blood. This was 
another lesson for Koba: you can forgive your enemy, but you must 
destroy him first. 

 

THE EXPERT ON CATASTROPHES OFFERS TO RESIGN 

From autumn 1919 onward, Koba sent one stinging missive after another 
to the Central Committee asking to be recalled from the front. 

Such as:  

 

To begin with I am a little overtired, and should like permission v> to 



detach myself for a certain time from the hectic work at the most 
dangerous points in the front line, where rest is out of the question, and 
to concentrate for a little while on “quiet work” in the rear (I’m not asking 
a lot, I don’t want a holiday in a dacha somewhere, I just want a change of 
work—that would be holiday enough). 

 

And a telegram to Lenin: 

 

May I remind you again of my request to you to recall me and send 
someone else worthy of the Central Committee’s trust. In the event of 
obstinacy on your part I shall be compelled to leave without authorization. 

 

He refuses to back down, grumbles all the time, shows how offended he is 
by the Central Committee’s refusal to retire his enemy Trotsky, and says 
that because of this he no longer wants to be “the expert at mucking out 
the war department’s stables.” 

In reality, he was making a new move before anyone else could. He had 
been quick to realize that the war was won. Tomorrow all those be-
medaled cavalrymen would count for nothing, and so would Trotsky with 
his Commissariat of War. It was high time to hurry back to the home 
front. That was where the power lay now—in the rear. 

He was mistaken. The war was not yet over. At the end of April Poland 
attacked Soviet Russia. It had failed to do so earlier, when the Bolsheviks 
were on the brink of the abyss and the blow might have been fatal. The 
Poles had been too afraid that the tsarist generals might win and that 
their country, robbed of its independence so often in the past, would 
revert to the Russian Empire. 

The death penalty was reintroduced immediately. 

“Any scoundrel who urges retreat will be shot. Any soldier who abandons 
his post will be shot,” read a directive from Trotsky. 

The Poles got as far as Kiev and were driven back. 

Then in the spring of 1920 a military putsch in Berlin was crushed and 



Lenin decided that events were repeating themselves: after the sup-
pression of “Germany’s General Kornilov,” its October Revolution was next 
on the agenda. Lenin announced to the Ninth Party Congress that “the 
time is not far off when we shall be walking hand in hand with a German 
Soviet government.” That was why after the Red army had driven the 
Poles out of the Ukraine Lenin was in favor of attacking Poland. The Red 
army would march across that country to aid a Soviet Germany. 

Koba, who was eager to return to Moscow, spoke out against “certain 
comrades who not content just to defend our republic... declare that they 
can make peace only in a Red Soviet Warsaw.” Trotsky, knowing how 
weary the army was, also opposed the war. But Lenin was adamant, and at 
the beginning of July an army 150,000 strong under the command of the 
twenty-seven-year old Tukhachevsky advanced from the Smolensk region. 
“Give us Warsaw” was the favorite slogan at the time. Covering twelve 
miles a day, they marched in quest of the world revolution. Wearing dirty 
foot rags and broken boots or bast clogs, many of them without uniform, 
they reached the Vistula. The buildings of Warsaw could already be seen 
from the nearest hill. But the peasants whose grain they confiscated were 
for some reason less than delighted by their presence. Nor did the 
Germans raise the expected revolt. Meanwhile the Polish army had pulled 
itself together and began spilling a great deal of blood in self-defense. 

Koba fought against the Poles in the South. He was the commissar 
responsible for the southern army group jointly with army commander 
Yegorov. Budenny’s First Cavalry Army was their main striking force. In an 
attempt to reinforce Tukhachevsky’s attack, Trotsky ordered the southern 
front to transfer Budenny’s cavalry to him. Koba refused. He had long ago 
lost all enthusiasm for “pulling chestnuts out of the fire for other people,” 
and he had grandiose plans of his own. He had decided that while 
Tukhachevsky was trying to take Warsaw he himself would take Lvov, 
strike at Warsaw from there, and then, in a lightning move through 
Austria, break through into Germany to support the revolution. In the 
end, both armies—that of Tukhachevsky and that of Koba and Yegorov—
would be repulsed and driven back into Russia.  

Lenin, however, forgave Koba even this and decided to send him against 
the Crimea. While the fighting was going on in Poland, Wrangel had 
emerged from the Crimea to occupy adjacent regions. In August 1920 it 
was decided to unite the two armies operating against Poland on the 



western front under Tukhachevsky’s command and at the same time to 
open up a southern front against Wrangel. Lenin instructed Koba to set 
up his headquarters on the southern front as a matter of urgency: “We 
have just put the separation of fronts through the Politburo. You are to 
concern yourself solely with Wrangel. The Wrangel danger is becoming 
enormous and there is a growing inclination in the Central Committee to 
make peace with bourgeois Poland. I beg you to consider the Wrangel 
situation carefully and let us know your conclusion.” 

Koba, however, was in such a hurry to get to Moscow that he replied 
almost rudely: “I got your note about the separation of fronts. The Polit-
buro ought not to occupy itself with trivialities. I can go on working at the 
front here for two weeks at the maximum. Look for a replacement.” The 
familiar tone of the brave slave to duty offended by the unrelenting 
intrigues of his enemies. Lenin took pity on him. We hear echoes of his 
compassion in a letter to A. Joffe: “Take Stalin, for instance... Fate has not 
once in the last three years permitted him to be People’s Commissar either 
of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Inspectorate or of the Commissariat for 
Nationalities.” Lenin corrected fate’s error. In September 1920 he recalled 
faithful Koba to Moscow. 

If Koba was eager to get back to the home front it was not just to be closer 
to the center of power. He was forty years old, and it was time he had a 
home of his own. His young wife was expecting a child. And it was high 
time to summon from Georgia that other child, the half-forgotten son 
born in that other life which had vanished forever. Back in Moscow, Koba 
heard that the Crimea had fallen. A line of unassailable trenches and the 
marshes of the sluggish river Sivash had barred the entry to the Crimea, 
but an avalanche of Red soldiers, using mountains of their own dead for 
cover, had launched a frontal attack and poured into the peninsula. Koba 
again learned the important lesson: Trotsky knew how to use people 
ruthlessly, and that was how he won his victories. 

Someday I will describe in full the exodus from the Crimea: the milling 
crowds in the ports, the embarkment on ships bound for Constantinople, 
the despair of those left behind, and my father, there on the quayside, 
deciding after all not to leave Russia. And how he managed to survive 
afterward. Because afterward came the massacre. Bela Kun, the leader of 
the Hungarian Revolution, who had taken refuge in Russia, wrote that 
“the Crimea is a bottle from which not a single counterrevolutionary will 



escape. The Crimea is three years behind in its revolutionary 
development, but we will quickly bring it up to date.” Koba saw how they 
managed it. Machine guns chattered for months on end and tens of 
thousands perished. Many of those executed were thrown into old wells 
dug long ago by the Genoese. Some victims-in-waiting were forced to dig 
their own graves. The stench of corpses hung over the Crimea. But the 
Crimea was purged of Whites. 

At the end of the year Koba had to endure yet another of Trotsky’s 
triumphs—the celebrations on the third anniversary of the October Rev-
olution. They celebrated extravagantly, because this event coincided with 
victory in the Civil War and the final conquest of the country. A grandiose 
pageant was organized, with “The Night the Winter Palace Was Taken” as 
its theme. Ballet dancers, circus artists, machine gunners and other 
soldiers all had parts in it. The Aurora was to open the proceedings with a 
historic single round, but unfortunately it began firing shot after shot 
without a break: the cease-fire signal could not be given, because the 
telephone was out of order. It required a messenger on a bicycle to put an 
end to this farce. While the Aurora boomed away, soldiers of the Red army 
stormed the palace, over a barricade behind which ballerinas cast as 
members of the Women’s Battalion and circus artists impersonating the 
kadets were sheltering. At that point the palace was suddenly illuminated. 
Shadows appeared behind the white-curtained windows to produce the 
effect of fighting. A battle of silhouettes! By way of finale all the 
searchlights were beamed onto the banner, now red, fluttering over the 
Winter Palace. 

Those who had played a major part in the coup were all invited to the 
show. Koba was not among them. Next came a succession of formal 
meetings, and the newspapers published the reminiscences of heroes of 
the coup. Koba’s name was nowhere to be found. But he was unperturbed. 
He knew that the past had died along with the great Utopia. All that was 
left was a ballet-and-circus extravaganza, with the Aurora’s cannon going 
mad. And shadows. 

 

THE LEADER’S LOVE 

The Leader knew how unfair it was. Lenin loved Koba. He knew that 
Trotsky and all the petty intellectuals of the Party only tried to be cruel. 



Their harshness was unnatural, hysterical, like their love for the 
Revolution. Had not Zinoviev said, “Revolution? The International? These 
are great events, but if they touch Paris I shall cry my eyes out.” 

But Koba was genuinely cruel, like the Revolution itself. He was as rough, 
as bloodthirsty, as treacherous as revolution itself, and as single-minded 
and primitive. For the sake of the Revolution he would set fire not just to 
Paris but to the whole world. Such was the picture of Koba drawn for 
Lenin by Koba himself. And there was something else just as important. 
The true revolutionary Koba never missed a chance to show his contempt 
for that caricature of a revolutionary Trotsky, forever Lenin’s brother and 
Lenin’s foe. 

No sooner had he returned from the front than Lenin’s favorite fell 
dangerously ill. For a time, Koba seemed likely to die. He was laid low by 
an acute attack of septic appendicitis. His exhausted organism had no 
resistance. He had spent his whole life languishing in exile, on the run, 
stumbling from jail to jail, and then on the front line. And always— work, 
work, work. 

Dr. V. Rozanov, who attended Koba, recalled that “the operation was a very 
serious one. As well as removing the appendix we had to carry out a major 
resection of the blind gut. It was difficult to guarantee the result of the 
operation.” Fyodor Alliluyev tells us that “the patient was so weak that 
they decided to operate on him under local anesthetic. But he was in so 
much pain that they were compelled to suspend the operation and give 
him chloroform. After that he lay there as gaunt and pale as death, almost 
transparent, bearing the imprint of a terrible weakness.” Dr. Rozanov 
adds, “Vladimir Ilyich rang me at the local hospital twice a day—morning 
and evening. He did not merely inquire about Stalin’s health, he asked for 
the most thorough report possible.” After the operation, when the danger 
was past, Lenin himself consulted Rozanov about Koba’s convalescence. 
He insisted on sending him to the mountains of his homeland, the 
Caucasus, “somewhere so remote that no one can bother him.” 

By 1921 Koba’s native Caucasus had been reconquered by the Bolsheviks. 
Armenia and Azerbaijan fell first, then came the end of independent 
Georgia. Koba’s old acquaintances Chkeidze and Tsereteli emigrated. 
Toward the end of May Koba, newly risen from his sickbed, flew to 
Nalchik, a town in the mountains of the northern Caucasus, to recuperate 



in a sanatorium. 

After nearly a month breathing the mountain air, he was his old self again. 
At the beginning of July he finally set out for Tiflis, at the request of 
Ordzhonikidze, the Bolshevik leader in the Caucasus. A turbulent plenary 
meeting of the Caucasian Bureau of the Party was in progress when he 
arrived. Koba supported Ordzhonikidze, who was devoted to him. While 
in Tiflis he saw his mother, for the first time in many years. And also his 
older son. 

Lenin, always solicitous, sent an angry telegram to Ordzhonikidze on July 
4, inquiring by what right Stalin’s convalescence had been interrupted and 
asking to be sent the doctors’ report on his state of health. On August 8, 
Koba left for Moscow after making a full recovery. 

Throughout 1921 Lenin was tireless in his concern for Koba. Now that he 
had a newborn son, Vasily, in Moscow, Koba asked for a quieter apartment 
without explaining the situation. Lenin himself joined in his search for a 
new home: 

 

To Comrade Belenki, Guard Commander: Stalin’s present apartment in the 
Kremlin is one in which he can get no sleep... I’m told that you have 
undertaken to move him to a quieter apartment. Please do this quickly. 

 

But the Kremlin was overpopulated by the new lords and masters, and 
Lenin decided to install Koba in the Great Kremlin Palace, in the historic 
state rooms. Nothing was too good for Koba. This was too much for 
Trotsky. His wife, who was in charge of the Kremlin museums, also 
protested. Lenin wrote her a placatory letter and suggested moving valu-
able furniture out of the rooms in question. In the end, Lenin’s obliging 
friend Serebryakov gave up his own apartment to Koba. In his tender 
concern for Koba Lenin had the Politburo adopt a special resolution 
“obliging Comrade Stalin to spend three days a week at his dacha.” It was 
in this period of tender affection that Lenin—half-joking, half in 
earnest—offered to marry Koba to his sister Maria. He was very surprised 
to learn that Koba was already married. 

Lenin was not sentimental. The reason for his love, his touching solicitude 



for Koba was of course strictly practical. Koba’s death would have been a 
tremendous blow to him, just when he had planned his latest dizzy 
somersault. And Koba had been assigned a special role. 

 

FAREWELL TO UTOPIA 

The end of the Civil War did not bring peace to Russia. While the war 
raged Lenin had consolidated the state, bugbear of all revolutionaries, and 
buried the Great Utopia. With the economy it was the other way around. 
Using the Civil War as his excuse, Lenin had realized a. number of Marx’s 
fantasies. He called them “war communism.” Industry was nationalized 
and private trade was prohibited. From 1919 a tax in kind was imposed on 
the peasant. This meant that all of his grain, except that needed to feed 
his family, was confiscated. The peasant had no right to trade in grain. 
Now that the Civil War was over the peasants expected changes. But the 
Party rank and file believed that having won the war they would go on 
from war communism to peace communism. Onward, along the road to 
the Great Utopia! Only the peasant now refused to surrender his grain. 

Ever since the “mutiny” of 1918, the peasants’ well-wishers, the Socialist 
Revolutionaries, had been in Butyrki Prison—in the “socialist wing,” as 
their part of the prison was jestingly called. But news of the peasant 
unrest which had begun to flare up reached them even there. They learned 
too that the revolutionary Lenin, only yesterday their ally, was 
suppressing these revolts with a cruelty of which the dethroned tsar would 
never have dreamed. Lenin ordered: “The revolt of five kulak cantons 
must be mercilessly suppressed. An example must be made by (1) 
hanging—execution must be by hanging, so that the people can see it— at 
least 100 known kulaks, (2) publishing their names, (3) confiscating all 
their grain, (4) naming hostages—and doing all this in such a way that 
people for hundreds of versts around can see it and tremble.” Molotov 
complacently recalled in his old age how “Lenin gave orders to suppress 
the Tambov rising by setting fire to everything.” 

In May 1921 Tukhachevsky, no less, was appointed commander of the 
“Tambov army to combat banditry.” An order issued by him on June 12, 
1921, reads: “remnants of the defeated gangs are gathering in the woods... 
I hereby order you to clear these woods using poison gas in such a way that 
it will spread and destroy anything hiding in there.” The commander was 



sent 250 barrels of chlorine. By then thousands of rebels were already held 
in the concentration camps which had been hastily set up around Tambov. 
Tukhachevsky had 45,000 soldiers, 706 machine guns, 5 armored trains, 
and 18 airplanes. He laid waste with poison gas and fire a large part of the 
Tambov region. (My nanny, Masha, fled from her Tambov village to 
Moscow. Her father and brothers were shot before her eyes. Masha woke 
up screaming every night of her life. She could never forget the heroic 
feats of the illustrious commander.) 

But these were peasants—counterrevolutionaries through the ages. ‘The 
Vendee”—a word familiar to the revolutionary ear—explained it all. Soon 
afterward, though, the sailors—”the pride and joy of the Russian 
Revolution”—were up in arms. On the last day of February 1921, exactly 
four years after the February Revolution, Kronstadt rebelled yet again. 

Trotsky in person went to put down the mutiny, with the famous 
Tukhachevsky lending a hand. Koba gave no sign of life. He realized that 
the Party looked on with mixed feelings as the former tsarist officer 
Tukhachevsky and the Bolshevik leader Trotsky dealt with the sailors. 
Kronstadt held out. The rebels’ newspaper described how “Marshal 
Trotsky, up to his knees in blood, opened fire on revolutionary Kronstadt, 
which has risen against the Communist autocracy to reestablish real 
Soviet power.” 

Lenin made the Party as such help shed the blood of the disloyal. At the 
Tenth Party Congress, in March, three hundred of the delegates were 
mobilized and sent out over the icebound Gulf of Finland to storm 
Kronstadt. The rising was suppressed, but some of the Kronstadt rebels 
escaped over the ice to Finland. 

Koba forgot nothing. After the defeat of Hitler, the People’s Commissariat 
of Internal Affairs would bring the hapless Kronstadters, old men by now, 
back from Finland, and dispatch them to Stalin’s camps. 

“The cuckoo has cuckooed its last” was Trotsky’s verdict on the sailors’ 
revolt. The country was weary of privations. The last rebels had once been 
the bulwark of the regime. Lenin now performed a fantastic salto mortale. 
He buried Utopia and the dreams of Karl Marx, and announced to a 
stunned audience at the Tenth Congress the transition to the New 
Economic Policy (NEP). 



 

THE SECRET OF NEP 

The October coup had created deep divisions in the Russian intelligentsia. 
Some of its most brilliant representatives emigrated, or were exiled, to the 
West, while many of those who remained in Russia hated the Bolsheviks. 
My father was a journalist who used the English word “Waiting” as his 
nom de plume. He was waiting for that regime to fall. But, like many other 
intellectuals, he had faith in NEP. They decided that the Bolsheviks had 
finally come to their senses. N. Valentinov described how a group of 
brilliant economists wrote a secret paper entitled “The Fate of the Main 
Ideas of the October Revolutiorl.” They came to the conclusion that as a 
result of Lenin’s proclamation of NEP nothing was left of the ideas with 
which the Bolsheviks had come to power four years earlier. Instead of the 
state withering away, they were constructing a new and mighty state. 
Instead of the disappearance of money, NEP called for the reinforcement 
of the ruble. Lenin had abolished the forcible confiscation of grain, 
replaced it with an ordinary tax in kind, and—horror of horrors!—
permitted the peasant to sell his surplus grain. The free market, that once-
detested mainstay of capitalism, was reappearing. Gone was the dream of 
collective farms, which the peasants would be compelled to join. Instead 
the peasants were set free. True, lip service to the dream of world 
revolution was still obligatory, but that was all. The Bolsheviks were 
already trading with capitalist countries. Their minds were on the 
prosperity of their own country, not on a universal conflagration. This was 
how a group of clever intellectuals understood NEP. While in the West the 
emigre professor Ustryalov welcomed this “new wave of common sense set 
rolling by the breath of the vast peasant country,” and joyfully exclaimed 
that “Lenin is one of us. Lenin is a true son of Russia. Lenin is a national 
hero.” 

Many people believed Lenin when he said that NEP was meant to be 
“serious and for a long time.” My father and other nonparty intellectuals 
may be forgiven for this, but how could N. Valentinov forget the traditions 
of the Party at whose headwaters he had once stood? How could he forget 
Rule Number 1—that statements by the Party’s leaders were only the 
product of tactical considerations, whereas the real, long-term plans, the 
Party’s strategy, had to remain hidden, to be revealed at some future time? 
A certain person, for instance, assured everyone in 1924 that class warfare 



was on the wane. He made mock of those who exaggerated the kulak 
danger. He insisted that the Party should show the greatest tolerance 
toward those who had gone astray. That certain person was Stalin, who 
just a few years later would herd the peasants into collective farms, 
extirpate the kulaks, and present the slogan “Intensify class warfare” as 
the country’s be-all and end-all. This, it seemed, was strategy. Yesterday’s 
lie was tactics. 

So when Lenin declared that NEP was “serious and for a long time,” it 
meant only that he wanted people to think so. At the very same time, he 
was writing the Commissar for Foreign Trade, the ex-terrorist Krasin, that 
“it’s a very great mistake to think that NEP means the end of terror. We 
shall resort to terror again, and to economic terror. Foreigners are now 
buying up our officials with bribes... My dears, when the moment comes I 
shall hang you for it.” In a secret note he offered Kursky, the Commissar 
for Justice, his own draft version of a clause to be added to the criminal 
code, defining the nature of terror and the situations which justified its 
use. Even as he introduced NEP Lenin was already thinking about the 
retribution to be meted out when the Bolsheviks abandoned it and 
reverted to the Great Utopia. This is why during NEP the land itself, major 
industries, foreign trade, the banks, and transport all remained in the 
hands of the Bolshevik state. Lenin’s creed remained what it had always 
been: the dictatorship of the proletariat, which meant “power relying on 
force, with no limitations, unrestricted by any laws.” Could power of this 
kind coexist with a NEP that was meant seriously and meant to last? To 
Lenin, NEP was just a breathing space, like the Brest peace. When Trotsky 
called NEP a maneuver, that was the truth of it. But it was not a truth that 
the Party could be told, because Lenin was eager to obtain funds from the 
West. Capitalism must come to his aid, so that he could destroy it later. 

But for this to happen the West had to believe that Jacobinism was 
finished—seriously and for a long time—now that NEP had arrived! 

A tragedy was in the making. Lenin would have to do battle with an 
indignant Party ignorant of this truth. A Party which now believed that 
what had to be taken seriously was the death of the Great Utopia. Lenin 
knew that the opposition would take advantage of this situation. He tells 
us that “NEP gave rise to panic, grumbling, despondency, and indignation 
in the Party.” 



NEP. Smart hansom cabs and private cars on the streets, carrying the 
hated “unculled bourgeois” as the Party called them, beautiful women in 
mink coats, and casinos reappeared. Moscow plunged into a life of feverish 
enjoyment. Foodstuffs surfaced from underground. New restaurants 
opened. 

It was all so reminiscent of Thermidor, the month in which the French 
Revolution died—a memory hateful to the Bolsheviks. 

It reminds us, too, of Moscow in 1992. 

There were murmurs of discontent from ordinary Party members, who 
sensed the possibility of dissent within the leadership. 

“We have conjured up the devil of the market,” warned Trotsky. 
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THE BIRTH OF STALIN 

 

 

LENIN’S NEW ROLE FOR KOBA 

Lenin had allowed for the explosion of indignation within the Party that 
NEP would cause. While liberating the economy, he now imposed the 
strictest discipline on the Party. On his initiative the Tenth Congress 
adopted a resolution forbidding the formation of factions within the 
Party. Factionalism became punishable by expulsion. Lenin sought to 
stifle the very possibility of opposition. The wording of this resolution, 
unthinkable in a democratic party, grated on the ear, and it was therefore 
kept secret from the public. 

In the spring of the following year, 1922, Lenin introduced a new post—
General Secretary of the Party—and in April, on his proposal, Koba was 
elected to the post. Some suppose that it was meant to be a purely 
executive position and that only Koba’s malign genius made it so 
influential in the Party. This is to misunderstand both the situation and 
Lenin himself. The post of General Secretary was the latest in a series of 
measures adopted by Lenin against dissidence in the Party. He knew that 
discontent would grow as NEP took its course and that the eternally 
rebellious Trotsky would inevitably make a move. Lenin, with all his 
experience, knew that although factionalism was now banned he had to be 
wary of open rebellion on the part of the old guard. By 1922 he had begun 
to feel very tired, exhausted by the constant struggle at Congress after 
Congress with opposition groups—the “Workers’ Opposition” and all the 
rest. He was also tormented by inexplicable headaches, which were 
becoming more and more painful. He decided to create a machine capable 
of organizing more businesslike and pacific Congresses. This was the 
Secretariat, headed by faithful Koba. The tried and trusty Koba was to 
ensure that Congresses behaved themselves. He must learn how to control 



the Party. Put more simply, he must tame it. That was the meaning of the 
new post. No wonder that Lenin defined the functions of the Secretariat 
in disingenuously vague terms. The Politburo had been set up to decide 
the most important questions of policy, the Orgburo to deal with major 
organizational questions. The implication was that the Secretariat would 
deal with less important questions. 

But with this went a dangerous proviso: any decision by the Secretariat 
which went unchallenged by members of the Orgburo automatically be-
came a decision of the Orgburo. Any decision of the Secretariat un-
challenged by members of the Politburo became a Politburo decision. So 
that from its inception it was possible for the Secretariat to decide matters 
of the greatest importance. On Koba’s proposal, his old acquaintance 
Molotov became Second Secretary. (Lenin had affectionately nicknamed 
him “Stone Arse” because of his diligence and his ability to work twenty-
four hours a day.) The Secretariat and the Orgburo annexed by Koba (and 
run by the loyal Molotov) began to control all appointments within the 
Party. 

 

A SILENT COUP WITHIN THE LEADERSHIP 

Still in 1922, Lenin said at a Politburo meeting that “we [he meant Trotsky 
and himself] are in our fifties, you [the rest] are all in your forties. We 
must prepare the thirty- and twenty-year-old comrades who will replace 
us—select them and train them for leadership.” So it was not Koba’s but 
Lenin’s idea to replace the leading cadres. The leader was tired of the old 
guard, his brilliant and eternally carping associates. So he gave Koba the 
job of preparing replacements. Brilliance must be replaced by efficiency. 
Koba saw the possibilities and carried out his task enthusiastically. This, 
for instance, explains the emergence of thirty-year-old Lazar Kaganovich, 
a shoemaker by trade, like Koba’s father. Born in a Jewish shtetl, he was 
semiliterate but extremely hardworking. Molotov discovered him and 
introduced him to Koba, who put him in charge of the Central 
Committee’s organizational department. Kaganovich had under him a 
team of Central Committee “instructors,” who were sent to the provinces 
to check the work of local Party organizations. The future of a local leader 
depended on their reports. Kaganovich’s department was shortly given 
the right to appoint local Party officials on the spot. Provincial Party 



organizations were now entirely in Koba’s hands. Kaganovich set about 
the gigantic task of installing the right people, checking up on their 
loyalty, generally shaking up Party officialdom. In less than a year forty-
three secretaries of guberniya Party organizations (the plenipotentiary 
rulers in the provinces) were checked and confirmed. These Party 
mandarins were endowed with power beyond the dreams of the tsar’s 
governor-general. 

In the General Secretary’s copy of Trotsky’s Terrorism and Communism, 
beside a sentence of Trotsky’s about the Party’s leadership in the state 
apparatus, Koba’s marginal comment is a single word: indivisible. 

The power to appoint congenial provincial party leaders and inspect their 
work—this was the simple lever which enabled Koba to subordinate the 
Party to himself within a very short time. Trotsky understood what was 
happening, was dismayed, but it was, alas, too late. Local leaders 
acceptable to Koba and dependent on the Secretariat were in place 
everywhere. They were ready to constitute a new, manipulated majority at 
Congresses. And if any of the Kremlin boyars made bold to defy this 
majority, he would be hounded out of the Party, in accordance with Lenin’s 
prohibition of factionalism. Koba had carried out his task successfully. A 
docile Party had been created, in a very short time. 

But Lenin was not destined to take advantage of it. 

 

THE GPU KNOWS EVERYTHING 

In February 1922, after inventing the post of General Secretary, Lenin 
reformed the Cheka. Its new name was the State Political Administration 
attached to the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs— GPU for short. 
But before 1923 was out, it was renamed Unified State Political 
Administration (OGPU). (In common usage it was the GPU as before, and 
its staff were still GPU men. So GPU is the name which will often be used 
in our narrative.) The GPU was detached from the People’s Commissariat 
for Internal Affairs and officially answerable to the Council of People’s 
Commissars, but in reality to Lenin and the Politburo. All this was 
advertised as the end of the “bloody Cheka.” It was announced that the 
CPU’s only tasks now were the struggle against serious crimes which 
endangered the state and intelligence gathering. In reality the ill-defined 



functions of the old Cheka remained sacrosanct. The collegium of the GPU 
retained the right to shoot any Russian citizen without exception, and 
with no questions asked. A triumvirate consisting of the chairman of the 
GPU, his assistant, and the investigator in charge of the case also had 
powers of summary execution. The threesome took its decision without 
calling the accused or his defending lawyer, and the accused was not 
informed of the verdict until shortly before his execution. Koba 
immediately involved the newly formed GPU in his offensive against the 
opposition. For the reorganization of the Cheka was really just another 
part of Lenin’s plan to tame the Party. To begin with, the GPU was used in 
the fight against rival revolutionary parties. It was permitted to employ 
former officials of the tsarist secret police against SRs and Mensheviks: 
they had so much experience in hunting down those other revolutionaries. 
The GPU also set its sights on its own Party’s heretics. A new order from 
the Central 

Committee obliged all Party members to inform the GPU of all “anti-
Party” talk and all opposition groups within the Party. Lenin and Koba had 
thereby thrust the GPU into the intra-Party struggle. Members of the 
Party had a duty to inform against their Party comrades. Members of the 
collegium of the GPU were listed as employees of the Central Committee, 
so their appointment too was in Koba’s gift. The semiliterate sailors with 
bombs and the Bolshevik hotheads soon disappeared from the GPU. 

Koba involved the GPU more and more in the life of the Party. After the 
privations of the prerevolutionary period, high Party functionaries were 
greedily enjoying life. The GPU now kept the General Secretary regularly 
informed of fun and games among the bigwigs: the adventures of such 
high Party functionaries as Kalinin and Yenukidze with ballerinas; the 
visits of the commissar of education, Lunacharsky, to the Actors’ Club, 
from which the cultural supremo was carried to his car, to the 
accompaniment of loud female laughter, as the lights were dimmed at 
dawn; and the scandalous exploits of Kamenev’s young son Lyutik. For 
that matter, Kamenev himself had taken a mistress. All this was known to 
the GPU and to Koba. Files were now kept on Party officials. 

 

LET Us CLEAN RUSSIA AND KEEP IT CLEAN 

An operation which shocked the Russian intelligentsia at large was carried 



out at this time. An operation devised by Lenin. In the last days of 1922 a 
steamship from Russia put into the port of Stettin in Poland. There was 
no one waiting to welcome the new arrivals. They found a few horse-
drawn wagons, loaded their luggage onto them, and walked behind in the 
roadway, husbands and wives arm in arm. “They” were the fine flower and 
pride of Russian philosophy and social thought, all those who had shaped 
Russia’s social awareness in the early years of the twentieth century: 
Lossky Berdyaev, Frank, Kizevetter, Prince Trubetskoy, Ilyin ... 160 of 
them, eminent professors, philosophers, poets, and writers, the whole 
intellectual potential of Russia cast out at a stroke. 

Pravda published an article about the expulsion under the headline “First 
Warning.” It was just that. Throughout 1922, while he was implementing 
the New Economic Policy, Lenin was also systematically purging the 
country of dissidents. With the General Secretary, faithful Koba, at his 
side. In a dispatch to Koba, he said, “With reference to the expulsion of 
Mensheviks, Kadets etc. from Russia... several hundred such gentlemen 
should be mercilessly expelled. Let us make Russia clean for a long time to 
come.” A special commission attached to the Politburo worked tirelessly. 
List after list of expellees was drawn up. And Koba’s rough handiwork can 
be seen in the systematic and unwavering implementation of Lenin’s 
scheme. 

Leaving Russia was a grotesque tragedy for these people. 

“We thought we should be returning in a year’s time... That was all we 
lived for,” wrote the daughter of the eminent agricultural scientist 
Professor A. Ugrimov. In Prague in the seventies I met a very old woman, 
the daughter of the eminent historian Professor Kizevetter. She had lived 
with her suitcase ready, packed, since 1922. She was still waiting. 

Lenin’s illness interrupted the gigantic purge which was getting under 
way. But the General Secretary had mastered its slogan: “Let us make 
Russia clean for a long time to come.” 

 

THE NEW TOWER OF BABEL 

Lenin also steered General Secretary Koba in the direction of the 
Comintern (Communist International), which had close links with the 



GPU. The third Communist International had been set up in 1919, when 
the dream of world revolution still lived. It was joined by Communist 
parties obedient to Moscow. When they founded the Comintern, Lenin 
and Trotsky had written candidly in its manifesto that “the international 
proletariat will not sheathe its sword until we have created a world 
Federation of Soviet Republics... The Comintern is the party of the 
revolutionary rising of the international proletariat.” 

The Comintern offices were on Manege Square. There were several 
“sections” on each floor, representing, in toto, the whole world. Three 
Communist universities trained the cadres who should someday set the 
world on fire. Radek, Zinoviev, Bukharin, and Kamenev all gave lectures 
there. Koba now began to speak there quite frequently. An old Comintern 
member, V. Saveliev, wrote me: “I am nearing the end of my ninth decade... 
I had some connection with the Comintern. For that I was given an 
eighteen-year rest cure in Stalin’s camps. The Comintern was a great 
organization. Stalin utilized it brilliantly. I was just a boy. I remember the 
head of Comintern, Zinoviev—red-faced, plump... We taught Western 
Communists to operate underground, to manage illegal organizations, to 
organize disorders, etc. The heads of the GPU often came to our meetings. 
Zinoviev, paraphrasing Trotsky, called the GPU ‘the glory and the pride of 
our Party.’ The GPU acted in conjunction with the Comintern. In 1920, 
when we were thinking of helping the German revolution, the GPU blew 
up an arsenal in Poland, just in case we had to go to the aid of the 
Germans via Poland... If Stalin took something on he ‘squeezed hard,’ ‘got 
a stranglehold’ on it... Zinoviev didn’t like work, and after Stalin was 
appointed Gensek [General Secretary] all the most secret business of the 
Comintern was done through him.” 

The gigantic resources of the country, seized by the Bolsheviks who so 
hated money, were lavished on the preparation of world revolution. In 
March 1922, for instance, 4 million lire were allocated to the Italian 
Communist Party, 47 million marks to the Germans, 640,000 francs to the 
French. The list was endless. Starving Moscow was feeding the 
Communist Parties of the whole world. People were swollen with hunger, 
but never mind, the world revolution was at hand. The Comintern spent 
money without counting, squandered it recklessly. Money often 
disappeared together with Comintern agents. When Koba became Gensek 
he set about introducing some system of auditing expenditures. A report 



from G. Safarov informed Koba that 200,000 gold rubles had disappeared 
in Korea. Koba also looked into the millions spent on Germany, and tried 
to make Zinoviev account for them. In 1921 alone, 62 million marks had 
been paid out to fund a revolution. The payment was made partly in 
currency, partly in jewelry, some of it taken from the imperial family when 
they were executed. It included, for instance, a pearl necklace belonging to 
Russia’s last empress. All those millions of marks had been kept in the 
apartment of a Comintern agent, stuffed into files, cupboards, suitcases, 
boxes. The commission of inquiry set up by Koba uncovered total chaos 
and a complete absence of accountability. Koba now began to oversee not 
only the expenditures but the whole life of the Comintern. 

Studying the (invariably top-secret) documents of the Comintern 
Commission for Illegal Work in the Party Archive, I saw how Koba’s 
shadow hangs over all subversive activity the commission organized in 
Germany, Italy, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, the United States, Lithuania, 
and Latvia. Safe houses, clandestine printing presses, sabotage—the 
former terrorist knew all about such things. He tied in Comintern ac-
tivities more and more closely with those of the secret police. Terrorists 
were to be planted in every country of the world. The Comintern’s most 
secret business was now referred to the Gensek. 

 

THE COMRADES HAMMER 

At the beginning of the nineties I managed to obtain a photocopy of what 
was still a secret document, held by the Party Archive. Penciled on the 
document were the words “Strictly Secret—from Lenin to Comrade 
Stalin.” This was a “report from Boris Reinstein” on Comrade Dr. Julius 
Hammer and the American company run by him and his son Dr. Armand 
Hammer, which had obtained concessions in Soviet asbestos workings, 
among other things. (Boris Reinstein, a Russian Jew, had emigrated to the 
United States at the end of the nineteenth century and returned to Russia 
in 1917 to take part in the Revolution. He became an influential 
Comintern official and, needless to say, later disappeared in Stalin’s 
camps.) Reinstein’s note reads: 

 

Dear Vladimir Ilyich 



Herewith some information on Comrade Julius Hammer and his company, 
but I beg you to ensure that this report does not fall into the hands of 
people who are not entirely reliable, since if a copy falls into the hands of 
the American government it could have a disastrous effect on Julius 
Hammer’s situation, which is already very difficult. Having worked for 25 
years (1892-1917) in the American Socialist Workers Party I know 
Comrade Julius Hammer intimately as a sincere and self-sacrificing 
Marxist... Having built up a profitable medical practice he has always given 
generous financial help to the socialist movement... After America’s entry 
into the war it was impossible for him to make a dash for Russia so he 
decided instead to play the bourgeoisie at their own game, i.e., to make a 
lot of money but use it to support revolution. He succeeded brilliantly... 
He and his family are said to have amassed a great deal of money. At the 
beginning of 1919 Narkomindel [the People’s Commissariat for Foreign 
Affairs] sent money to Comrade Martens. [Martens, a New York resident, 
had been appointed Soviet Russia’s first ambassador to the United States, 
although that country refused to recognize the Soviet government at the 
time.] When Martens’s funds ran out, Comrade Hammer saved his office 
from liquidation with a loan amounting in total to $50,000. Later... when 
Russia needed to obtain machinery for the oil fields, he loaned $11,000 
for that purpose... After the foundation of Comintern he broke with the 
Socialist Workers Party because of its ambiguous attitude to the 
International... In September 1919, with [John] Reed and others, he 
initiated the Communist movement in America. Besides actively partici-
pating in the Communist Congress he gave the Party generous financial 
support, advancing more than $250,000 for that purpose. The American 
government suspected that Comrade Hammer was subsidizing Martens’s 
Soviet bureau and the Communist movement, and tried to find an excuse 
to get rid of him. Deporting an American citizen occupying a prominent 
social position was, however, impossible... An excuse finally presented 
itself... a woman patient of his, on whom he had been forced for clinical 
reasons to perform an abortion, died. The government seized on this, 
induced the dead woman’s husband to prosecute, and forced the jury to 
bring in a verdict of guilty at all costs. As a result, he was sentenced to 
imprisonment with hard labor for a term of from 3l/2 to 15 years. This 
means that he could be released after a little over a year (he has been in 
Sing Sing jail, near New York, for over two years now) but even after that 
the government could make his political behavior the excuse for throwing 
him in jail again and keeping him there for the full 15 years... He and his 



sons are the main shareholders in a big firm... and are now set to work 
from behind bars to induce his company to support Soviet Russia. In 
summer 1921 he sent his son Armand, who had recently qualified as a 
doctor, to Moscow. Armand is their company secretary. Armand Hammer 
brought with him as a present from his father a full set of surgical 
instruments, large enough to equip a whole hospital, and worth a great 
deal of money. Following in his father’s footsteps, the young man—on 
learning that there was a scheme to set up in Moscow a model American 
hospital, with funds furnished by friends of the Soviet Union,... gave 
$25,000 toward it. Making a tour of enterprises in the Urals last year he 
saw that well-equipped factories were at a standstill because the workers 
were short of food, and offered—after consulting his father—to provide 
one million poods [18,000 tons] of grain in return for Russian goods. The 
contract was made through Vneshtorg [the Soviet Foreign Trade Agency], 
and one shipment of grain (about 150,000 poods) arrived, but then there 
was a holdup, partly because our caviar, for which there was a brisk sale at 
$10 a pound, was found on analysis to contain chemical preservatives in 
quantities not permitted by American law... Since the Russian goods were 
threatened with confiscation the ship had to be diverted first to a 
Canadian port. A safe way has now been found to deliver the caviar 
directly to the more profitable United States market... A large joint 
American company, with several financial bigwigs, has now been set up on 
young Dr. Hammer’s initiative specially to develop Russian enterprises... 
It is clear from all that has been said here that we have in the two Com-
rades Hammer and their company a connection of great value to us, and 
that it is in our interest to remove all obstacles from their path. 

 

In a secret report (the original was in English) the GPU noted that “on his 
return journey, at the request of Comintern, Hammer carried $34,000 in 
cash, which he delivered to the Communist Party in the USA. During this 
period the USA had placed an embargo on all exports to Russia, and 
Hammer’s success in getting grain and machines through was 
unprecedented.” 

 

THE LEADER’S ILLNESS 

Throughout 1921 Lenin was plagued by the same excruciating headaches 



and by neurasthenia. Koba advised a trip to the sunny Caucasus. But to 
Lenin, just thinking about the fatigues of travel was daunting, as it might 
be to anyone approaching his end. Lenin wrote to Ordzhonikidze, “I’m 
afraid a long journey might result in exhaustion by all the nonsensical fuss 
and bustle rather than a cure for my nerves.” 

Lenin spent less and less time in the Kremlin, and more and more in 
Nizhny Novgorod, near Moscow, on the estate of that enigmatic person, 
the late Sawa Morozov. He was persuaded to call in the doctors, although 
he had little confidence in Bolshevik “Doctor-comrades.” As he once wrote 
to Maxim Gorky, “Ninety-nine out of a hundred of our doctor-comrades 
are asses.” In the old Russia which Lenin had destroyed, German doctors 
were regarded as the best. And sure enough, doctors were summoned from 
capitalist Germany to diagnose the Leader’s strange condition. Professor F. 
Klemperer and his colleagues found nothing particularly alarming, just a 
slight neurasthenia. They explained his headaches by the bullets left in his 
head after the assassination attempt. They removed the bullets. But... 

Morozov’s country home brought him no luck. 

At Gorky, on May 26, Lenin suffered a stroke. His right-side extremities 
were partly paralyzed and his speech was affected. As he confided to 
Trotsky later, “I could neither speak nor write. I had to learn all over 
again.” 

This was the beginning of the tragic period in Lenin’s life, his losing battle 
with sickness which ended with his death two and a half years later. 

The communique on “The Illness and Death of V. I. Ulyanov (Lenin),” 
published in Pravda, lists the eminent Russian and German doctors and 
the junior medical personnel, some forty names in all, who treated Lenin, 
or were called in for consultation, in the course of his illness. Among them 
we find F. Klemperer, O. Forster, V. Kramer, V. Osipov, F. Gautier, S. 
Dobrogayev, all of whom subsequently published reminiscences, and Dr. 
Kramer, whose unpublished notes on Lenin’s illness are in the President’s 
Archive. 

There is a well-known story that Koba’s immediate reaction to the stroke 
was “Lenin’s kaput.” That is a lie—he could never have said that. Not 
faithful Koba. Cautious Koba. He was never in a hurry, never rash. But he 
did, of course, realize that the Leader was walking with death. It could 



happen at any minute. A few years before it would have spelled the end for 
Koba. But now... now he would remain just where he was, with the 
terrifying power which he had amassed. He had done what neither 
Sverdlov nor Lenin himself had managed to do—made the Party 
manageable. Add to that a docile GPU... 

While Lenin was learning to talk the doctors argued over the precise 
diagnosis. They even mentioned the possibility of hereditary syphilis. 
They journeyed to Astrakhan, where Lenin’s forebears had lived, to make 
inquiries, but discovered nothing definite. In the meantime Lenin began 
to show signs of recovery. He was forbidden to read the newspapers, he 
still had attacks, he could not receive visitors. But he was already asking 
for faithful Koba. Throughout July, August, and September Koba regularly 
visited Lenin at Gorky. Lenin was feeling better all the time, and he 
decided to escape from the doctors’ tutelage. He appealed to Koba—as was 
only right; the Gensek, faithful Koba, was monitoring the Leader’s 
treatment. Lenin wrote to him in July 1922: “The doctors are evidently 
creating a legend which cannot go unrefuted. They lost their heads 
completely after my severe attack on Friday, and did something utterly 
stupid—tried to forbid political discussion... I got extremely angry and 
sent them packing... I want you here most urgently to tell you in time 
what to do if my illness gets worse. I can say it all in 15 minutes... Only 
fools can blame ‘talking politics.’ If I ever get agitated it is for lack of 
sensible conversation. I hope you’ll understand that, and send the doctors 
packing.” 

On July 13 Koba was at Gorky with the Leader. In Pravda, he himself 
would give a humorous description of this idyllic meeting: “ Tm not 
allowed to read newspapers,’ Lenin remarked ironically. Tm not allowed to 
talk politics. I steer clear of any scrap of paper lying around on the desk, 
for fear it might be a newspaper.’ I laughed and praised Comrade Lenin’s 
self-discipline to the skies. Then we both laughed at the doctors, who 
cannot understand that when professional politicians meet they can’t help 
talking politics.” This article was part of an ideological stunt thought up by 
the resourceful Koba: a special issue of Pravda to tell the world that the 
Leader had recovered. There were several photographs of Lenin, and 
among them one of Lenin and Stalin sitting side by side on a bench. 

Koba also described their conversations on that sunlit bench. Lenin 
“complained that he was out of touch with events ... he was interested in 



everything: the harvest prospects, the trial of the SRs.” (Thirty-five right-
wing Socialist Revolutionaries, including eleven prominent members of 
the Party’s Central Committee, who had distinguished themselves in the 
struggle against the Last Tsar, were standing trial at the time. The trial 
had been extremely well prepared, and Koba’s hand, with which we are 
familiar from the Stalinist trials of the future, is clearly visible in this one. 

(The records of the case, still held by the Central Archive of the KGB, run 
to several volumes. I was able to consult some of them. 

(The “star” of the trial was a certain G. Semyonov, who had commanded 
the SR “fighting squad.” He had been arrested by the Cheka back in 1919, 
and would have been sentenced to death had he not “honestly repented,” 
“sincerely broken with his past,” and joined the Bolshevik Party while in 
jail. Semyonov had then been planted in the SR Party as an informer. Later 
he was given still more serious tasks. The records contain a letter from 
Trotsky testifying to Semyonov’s “devotion to the revolution,” as evinced 
by his work as a Soviet agent in Polish territory in 1920. 

(In 1922 Semyonov carried out a new assignment: he appeared as one of 
the accused in the trial of right-wing Socialist Revolutionaries. He made 
statements on a number of subversive actions secretly planned by the 
Right SR Party’s Central Committee and on their links with foreign 
agencies. He claimed that Fanny Kaplan had been briefed for her attempt 
on Lenin’s life by the Right SR Central Committee and was a member of its 
terrorist group. However, his statement that he regarded Kaplan as the 
“best person to carry out the attack on Lenin” showed that he can never 
even have seen that half-deaf, half-blind woman. 

(Nikolai Krylenko, who had exchanged the post of commander-in-chief for 
that of public prosecutor of the republic, demanded the death ) penalty for 
the SR leaders. 

(Bukharin and Radek spoiled everything. Eager to be seen as “civilized 
socialists” at the Third International, they promised that the Socialist 
Revolutionaries would not be executed. This misreading of the situation of 
course infuriated Lenin. The pacification of the Party and the country was 
proceeding. That was why rebellious intellectuals had been deported. Why 
Lenin had made Koba General Secretary. And why the SRs had to be 
executed.) 



This was something Lenin and Koba must have discussed on that sunlit 
bench. In any case, as soon as he rose from his sickbed Lenin published in 
Pravda an article calling for the blood of the SRs. Twelve of them were 
sentenced to death. But Bukharin’s promises had to be taken into account, 
and the sentence specified that the execution of the SRs was to “take place 
only after the first terrorist act against the Bolsheviks.” 

The SRs, spared for the time being, Krylenko, who had condemned them, 
and the provocateur Semyonov would all perish together in the days of 
Stalinist terror. 

Meanwhile, a Lenin full of energy, the old Lenin, was ready for work again. 
But, as Lunacharsky wrote, “Everyone was aware of a worrying 
impediment in his speech. It was particularly frightening when he just 
stopped short in the middle of a statement, turned pale, and could only 
continue with a terrible effort.” 

It was Koba’s official duty to supervise Lenin’s treatment and he was kept 
reliably informed by the doctors. The illness was expected to recur. A 
second stroke might follow at any time. Koba, the great chess player who 
could always see several moves ahead, drew his conclusion. 

Lenin himself realized his condition. It was time to turn once more to 
faithful Koba. 

 

KOBA AND THE POISON 

Trotsky wrote: “During Lenin’s second illness, in February 1923, Stalin 
told a meeting of the Politburo that Lenin had unexpectedly sent for him 
and asked to be supplied with poison, since he ... foresaw that another 
stroke was imminent. He did not believe the doctors, because it had not 
been difficult to catch them out in contradictions... and he was suffering 
unbearable agonies... I remember how strange, how inappropriate to the 
circumstances, Stalin’s looks seemed to me. The request he was passing on 
had a tragic character, but his face was frozen in a half-smile, as if it were a 
mask. ‘There can, of course, be no question of carrying out that request,’ I 
exclaimed. ‘I told him all that,’ Stalin retorted, rather irritably, ‘but he just 
dismissed it. The old man is suffering, says he wants to have poison 
handy. He will do it only if he becomes convinced that his situation is 



hopeless... The old man is suffering,’ Stalin repeated, ‘he’s obviously got 
something in mind.’” 

Trotsky went on to ask: “Why was Stalin the one Lenin turned to at such a 
time?... The answer is simple: Lenin saw in Stalin the only man who would 
[i.e., the only man cruel enough to] carry out his tragic request.” 

Maria Ulyanova also wrote about Lenin’s request for poison. But the 
circumstances as she described them were quite different. Shortly before 
her death Lenin’s sister wrote a note which was found among her private 
papers, immediately landed in the secret section of the Party Archive, and 
was made available to historians only half a century later. It was a 
penitential act on her part. Feeling that death was near, she wrote: 

 

I consider it my duty to say something, however briefly, about Ilyich’s real 
attitude to Stalin in the last period of his life [since in previous 
statements] I did not tell the whole truth. 

In the winter of 1921-1922 V.I. fell ill. Around that time, I don’t know 
exactly when, he told Stalin that he would probably end up paralyzed, and 
made him promise to help him get and to administer potassium cyanide if 
that should happen. Stalin promised... The reason why he chose to ask 
Stalin was that he knew him to be a hard man, a man of steel, devoid of 
sentimentality. There was no one else whom he could ask to do such a 
thing. V.I. made the same request to Stalin in May 1922, after his first 
stroke. V.I. had decided that he was finished, and asked for Stalin to be 
fetched. He was so insistent that they dared not refuse him. Stalin spent a 
little time with V.I., really not more than five minutes, and when he came 
out of the room he told me and Bukharin that V.I. had asked him to get 
him the poison, since the time had come to carry out his promise. Stalin 
promised, he and V.I. embraced, and Stalin left the room. But after talking 
it over together we decided that we should try to reassure V.I., so Stalin 
went back into his room and said that after talking to the doctors he was 
convinced that all was not yet lost, and that the time to carry out V.I.’s 
request had not yet come. V.I. cheered up considerably although he said to 
Stalin, “Are you fooling me?” “When did I ever try to fool you?” Stalin said. 
They parted, and didn’t see each other again until V.I. started getting 
better... In those days Stalin was with him more often than the others. 



 

So Trotsky was right about one thing—there was a request for poison. But 
Trotsky placed it in 1923, by which time Lenin and Koba were enemies. 
Maria Ulyanova places it in 1922, when they were the best of friends. 
Lenin’s request to Koba was an expression of implicit trust in him, at a 
time when, so Maria Ulyanova tells us, “Stalin was with him more often 
than any of the others.” 

I used to think that Trotsky had made a mistake, perhaps a deliberate 
mistake, to make his readers believe that Stalin was already Lenin’s enemy 
when he carried out his request. Imagine my amazement when, working in 
the President’s Archive, I learned that Stalin had indeed been asked again, 
in 1923, to obtain poison for Lenin. But this time the request came, as we 
shall see, not from Lenin himself. By then, Lenin could not “summon 
Stalin... and request,” as Trotsky says he did. He could not even speak. 

But first we must return to 1922. 

What did they talk about when Koba visited him? Maria Ulyanova says, 
“On that occasion, and during subsequent visits, they talked about 
Trotsky.” In the intervals of his illness Lenin saw many things clearly. 
While he was ill, his suspicious nature had made him form an alliance 
against Trotsky. He now knew that the danger came from a different 
quarter. He evidently received alarming news from Kamenev, Zinoviev, 
and even Trotsky: that the Party was now completely controlled by Koba. 
He himself, of course, had made Koba General Secretary, to create an 
apparatus to manage the Party. And Koba had carried out his wishes. But 
times had changed. Lenin was now a sick man, his illness might become 
acute at any moment, and if it did... who could tell how Koba, with the 
Party apparatus at his command, might behave? He had evidently 
succeeded in undermining Lenin’s authority. 

Lenin took fright and decided to remove Koba from the post of General 
Secretary. An excuse was needed. Lenin found one. 

 

THE DISAPPEARANCE OF KOBA, THE EMERGENCE OF STALIN 

In 1922 Lenin decided to regularize the position of the republics. Parts of 
the old tsarist empire—Ukraine, Belorussia, and the Transcaucasian 



Federation—were now formally independent of Russia, but in fact 
governed by proteges of Moscow. Lenin was planning the next step—
unification. 

In Lenin’s absence Koba had proposed abandoning secrecy in favor of 
frankness: the “independent” republics should all enter into a Russian 
federation, retaining only local autonomy. This caused grumblings in the 
republics, especially in Georgia, which had only recently lost its 
independence. The Georgian leader, Budu Mdivani, realized how difficult 
it would be to tell the Georgians that the clock was being turned back to 
tsarist times. He asked to be given a fig leaf: let Georgia enjoy 
independence, at least on paper. Lenin supported him, and put forward 
his own concept of a Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). The 
republics were to enjoy equal rights, on paper, and even the right to leave 
the future union. This was enough to satisfy the “independents” in 
Georgia, and at the same time it allowed Lenin to open his campaign 
against Koba. Koba—and another non-Russian who favored federation, 
the leader of the Transcaucasian Bolsheviks, Ordzhonikidze—knew how 
deep-seated nationalist sentiment was in the republics, and how dan-
gerous even formal independence might become tomorrow. In the heat of 
debate the temperamental Ordzhonikidze struck the “independent” 
Mdivani. This gave Lenin a splendid excuse. He denounced Koba’s and 
Ordzhonikidze’s policy as “Great Russian chauvinism,” and promoted 
Ordzhonikidze’s punch to the status of a crime. 

Kamenev, who realized that Lenin would not last much longer and lived in 
mortal fear that Trotsky might become supreme, decided to honor his 
alliance with Koba, and immediately reported to him that “Ilyich is ready 
for war in defense of independence.” 

Koba realized that Lenin no longer felt the same toward him, and of 
course knew why. He invited Kamenev to join him in rebellion, and wrote 
in reply to his note that “in my view we must show firmness against 
Ilyich.” In other words, he was no longer afraid. The doctors made their 
reports to the Gensek, and Koba had been informed that another stroke 
was inevitable. Lenin, however, took effective action. He dispatched a 
special commission to Georgia, and drew Koba’s enemy Trotsky into the 
struggle against him. A Lenin-Trotsky combination meant that the result 
was a foregone conclusion. No one could stand up to both leaders. 



Lenin now resolved to destroy Koba at the next (Twelfth) Party Congress 
and, according to Trotsky, he had a bombshell ready. 

Kamenev got cold feet, and wrote to Koba, “If V.I. insists, resistance will 
get more difficult.” Koba replied gloomily, “I don’t know—let him do what 
he thinks best.” Koba meant to wait. He was good at that. He began 
drafting a declaration on the formation of a Union of Republics, just as 
Ilyich wished. But Lenin did not accept his surrender. At the beginning of 
October, he wrote to Kamenev, “I am declaring war on Great Russian 
chauvinism.” Kamenev saw that there was no way of stopping Ilyich. 

Lenin was in constant contact with Trotsky on the Caucasian problem 
through his secretary Fotieva: 

 

Trotsky: So he isn’t looking for a compromise with Stalin, even if the line is 
the correct one? 

Fotieva: Right. He doesn’t trust Stalin, and wants to attack him openly 
before the whole Party. He’s preparing a bombshell... Ilyich’s condition is 
deteriorating from one hour to the next. He has difficulty speaking, and 
he’s afraid he’ll collapse completely before he can act. When he handed me 
the note he told me: “If I don’t want to be too late I must speak out sooner 
than I meant to.” 

 

Trotsky, however, was not the only one who heard this from Fotieva. She 
also kept Koba informed about everything that happened in Lenin’s office. 
She knew from Ilyich’s worsening condition that a new master was on the 
threshold. (Lidia Fotieva was one of the few close associates of Lenin 
whom Koba would not touch. In 1938 he would send her to work in the 
Lenin museum. Lavishly decorated and rewarded, she died in 1975, in her 
nineties, outliving Koba, and indeed almost outliving the Soviet era.) 

Kamenev turned up in Trotsky’s office. Trotsky wrote, “He was a 
sufficiently experienced politician to realize that it was not just a question 
of Georgia, but of the whole role of Stalin in the Party.” Fainthearted 
Kamenev had deserted Koba. 

The downfall of Ilyich’s one-time favorite seemed imminent. But… 



Koba’s information proved accurate. The struggle and his hard feelings 
proved too much for Lenin. 

The doctors demanded complete rest for Lenin. Koba clarified their 
demands: In mid-December he carried a resolution at a plenary meeting of 
the Central Committee placing “personal responsibility for the isolation of 
Comrade Lenin—in respect both of his personal dealings with officials 
and of his correspondence” on the Gensek. Meetings with Lenin were 
forbidden. Neither friends nor members of his household were allowed to 
tell Ilyich anything about political events, in case it overexcited him. 

The Leader himself was not informed of the Party’s decision. But what 
sort of leader was he now? The Leader had vanished, leaving only a sick 
man in his place. Koba too had vanished, and Joseph Stalin had appeared 
on the scene. A graduate of Lenin’s university, summa cum laude. 
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THE OCTOBER LEADERS  

MEET THEIR END: LENIN 

 

 

The tyrant grows from a root called popular representation. To begin with he 
smiles at and embraces all whom he meets... He promises much... But having 
become a tyrant and realizing that the citizens who made possible his elevation 
now condemn him the tyrant will be forced willy-nilly to destroy those who 
condemn him, until he has neither friends nor enemies left. 

—Plato 

 

 

 

MEETING WITH STALIN 

The Central Committee plenum adopted a decision recommended by 
Lenin before his illness: the monopoly of foreign trade was to remain in 
the hands of the state. Trotsky took the lead in supporting this decision. 
He was obviously now playing what used to be Koba’s role vis-a-vis Lenin. 
Krupskaya informed Lenin that his proposal had prevailed and the 
moment he recovered from his stroke he dictated a letter to Trotsky: “We 
seem to have taken the position without firing a single shot... I suggest we 
do not stop there but continue the offensive.” By “offensive” Lenin meant 
the attack on Koba. Lenin was a skillful fighter. Next day, Kamenev, 
alarmed by the obvious rapprochement between Trotsky and Lenin, 
informed Stalin in a note that the two leaders were in contact: “Joseph, 
Trotsky rang me tonight to say he had received a note in which the Old 
Man expresses his satisfaction with the resolution on foreign trade.” Stalin 
replied: “Comrade Kamenev, how was the Old Man able to organize 
correspondence when Dr. Ferster has absolutely forbidden it?” The tone of 



this note is new. He is no longer just “Joseph”; he is the Gensek, who 
allows no one to act in breach of a Party decision. 

Stalin then rang Krupskaya and rudely berated her. 

Krupskaya was in a state of shock. According to Maria Ulyanova, when she 
got home she “was quite unlike her usual self. 

She rolled about the floor, sobbing.” This was evidently when Krupskaya 
lost her self-control and told Lenin how she had been insulted. Lenin was 
in a rage, and wrote to Stalin breaking off relations. At the same time, 
Krupskaya wrote a furious letter to Kamenev: “Stalin has taken it upon 
himself to treat me in the rudest possible way... Never in all these thirty 
years have I heard a single rude word from any comrade, and the interests 
of the Party and of Ilyich are no less dear to me than to Comrade Stalin. At 
present I need all the self-control I can muster. I know better than any 
doctor what may and what may not be talked about... And certainly better 
than Stalin does. I am appealing to you, and to Grigori, as V.I.’s closest 
comrades, and I beg you to protect me from rude interference in my 
private life, from vulgar abuse and threats. I too am a living person, and 
my nerves are strained to the utmost.” She did not understand what had 
happened. Lenin’s wife had, for the first time in her life, seen Stalin. Until 
then she had known only faithful Koba. 

But once she had recovered her composure Krupskaya began to appreciate 
the new situation and to realize how helpless she was. She must have 
immediately begged Lenin’s secretary not to send his letter to Stalin just 
yet. Meanwhile, Kamenev had realized when he received Krupskaya’s 
letter that hostilities with Stalin had been resumed. He sought Trotsky out 
at once. They discussed what the situation in the Party would be in the 
wake of this note. And both decided to leave Stalin where he was. Trotsky 
subsequently described this scene: “I am in favor of preserving the status 
quo,” he told Kamenev. “If Lenin gets on his feet for the Congress, which is 
not very likely, we will discuss the matter further. I am against liquidating 
Stalin, but agree with Lenin on the essential point. Stalin’s resolution on 
the nationalities question is no good at all... That apart, Stalin must 
immediately write Krupskaya a letter of apology.” 

In the middle of the night Kamenev informed Trotsky that Stalin had 
accepted all their conditions and that Krupskaya would receive a written 
apology. That was evidently when she persuaded Lenin not to send the 



letter. According to Maria Ulyanova’s memoirs, “she told V.I. that she and 
Stalin had already made their peace.” 

Lenin consented. He was always able to control his impulses. He decided 
to prepare for another attack before sending the letter. But Stalin was 
evidently informed of everything that happened in Lenin’s household. 
Maria Ulyanova recalled, “One morning Stalin called ma into his office. He 
looked distraught. ‘I didn’t sleep at all last night,’ he 

told me. ‘What does Ilyich think I am, treating me as some sort of traitor, 
when I love him with all my heart? Try and let him know what I’ve said.’” 

Stalin had decided to act the part of Koba one last time. But he had 
learned a very important lesson: Trotsky and Kamenev hated each other 
so much, and each so much feared the other’s elevation, that they would 
both support him, even against Lenin’s will. 

 

THE INDEFATIGABLE V.I. 

Lenin had been living in the Kremlin. He should have left for Nizhny 
Novgorod but a heavy snowfall had blocked the road. He wasted no time. 
As soon as he felt a little better he resumed his offensive. At the end of 
December he began dictating his “Letter to the Congress”— a document 
which has gone down in history as “Lenin’s Testament” because Lenin 
himself stipulated that it should be read out at the first Congress after his 
death, and not before. In this letter, he gave character sketches of his 
closest comrades-in-arms, noting the significant faults of each of them. 
He got to Stalin last, juxtaposing him with Trotsky. 

 

Relations between Stalin and Trotsky account for more than half the 
danger of the schism... which could be avoided ... by increasing the 
membership of the Central Committee... Since becoming Gensek Comrade 
Stalin has concentrated immense power in his own hands, and I am not 
sure that he will always succeed in using that power with the requisite 
caution. On the other hand, Comrade Trotsky is perhaps the ablest person 
in present Central Committee, but is too boastfully sure of himself and too 
carried away by the strictly administrative side of things. 



 

The document was typed by a secretary, and the original drafts were 
burned. Copies were placed in envelopes marked “Strictly Secret,” and sent 
to Krupskaya, to be opened only after Lenin’s death. 

But one copy, sealed with wax, remained in the Secretariat. 

Why did the Leader, who was obsessively secretive, suddenly behave so 
naively? Did he truly believe that a copy passed to his Secretariat would 
remain unknown to his comrades-in-arms? Had he no inkling of the rule 
that servants do not carry out the wishes of former masters? Or of the 
fact that secretaries might not carry out the requests of their former 
chief? 

 

FOTIEVA TAKES CARE OF IT 

Fotieva’s letter to Kamenev is still there in the Party Archive: “Comrade 
Stalin was given V.I.’s letter to the Congress on Saturday, December 23... 
However, it transpired after this that V.I. wanted the letter to be kept 
strictly secret in Archives, and to be opened only by himself or by 
Krupskaya... I asked those comrades who know the contents of this letter 
to ... regard it as a record of V.I.’s personal opinion, which no one else was 
meant to know.” Fotieva’s letter is marked: “Read by Stalin. To Trotsky 
only.” Trotsky said later, “Naturally, I told nobody about V.I.’s letter.” 

We see then that Fotieva failed to understand Lenin’s instructions and 
“happened” to pass the letter immediately to Stalin. Stalin in turn passed 
it on to Trotsky and Kamenev. Why? Because it contained quite 
unflattering character sketches of both of them. Which meant that both 
of them were extremely anxious that no one else got wind of it. In this way 
Stalin made certain that he had allies in his effort to conceal the letter. 

But at the beginning of January the indefatigable Lenin added a 
supplement to his text: 

 

Stalin is too rude. This is a fault which can easily be tolerated in our own 
circle, in dealings between fellow Communists, but it becomes intolerable 
in the office of Gensek. I therefore propose that some way be found of 



transferring Stalin from that post and appointing to it someone else who 
would differ from Stalin in one respect only, that he was more tolerant, 
more loyal, more polite, and more considerate, less capricious etc., in his 
dealings with comrades. 

 

Lenin didn’t leave it at that. He began writing a series of articles, one of 
which was sharply critical of Rabkrin, Stalin’s former Commissariat. 

Koba evidently heard about it immediately, and in February 1,923 the 
doctor told Lenin that he was “categorically forbidden newspapers, visits, 
and political information.” Fotieva plucked up her courage immediately 
after Stalin’s death and recalled that “Lenin at once saw that these 
prohibitions were not simply doctor’s orders... He began to feel worse. 
They had upset him so much that his lips trembled... V.I. obs viously got 
the impression that it was not the doctors who were advising the Central 
Committee, but the Central Committee giving instructions to the 
doctors.” 

Lenin nonetheless thought of a way of escaping from Stalin’s tutelage. On 
March 5 he suddenly sent Stalin a furious letter about the incident with 
Krupskaya (which had supposedly been laid to rest): 

 

Dear Comrade Stalin! You were so rude as to call my wife to the telephone 
and abuse her. Although she told you that she agreed to forget what had 
been said ... I do not intend to forget so easily what was done against me, 
and needless to say I regard anything done against my wife as done against 
me. I ask you, therefore, to consider whether you are willing to take back 
what was said, or whether you prefer to break off relations between us. 

Respectfully yours, 

Lenin 

Copies to Comrades Kamenev and Zinoviev 

 

This was Lenin’s attempt to break out of jail. Surely a man with whom he 
had broken off relations could not continue keeping watch over him? Even 



if Stalin did apologize, he would find a way of prolonging the quarrel, so 
that the Central Committee would have to do something. Lenin did not 
know that Stalin had anticipated this move too. Already on February 1 he 
had asked the Politburo to relieve him of responsibility for looking after 
the sick Lenin. But Koba knew that Zinoviev and Kamenev were 
frightened by the dying leader’s attempts to ally himself with their enemy 
Trotsky, and would not want Lenin to escape from his supervision. His 
expectations were realized. The Politburo turned down his request. So he 
was now, at the Party’s request, Lenin’s jailer forever. 

 

“HELP!... THE DEVIL... OH, THE DEVIL...” 

Stalin received Lenin’s letter next morning. But he was unperturbed. He 
had heard what had happened the previous night. Lenin’s rage had cost 
him dearly, and during the night he had lost the gift of speech. He kept 
whispering disconnected phrases and inarticulate sounds, which the 
doctors recorded: “Help—oh... the devil... devil... evi helped, if it ... evi...” 
“Evi” was obviously “the devil” again. And although the former Leader 
recovered his speech toward morning, Stalin was in no doubt: the devil 
could be of no more help to him. It would be soon! 

Stalin promptly wrote his reply. That letter would be kept hidden for 
decades in a secret archive. I am now reading it—the last letter from the 
former Koba to the former Leader. 

 

Comrade Lenin! Five weeks ago I had a conversation with Comrade 
Nadezhda Konstantinovna [Krupskaya]... I spoke to her by telephone 
approximately as follows: “The doctors have forbidden anyone to give 
Ilyich political information... You, however, seem to be disrupting this 
regimen. You must not play with Ilyich’s life,” and so on. I do not think 
that anyone could find anything rude in these words... anything aimed 
“against you.” However, if you think that in order to preserve relations 
between us I ought to take back the words mentioned above I can take 
them back, though unable to understand what it is all about, where I am 
to blame, and what exactly is wanted of me. 

 



A stiff letter. Time for this semicorpse to realize that Koba was dead, and 
that Stalin did not stand on ceremony. Lenin, however, never read it. 

 

On March 10 Stalin heard that a stroke had deprived Lenin of the ability 
to read and write, and of speech. 

 

A WIFE ASKS FOR POISON 

Stalin received a request which he immediately reported in writing to 
members of the Politburo. On March 17 Krupskaya, “in the strictest 
secrecy,... communicated to me V. I. Ilyich’s request to obtain and pass on 
to him a quantity of potassium cyanide... N.K. said that V. I. Ilyich’s 
suffering was beyond belief... I must declare that I lack the strength to 
carry out the request and I am compelled to refuse this mission... and 
hereby inform the Politburo accordingly.” The unfortunate Leader was by 
now scarcely able to think at all. Krupskaya herself was trying to carry out 
his former wish and spare him from further suffering. In fact, Stalin 
informed his friends in the triumvirate, Zinoviev and Kamenev, that 
“Nadezhda Konstantinovna said... she had ‘tried to give him cyanide’ but 
‘couldn’t go through with it,’ and so was ‘asking for Stalin’s support.’” But 
Stalin was a connoisseur of character. He knew that his partners would 
subsequently accuse him. No, Ilyich must oblige by dying unaided. The 
members of the Politburo naturally approved his decision. So now his 
hands were clean. 

 

THE CLAIMANTS 

The struggle in the Kremlin now began in earnest. It was a fight not 
merely for power, but for life. Each of the claimants knew how to make 
political enemies pay in blood. These were leaders molded by the Civil War 
and the Red Terror and in Lenin’s academies. They thought of the country 
as a “fortress under siege,” and in such conditions ruthlessness was the 
supreme virtue. Trotsky, neatly summing up their common creed, spoke of 
“priestly—or quakerish—driveling about the sanctity of human life.” So 
each of them knew what the price of defeat might be. Stalin alone was 
extremely cautious in calling for blood. He seemed more moderate than 



the others. His record included no bloody words. Only bloody deeds. And, 
as a rule, secret deeds. 

How did the claimants compare? Stalin, incontestable came first. He did 
not, of course, have Trotsky’s fame. He had little fame, but a great deal of 
power. Lenin had concentrated power over the Party in his hands, and 
power over the country in the Party’s hands. He controlled the whole 
central Party machine and the local Party committees—the 15,000 Party 
functionaries with dictatorial power over the country’s political and 
economic life were his proteges. 

After Stalin came the Kamenev-Zinoviev duo. Kamenev was chairman of 
the Moscow Soviet and Lenin’s deputy in the Council of People’s 
Commissars, “an exceptionally capable and willing workhorse,” one who 
could “pull two carts at once,” Lenin said of him. Zinoviev was head man in 
Petrograd and also presided over Comintern. 

Finally there was Trotsky. He was in charge of the republic’s armed forces. 
But the army had been scaled down by demobilization. Thanks to Lenin’s 
efforts his “brother-enemy” was now the least influential of the claimants, 
the farthest removed from all key posts. Nonetheless, Trotsky was still the 
glamorous Second Leader of the Revolution. 

One last name—Bukharin, editor of Pravda, and the Party’s leading 
theoretician. He was not himself a contender. But it was very important 
whom he chose to support. 

Trotsky was first off the mark. On March 13 the newspapers published a 
guarded bulletin on “the deterioration in Lenin’s health.” Next day an 
article by one of Trotsky’s closest associates, Karl Radek, appeared in 
Pravda: “Lev Trotsky: Organizer of Our Victories.” To the man in the 
street, and to ordinary Party members, this must have looked like a signal: 
Trotsky was to be the Leader’s successor. Trotsky was now in a hurry for 
the Congress. 

The Twelfth Party Congress—the last not completely orchestrated by 
Stalin—was held in April. At the Congress Trotsky’s supporters spread 
rumors of some sort of will in which Lenin named Trotsky as his 
successor. Trotsky delivered a brilliant speech on the state of industry. It 
was greeted with thunderous applause. “Indecent—Lenin never got a 
reception like that,” Voroshilov commented. It enraged the envious 



Zinoviev and frightened Kamenev. Fear of Trotsky finally forced Kamenev, 
Zinoviev, and Bukharin to ally themselves with the Gensek. Stalin was the 
force which could stand up to the very dangerous Lev. 

In May the publication of bulletins on Lenin’s health ceased. The country 
was told that the threat to his life had passed, and began to believe that he 
had indeed returned to work. This was Stalin’s idea. Armed with a special 
decision of the Central Committee, he introduced a “check on all 
information concerning Ilyich’s health.” Trotsky was obliged to obtain 
information from Dr. F. Gautier, his own doctor as well as one of Lenin’s. 
Stalin had Gautier removed. 

In May Lenin was moved to Nizhny Novgorod. He was carried to the car 
on a stretcher. The unfortunate Leader wore a mindless smile. 

By order of the Gensek, several photographs of Lenin were taken around 
this time, and the artist Annenkov was called in to paint a final portrait. 
“Semirecumbent in a chaise longue, wrapped up in a blanket, and staring 
past us with the blank stare of a man in second childhood, Lenin could 
serve as a model only for an illustration of his own illness,” Annenkov 
noted. But Stalin wanted documentary proof that in the last phase of his 
life Lenin had been imbecile, so that his last jottings might look like a 
product of feeble-mindedness. Krupskaya, however, vetoed the portrait. 
On May 6, 1923, she wrote to Inessa Armand, the daughter of Lenin’s 
mistress (also Inessa), who had died in 1920. “You reproach me for not 
writing to you, but you cannot possibly imagine what things are like here... 
there are no words for what is going on at present... Everybody has left 
us—they express sympathy but are afraid to call on us. The only thing 
that keeps me going is that Volodya is glad to see me in the morning, he 
takes my hand, and sometimes we exchange a few words about things for 
which however there are no words.” 

 

LENIN IMPROVES 

Lenin not only survived—he began to improve. Stalin no longer visited 
Nizhny Novgorod and he allowed no one else to do so, alleging that this 
was the sick man’s own wish. Lenin still could not speak, but he was hard 
at work. Exercise books which Krupskaya used to teach the Leader to 
speak are preserved in the Party Archive: “This is our dog. Its name is 



Jack. It is playing...” The words which Lenin repeated most successfully 
were proletariat, people, revolution, bourgeois, Congress, etc. Words and 
phrases disappeared from his memory as fast as he mastered them, but his 
understanding of what others were saying was restored. And he no longer 
had difficulty in analyzing what was happening. For instance, because he 
liked picking mushrooms they “used to collect a few in advance and plant 
them beside the path along which he was usually taken in his wheelchair,” 
recalled Dr. V. Osipov, one of his doctors. “On one occasion, he touched a 
mushroom with his cane and it fell over. This underestimation of his 
intellectual capacity greatly annoyed him.” 

The doctors’ case notes were always read carefully by the Gensek. He was 
kept informed, among other things, of the dangerous fits of anger which 
alarmed those present. Lenin was in a hurry to get well. Krupskaya 
recalled that “I used to say ‘see—your speech is coming back, but slowly. 
Think of it as a temporary stay in jail.’” Lenin knew that he was in jail, and 
was evidently thinking furiously of ways to break out. 

Tovstukha was now working furiously, collecting Lenin’s documents. I 
found in the Party Archive a warrant authorizing Tovstukha to remove 
documents originating with Lenin from the archives of his comrades-in-
arms. Stalin was planning another game of chess. One in which these 
documents would be invaluable. 

Meanwhile anonymous brochures with such titles as “Small Biography of a 
Big Man” were beginning to find their way round Moscow. They set out to 
prove, using quotations from Lenin himself, that Trotsky had always been 
against him. This “bathroom literature,” as Trotsky contemptuously called 
it, was disseminated in the provinces too. Tovstukha was doing his job. 

 

“YOU’VE GOT IT Too GOOD, MY FRIENDS” 

In summer 1923 most of the leaders went on holiday. Zinoviev and 
Bukharin made for Kislovodsk, leaving Kamenev in Moscow. 

The Gensek, needless to say, stayed put in sweltering Moscow. He had no 
time for holidays. It was work, endless work. Besides, the strange 
improvement in the Leader’s health troubled him. 

During the summer intermission in their fight with Trotsky, Zinoviev and 



Bukharin resolved to put pressure on Stalin, and make him share power 
with them. The holiday-makers wrote to him in a humorous vein: 
“29.07.23... Two ordinary citizens propose the introduction of Zinoviev, 
Trotsky, and Stalin into the secretariat, to consolidate it.” 

The purpose of the letter was not, however, humorous. Their idea was to 
level the odds. If they succeeded, he would be compelled to ally himself 
with Zinoviev in order to defeat Trotsky—in other words, to carry out 
their decisions. Stalin must indeed have been amused. They seemed to 
take him for an idiot. 

At the same time Zinoviev wrote to Kamenev: “... and you allow Stalin to 
treat us with undisguised contempt. [He mentions innumerable examples 
of Stalin’s highhanded behavior while they were away on vacation.] We are 
not going to put up with it any longer.” The Gensek, of course, knew about 
their correspondence. The trusty GPU was already keeping an eye on each 
of them. But he knew the way to calm them down. He wrote to Bukharin 
and Zinoviev, telling them that he did not “know what to do to stop you 
abusing me. It would have been better if you had written me a little note 
in clear and precise terms. Always supposing, of course, that you think it 
possible for us to go working together in future (for ... I have begun to 
realize that you are half-inclined to hasten the breach which you think 
unavoidable)... Do what you think best. In 8-10 days time I am going on 
leave (I’m tired, worn out). All the best. PS. How lucky you people are. You 
have the leisure to think up all sorts of crazy things,... while I’m here doing 
the heavy work, miserable as a dog on a chain. Which is all my own fault. 
This is enough to get anybody down. You’ve got it too good, my friends! J. 
St.” 

This ploy never failed. The hint that he might resign terrified them: if he 
went, Trotsky might step in. He could use the same trick on Trotsky—who 
also knew that if he went, Zinoviev and Kamenev would move in. They 
were indeed afraid of the “rough, primitive Georgian.” But they were much 
more frightened of each other. Their hatred of each other ensured that 
Stalin would win the endgame. 

Zinoviev and Kamenev wrote back immediately: “All this talk about a 
breach is, of course, just the result of your tiredness. It is out of the 
question. Where are you thinking of going on vacation? Regards.” 

He had made a close study of these gentlemen. They weren’t afraid only of 



Trotsky. They were afraid of work. They did not like the hard grind. They 
preferred representational roles. Let him get on with the work. Well, so he 
would. He wrote to them at once about Lenin’s “Letter to the Congress.” 
He of course knew all about the letter. He wanted to find out how much 
they knew. 

On August 10, 1923, they responded: “Yes, there is a letter from V.I. in 
which he advises the Congress not to elect you Secretary. We— Bukharin, 
Kamenev and I [Zinoviev]—decided not to tell you about it for the time 
being ... for the obvious reason that... we did not want to upset you. But 
these are all small matters. The essential point is that there is no llyich now. 
The Secretariat of the Central Committee (with no disrespect to you) in 
practice decides everything. Collaboration on an equal footing is impossible 
with our present setup. Hence our efforts to find a better form of 
collaboration. We do not doubt for a minute that we shall come to an 
arrangement.” 

They still lived in hope that he would voluntarily give up the machine he 
had created. How this must have amused him. 

But one thing may have worried him. They thought that “there is no llyich 
now”: he was horrified to see Lenin recovering! 

Krupskaya observed, “From July he started recovering rapidly, he was 
soon able not only to sit up but even to walk, with the aid of a cane... and 
his speech began to come back to him—in October, as it happened.” 

Another event in October must have come as a great shock to Stalin: Lenin 
put in an appearance in Moscow. But as soon as he returned to Nizhny 
Novgorod the nightmare began again. His recovery was cut short, and 
Lenin began to die. Can something have happened during his visit to 
Moscow? 

 

A KREMLIN MYSTERY 

“One fine morning,” Krupskaya wrote, “he went to the garage unaided, got 
into the car and insisted on being driven to Moscow... When he got there 
he went round all the rooms, called at his office, looked in on Sovnarkom, 
sorted out his copybooks, collected three volumes of Hegel,... and then 
decided to go for a ride round the city. Next day he was in a hurry to get 



back to Nizhny Novgorod. Moscow wasn’t mentioned again.” 

But there was someone else in the car with him besides his faithful wife. 
Maria Ulyanova accompanied them. Krupskaya’s failure to mention it is 
not due to mere forgetfulness. 

N. Valentinov, of whom we have heard before, has published a story 
attributed to Maria Ulyanova: “All the way from Nizhny Novgorod Lenin 
kept hurrying the driver up... After looking in at his office in Sovnarkom 
Lenin went to his apartment. He spent a long time searching for 
something there. He got extremely annoyed about it, and went into 
convulsions... Maria told the doctor about it when she arrived... 
Krupskaya called the doctor in afterward and said: V.I. is sick. He may have 
a somewhat distorted view of things. I don’t want the rumor to get around 
that letters or documents have been stolen from him. A rumor of that sort 
can only cause great unpleasantness. Please forget everything that Maria 
Ilyinishna said to you... she joins me in this request.’” But what was it 
Lenin was looking for in his office? 

Lenin’s “Letter to the Congress” leaves us with a distinct impression that 
something is left unsaid. For instance, Lenin writes to the Congress about 
Stalin’s “immense power,” and expresses his apprehension that he will not 
always “use it cautiously enough.” Should Stalin, then, be relieved of his 
post? Lenin makes no such suggestion. What is more, as if to demonstrate 
that there is no one to replace Stalin, he gives unflattering character 
sketches of other Party leaders. So he is not to be removed? What then 
should be done? All that is needed, apparently, is to enlarge the 
membership of the Central Committee by bringing in more workers. Are 
these workers supposed to curb the lust for power of Stalin and the other 
Party bosses? Can Lenin really have been so naive? After Stalin’s rudeness 
to Krupskaya Lenin added another paragraph in which he now demanded 
Stalin’s “transfer from the post of Gensek.” Did he leave it at that, with no 
recommendation for a replacement? No name mentioned? That could 
cause chaos. A Leader cannot leave his Party without precise instructions. 
They must have been there. But where are they now? 

With all his political experience Lenin was bound to realize that a letter 
containing such demeaning descriptions of all his heirs might simply 
never reach the Party. It would unite them in the wish to suppress it. 
(That, incidentally, is what actually happened. When the American 



Communist Max Eastman once mentioned it, Trotsky promptly declared 
that no such letter existed.) 

Another strange thing: of all those mentioned in the letter Stalin appears 
in the most favorable light. He is the one Lenin accuses of rudeness and 
intolerance, but that was never regarded as a fault in the proletarian party. 
And the postscript calling for Stalin’s transfer could be regarded as an 
emotional outburst, the result of Stalin’s clash with Krupr skaya. Surely a 
brilliant journalist like Lenin could not fail to realize all this if he had been 
eager to remove Stalin. So where does that leave us? 

The most likely explanation is that the text that has come down to us is 
only part of the letter and that the expert conspirator Lenin deliberately 
left this variant in the Secretariat, allowing for the unreliability of the 
office staff, and for Koba’s hyperactivity. This text was meant for Koba-
Stalin. 

Was there then, another, fuller, text? If so, he might have kept it in a 
secret place in his Kremlin office. Possibly his proposals to the Congress 
were also there. Was there a recommendation, for example, to replace the 
Gensek with a triumvirate of secretaries—Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Stalin? A 
proposal which would reduce Stalin’s influence to nothing? 

It may be that a story told by Annenkov, the artist, shows traces of this 
full text. After Lenin’s death the artist, working in the Lenin Institute, saw 
there a jar containing the Leader’s brain. He was astonished to find that 
one of the cerebral hemispheres was healthy, and of normal weight, while 
the other seemed to be hanging by a thread and was shriveled, no bigger 
than a walnut. He also saw in the institute rough drafts of Lenin’s last 
writings, which utterly amazed him. These were Lenin’s recommendations 
on ways of deceiving “deaf-mutes”— the name used here for Western 
European capitalists. Annenkov reproduces them in his own words: “In 
their pursuit of profit the capitalists of the whole world will want to 
conquer the Soviet market. Blinded by their greed for gain they will be 
ready to close their eyes to our activities, to turn themselves into deaf-
mutes. As a result we shall obtain from them the goods and the money to 
create an army. Their capital will raise it to the level of perfection. For a 
future victorious attack on our own creditors. We will make the deaf-
mutes work for their own destruction, but to do so we must first do a 
thorough job of turning them into deaf-mutes.” This was followed by a 



plan in outline: NEP, the fictitious separation of Party and government, 
reestablishment of relations with all countries, do everything possible to 
make the deaf-mutes believe, etc. 

Lenin’s intention in visiting his Kremlin office was to check the full text of 
his “Letter to the Congress.” But the Gensek too was an experienced 
conspirator. He had anticipated something of the sort, and had already 
checked the office himself. The text had vanished. Hence, obviously, the 
unhappy Leader’s seizure. The last lines of a note written by 

Maria Ulyanova shortly before she died read as follows: “V.I. valued Stalin 
as a practical worker, but thought it essential to find some means of 
restraining his idiosyncrasies and his oddities, on account of which he 
thought that Stalin should be removed from the post of Gensek. He said 
so specifically in his political testament, which never reached the Party, 
but I will deal with that on another occasion.” 

There was no other occasion. Maria died soon after. Or was there? Did she 
write later about the missing testament? And did Ulyanova pay for the 
“other occasion” with her life? 
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THE END OF THE  

OCTOBER LEADERS 

 

 

 

TROTSKY ATTACKS 

Trotsky realized the full horror of the dying Leader’s legacy. The secret 
resolution forbidding factionalism, ordered by Lenin and adopted at the 
Tenth Party Congress in 1921, made it possible for Trotsky’s enemies to 
shut his mouth at any time. All they needed was a simple majority, and 
that was provided for: the Gensek had organized it in advance. In a letter 
to the Central Committee, yesterday’s champion of the toughest methods 
possible now called for Party democracy. At the same time, a letter re-
peating Trotsky’s demands for democracy and signed by forty-six 
prominent Party members was sent to the Central Committee. Among 
these latter-day supporters of democracy was Alexander Beloborodov, 
former Party boss of the Red Urals, who had organized the execution of 
the tsar and his family at Ekaterinburg, and was now Dzherzhinsky’s 
deputy in the bloody Cheka. Other equally ruthless Bolsheviks had also 
signed the letter. In his reply the Gensek ridiculed them: “In the ranks of 
the opposition we find such comrades as Comrade Beloborodov, whose 
democratism lingers on in the memories of Russian workers, Rozengoltz, 
whose democratism did little for the health of workers on our waterways 
and railroads, Pyatakov, whose democratism had the Donbas not just 
crying out but howling.” He went through the whole list of signatories, 
recalling the bloody deeds of which they had so recently been guilty. 

But his allies in the triumvirate were frightened and unsure of themselves. 
Knowing how they feared Trotsky, he met them halfway, and at the same 
time took the wind out of Trotsky’s sails, with promises to follow the 



Party’s electoral traditions, and other fine words. He had, however, 
studied Lev closely enough to know that concessions would only whet his 
appetite. Sure enough, the “permanently inflamed Lev Davidovich,” as his 
enemies laughingly called him, sent Pravda an article entitled “A New 
Course,” repeating his denunciation: “Leadership is degenerating into 
mere command. We must put an end to this old course and adopt a New 
Course. The degeneration of our old guard (i.e., Stalin, Zinoviev, Kamenev, 
etc.) is not precluded. We must look to the young.” Trotsky had thereby 
compelled Stalin’s timorous comrades-in-arms to join the fight. 

Kamenev and Zinoviev were not long in replying. Bukharin also spoke out: 
“Bolshevism always did, and still does, value the apparat.” Heated 
discussion followed. “The Party was in a fever. Debates went on night after 
night, all night long,” Zinoviev wrote later. The country read the 
newspapers with astonishment: the Party which had constantly stressed 
its unity was torn by controversy over the need for democracy in the Party, 
while a country crushed by terror looked on. (My father and his friends, as 
he often told me, were sure that all these debates were a cunning farce, to 
be followed by new calamities for the intelligentsia.) 

To the delight of his allies, Stalin demonstrated for the first time the 
strength of the apparat he had created. A Party conference, the first or-
ganized by him, was held in January 1924. It was unsparing in its con-
demnation of Trotsky and the opposition, and it decided that the secret 
resolution (Lenin’s resolution) “on expulsion from the Party for factional 
activity” should be made public for the first time. Trotsky had always acted 
alone: in 1917 he had been able to make use of an organization created by 
Lenin. His calculation now was that he could take the conference by 
storm. But this was the twentieth century: the age of individuals was over. 

 

DEATH AND DEIFICATION: THE IMPERISHABLE GOD 

By October the previous year Lenin had given up the struggle and was 
rapidly sinking. The Leader who had once been such a brilliant seminarist 
devised an unprecedented propaganda campaign which might have been 
called “Departure of the Messiah.” Stalin had taken the measure of this 
country long ago. Under the Romanovs, during the Revolution, in the past 
and in the future, it was forever looking for a god and tsar. (We shall hear 
his own formulation of this idea later.) He decided to present it with a new 



god, in place of the one overthrown by the Bolsheviks. An atheist Messiah, 
the God Lenin. 

In the autumn months he was already planning the “Ascension.” He sent 
delegations to Nizhny Novgorod. Ritual farewells to the Messiah were 
instituted: representatives of the toiling masses vowed to the departing 
God that they would continue his immortal work. Representatives of the 
heroic Red army made their farewells. Lenin was enrolled for all eternity 
as an honorary Red army man, and presented with a bundle containing his 
uniform. In November the half-dead Lenin had to receive the proletariat 
as represented by a delegation from the Glukhov factory. An old workman 
delivered greetings which were also an epitaph: “I am a blacksmith... We 
shall forge all that you have designed.” 

Lenin still had several months to live when the Gensek first spoke about 
his funeral in the Politburo: “I learn that this question is also a matter of 
great concern to some of our provincial comrades.” He went on to report a 
surprising request made by those comrades: “Do not bury Vladimir Ilyich. 
It is essential that Ilyich remains physically with us.” Trotsky, who was 
present, realized that Stalin intended to transform the atheist Ulyanov 
into a sacred relic to be worshiped by the faithful. Molotov recalls that 
“Krupskaya was against it, but we did it by decision of the Central 
Committee. Stalin insisted.” He had his way and produced an imperishable 
Marxist god. 

He had thought of everything. When the death of the God was imminent, 
doctors advised the ailing Trotsky to take a cure at Sukhumi. After Lev’s 
departure Stalin saw to it that none of the remaining leaders visited Lenin, 
in case one of them turned up at the Messiah’s bedside at the very 
moment when he began withdrawing into eternity, and turned the dying 
man’s mumblings into “last words” to suit himself. 

But it happened just as he feared. Bukharin, who was receiving medical 
treatment right there in Nizhny Novgorod, appeared at Lenin’s bedside. 
He described that “when I rushed into Ilyich’s room ... he heaved one last 
sigh. His head fell backward, his face was terribly pale, I could hear a 
hoarse gurgle, his arms went slack.” 

Stalin corrected Bukharin’s mistake, simply wiped him out of the deathbed 
scene, transferred him from Nizhny Novgorod to Moscow. As a result, 
Zinoviev was shortly writing in an article that “Ilyich had died... An hour 



later we were on our way to Nizhny Novgorod where Ilyich was already 
lying dead—Bukharin, Tomsky, Kalinin, Stalin, Kamenev, and I.” 

Trotsky would later speak of “Stalin’s poison.” But this is irrelevant. 
Professor V. Shklovsky, son of the eminent physician M. Shklovsky, found 
in his father’s records the testimony (originally meant to be destroyed) of 
V. Osipov, one of the senior doctors attending Lenin, and the speech 
therapist S. Dobrogayev. We read in particular that “the final diagnosis 
dismisses the stories of the syphilitic character of Lenin’s disease, or of 
arsenic poisoning. It was atherosclerosis, mainly affecting the cerebral 
blood vessels. The calcium deposit was so thick that during dissection the 
tweezers made a noise as if they were rapping on stone. Lenin’s parents 
also died of this disease.” But the story that Lenin had been poisoned 
would never die. Stalin killed too many others for anyone to believe that 
he had not also sent his most dangerous enemy to the grave. 

While preparations were being made for Lenin’s funeral, a telegram was 
sent to Trotsky: “Funeral takes place on Saturday, you cannot get here in 
time. The Politburo thinks that the state of your health makes it essential 
for you to go to Sukhumi. Stalin.” 

In fact the funeral had been postponed until Sunday. But Stalin was not 
simply lying. Where there is a god there are loyal and disloyal disciples. 
The disloyal, who have insulted the Messiah in his lifetime, must not be 
present at his obsequies. 

Stalin devised a grandiose plan for the God’s funeral. The arrival of the 
Body by train was a solemn ceremony in itself (the compartment which 
held the sacred remains and the locomotive which pulled it would be 
stationed forever in a building clad in granite and marble). The loyal 
disciples devotedly bore the precious Body from the station across 
Moscow to the Hall of Columns of the House of Unions. Few of those 
helping to carry the Lord’s coffin would survive. 

At 7:00 P.M. the public were admitted to the Hall of Columns. The God 
Lenin lay there in his khaki tunic. And Stalin, also wearing a tunic, kept 
vigil over him. People filed past all night long. The frost was incredible, 
and bonfires were lit. There was a frozen mist; people were wreathed in 
the steam of their own breath. 

The Body had been embalmed on the morning of January 22. It was a 



temporary job, done so that the Messiah could lie in state in the Hall of 
Columns for several days. But Stalin had thought up a fantastic scheme: 
he would show that the Bolsheviks could conquer even death. The God 
would be imperishable. Thousands of telegrams from workers called for 
postponement of the funeral. In response to the wishes of them and 
millions of others, the Kremlin announced: “It has been decided to 
preserve the coffin with Lenin’s body in a special Mausoleum on Red 
Square near the Kremlin wall.” Simultaneously, “at the request of the 
workers of Petrograd” the capital of the Romanov empire was renamed 
Leningrad. 

By the end of January a wooden mausoleum designed by A. Shchusev had 
been erected over the coffin. Stalin meanwhile was working out the details 
of the new cult. “Red corners” in honor of Lenin would be set up all over 
the country. At one time the “red corner” was where the icons were hung 
in a peasant hut. Now portraits of the God Lenin would hang there. 

Behind the closed doors of the Mausoleum Stalin’s unprecedented idea 
was already being realized. When experts declared that contemporary 
science lacked the means of preserving a body for any considerable length 
of time, other experts were found. The anatomist Vladimir Vorobyov and 
the young biochemist Boris Zbarsky undertook to embalm the body as 
required. 

The scientists worked day and night, and Stalin himself went down into 
the Mausoleum several times. He obtained a result in time for the 
Thirteenth Congress in May. Kamenev, presiding, announced on the 
second day that after the morning session delegates would be able to see 
Lenin in his new immortal guise. They were stunned. Asked by Zbarsky 
whether “the likeness has been preserved,” Lenin’s brother said, “I can’t 
say anything, I’m overcome. He’s lying there looking just as he did when I 
saw him after he died.” Thus, Stalin’s present to the first Congress held 
without Lenin was—Lenin. 

When he had created an empire, he would rebuild the wretched little 
wooden Mausoleum in marble, porphyry, and labradorite, with columns of 
different kinds of granite. Such would be made the dwelling place of the 
imperishable God, his holiest shrine in the atheist empire. Krupskaya, 
when she lived in the Kremlin complex, often went down into the 
Mausoleum. Zbarsky tells us that “six months or so before she died she 



visited the Mausoleum. She stared for a long time, and then said ‘he’s just 
the same, and I’m getting so old.’” 

In the West, not everybody believed in the “ever-living” Lenin. They 
alleged that the figure lying in the Mausoleum was a wax doll. So Stalin 
arranged in the thirties for a group of Western journalists to be shown the 
relics worshiped by Bolsheviks. Lenin’s biographer, Louis Fischer, was one 
of their number. He has described how “Zbarsky opened the glass case 
containing the remains, and pinched Lenin’s nose. Then he turned his 
head to right and left. That was no wax doll. It was Lenin. The iconoclast 
had become a relic.” 

Stalin had given them their imperishable God. Next he must give them a 
tsar. 

 

GENERAL SECRETARY, Now AND FOREVER 

The Thirteenth Party Congress had arrived. Lenin’s “Letter to the 
Congress” was to be read there. On the eve of the Congress Krupskaya 
solemnly presented the Central Committee with certain sealed packets. 

Emelyan Yaroslavsky recalled that “when these few pages written by Lenin 
were read to the members of the Central Committee the reaction was one 
of incomprehension and alarm.” It was true. The members of the Central 
Committee could not understand what Lenin wanted. Why was he abusing 
all the leaders, without suggesting any replacement? Why should Stalin be 
driven out of the Secretariat if all he could be reproached with was 
rudeness? Besides, they all knew that it was Lenin, not Stalin himself, who 
had “concentrated power” in the Gensek’s hands. It was all rather 
embarrassing because it seemed that the only reason for these attacks was 
that Ilyich’s wife had been offended. That Stalin was terrified of this letter, 
that he was saved by Kamenev, and so on, is mere legend. Kamenev spoke 
for everyone when he said that “our dear Ilyich’s sickness prevented him at 
times from being fair. And since Stalin has already confessed to the 
character faults noted by Lenin and will, of course, correct them, we 
should begin by accepting the possibility of leaving Stalin in the post of 
Secretary General.” And so, out of concern for Lenin’s reputation, it was 
resolved that these “sickbed documents” should not be reproduced. They 
would be read to each delegation separately. 



Stalin’s hand-picked Congress, with support from Kamenev and Zinoviev, 
swallowed the letter without difficulty. Trotsky remained silent. The 
Congress was followed by a plenary meeting of the Central Committee, to 
elect its General Secretary. This was where Stalin made one of his favorite 
moves. He offered his resignation: that was what the Messiah had wanted, 
and for him the will of the God Lenin was sacred. It happened exactly as 
he expected: they all—Trotsky, Kamenev, and Zinoviev, because they 
hated each other—voted unanimously that he should remain. So now he 
had become Gensek at their wish. From now on he could tell them all that 
“you got what you asked for!” 

On January 31, 1924, he had announced the “Leninist draft”—a mass 
recruiting drive to enlarge the Party. It was as if the God Lenin was 
appealing to his people from the grave. The Party gained 240,000 new 
members. By 1930 almost 70 percent of Party members had joined during 
Stalin’s tenure as Gensek. He was preparing the Party for the game he 
meant to play. 

 

TROTSKY OUTMANEUVERED 

“Lessons of October,” Trotsky titled his crucial new article. In it he 
disingenuously lauded the departed God Lenin for resurrecting his, 
Trotsky’s, theory of permanent revolution, harnessing an inert Party, 
and—together with Trotsky—leading it to victory, despite the craven be-
havior of Zinoviev and Kamenev. This was yet another reminder that he, 
Trotsky, was the October leader, that Zinoviev and Kamenev were cow-
ards, that Stalin was simply irrelevant, and further that the Party had al-
ways been inert. The implication was obvious: why should anyone submit 
to the Party majority? 

This was suicide. Zinoviev and Kamenev immediately fell upon the 
weakened Trotsky, and Stalin joined in the chorus of outrage. Forgetting 
his previous utterances, Stalin coolly asserted that “Comrade Trotsky did 
not, and could not, play any special part either in the Party or in the 
October Revolution.” He had learned it from Lenin, of course: to the 
Leader, all things are permitted. This was the beginning of a campaign to 
separate Lev from the Messiah. Trotsky’s disagreements with the God 
Lenin were harped on endlessly. Trotsky agreed that he had come to Lenin 
struggling, but asserted that ultimately he had come over to him fully and 



completely. He was the former sinner who had become the apostle Paul. 
The others had now to show that his conversion was not genuine. Stalin 
drew the chief ideologist, Bukharin, into the fight, and he found new and 
deadly ammunition in Lenin’s last articles. 

Lenin had in the past often asserted that a socialist society could not be 
constructed in a single country, and Trotsky, following his lead, had often 
repeated this “elementary Marxist truth.” Now here was Bukharin 
triumphantly quoting Lenin’s last article, “On Cooperation,” in which he 
said, “All the conditions for building socialism already exist in Russia.” 
This was by no means all that Bukharin found in Lenin’s last articles. 
Lenin, he also pointed out, spoke of an alliance with the peasants, whereas 
Trotsky was still repeating Lenin’s earlier belief that clashes with this 
hostile class were inevitable. Trotsky could not argue that Lenin’s last 
articles were merely a maneuver, that they were written in the context of 
the temporary New Economic Policy, to deceive the “deaf-mutes.” The God 
could not, of course, be guilty of low cunning. Thus, the “ever-living” Ilyich 
reached out from his Mausoleum to finish off his eternal friend-and-
enemy. 

Zinoviev and Kamenev moved at a plenary meeting of the Central 
Committee that Trotsky should be expelled from the Party—only to be 
opposed by Stalin. To the amazement of his allies, who wanted blood, 
Stalin persuaded the Central Committee not to expel Trotsky, nor even to 
remove him from the Politburo. They did not realize that the game was 
still in its opening stage. It was not yet time to remove a once powerful 
piece from the board. On the contrary, it would soon be their turn to leave 
the board, while Trotsky, who hated them, might prove useful to the 
Gensek in dealing with the “victors”—for that was how these foolish 
fellows now thought of themselves. But while leaving Lev in the Politburo 
he clipped his claws. Trotsky lost his post as chairman of the 
Revolutionary Military Council: the founder of the Red army was removed 
from the army. A letter from P. A. Koloskov reads in part: 

 

Bazhanov, Stalin’s secretary at the time, who later escaped to the West, 
correctly describes Trotsky’s finale. My father told the same story... 
Trotsky made a thunderous speech. And rushed towards the exit. He 
intended to slam the door as he left. But the session was taking place in 



the Throne Room of the Kremlin Palace. The door was, as it happened, too 
heavy. Some doors can’t be slammed. The wretched fellow ended up 
wrestling with the door handle... But it wasn’t all one big joke. The day be-
fore, Trotsky’s supporters had put it to him that while he was still in 
charge of the army he should have Stalin, Zinoviev, etc. arrested as traitors 
to the Revolution. This was in the evening. Night fell, and there was still 
no answer from Trotsky. By then the other camp knew all about it. It was a 
night of acute anxiety. Koba sat in a corner sucking his pipe, then 
suddenly vanished. Zinoviev, in hysterics, sent people to look for him. He 
was nowhere to be found. At dawn Trotsky told his associates that he 
would not do it. He could not let the Party accuse him of that most terrible 
of sins for a revolutionary—Bonapartism. The Party’s major dogma was 
that all political activity outside the Party was counterrevolutionary. An 
appeal to the people or the army would lead to the creation of a new 
Napoleon and ruin the Party. The freedom-loving Trotsky was also the 
supreme dogmatist. He was like the wolf who would sooner face a bullet 
than run past the red flags. Koba reappeared next morning as suddenly as 
he had vanished. 

 

His next moves were made quickly. M. Frunze was put in charge of the 
army. A prominent Civil War commander, Frunze was not Stalin’s man, 
which was why Zinoviev and Kamenev supported his appointment. 
Frunze was given the task of reorganizing the army. Of the old unruly 
army only the officers and NCOs were retained. The new army was drawn 
from the peasant youth called up in the autumn. Once that was done, 
Frunze developed an ulcer, and when his condition became acute a 
dubious operation was performed on him, by order of the Politburo. He 
died on the operating table, and his wife, convinced that he had been 
murdered, committed suicide. Stalin’s loyal servant Klim Voroshilov was 
now put in charge of the Red army. The maneuver paid off. Voroshilov, 
who looked like a florid counter-jumper, hated the brilliant Tukhachevsky, 
whom some people, greatly daring, called Napoleon. War between them 
was inevitable, but then again, Voroshilov also hated Trotsky and was not 
likely to forget his humiliation at Tsaritsyn. So what lay ahead was a 
ruthless purge of Trotskyists in the army. Stalin had appointed the right 
man. 

 



THE RIGHT Is RIGHT... FOR THE MOMENT 

It was now Zinoviev’s and Kamenev’s turn. Stalin made the last remaining 
leader, Bukharin, his ally. Bukharin was now at the head of a faction 
known in the Party as “rightist.” He and his associates, the Trades Union 
chief Tomsky and the chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars, 
Rykov, were in favor of prolonging NEP and of the alliance with the middle 
peasantry, and against collectivization, against suerindustrialization, 
against war on the kulak. In short, they favored unhurried, peaceful 
development. Bukharin quoted copiously from Lenin’s last articles: 
everything now had to be reinforced with quotations from the God. 
Bukharin’s enemies, however, could produce plenty of quotations 
contradicting him, also from the God. 

On April 14, 1925, Pravda published an article by Bukharin with a slogan 
addressed to the peasants: “Enrich yourselves, develop your holdings. And 
don’t worry that they may be taken away from you.” The country sighed 
with relief. With Trotsky’s fall things were obviously beginning to change 
for the better. 

Old Party members were flabbergasted by Bukharin’s slogan. A rich 
peasant! This was a knockout blow to Utopia. Kamenev asked Stalin for an 
explanation. Stalin puffed at his pipe enigmatically and said nothing. 
Zinoviev and Kamenev decided that it was time to call Bukharin to order. 
By destroying Bukharin they would give Stalin a bit of a scare. He had 
lured this foolish pair out into the open: they now spent all their time 
sniping at Bukharin, while Stalin remained silent. Waiting. The 

decisive battle was joined at the Fourteenth Congress in December 1925. 
Zinoviev declared, “There exists within the Party a most dangerous right 
deviation. It lies in the underestimation of the danger from the kulak—
the rural capitalist. The kulak, uniting with the urban capitalists, the NEP 
men, and the bourgeois intelligentsia will devour the Party and the 
Revolution.” 

Stalin would reproduce Zinoviev’s thoughts almost word for word some 
years later, when he himself was ready to destroy Bukharin and the other 
right-wingers. But now it was the turn of Zinoviev and Kamenev. For the 
time being he passionately defended Bukharin: “You want Bukharin’s 
blood? We shall not let you have his blood.” 



Bukharin would recall these words as he went to his death thirteen years 
later. But one of Stalin’s rejoinders augured ill for the rightists: “But if you 
ask Communists what the Party most wants, I think 99 Communists out 
of 100 would say that the Party wants above all to hear the slogan ‘Beat 
the kulak.’” Although he was defending Bukharin, he knew very well that 
the Party was eager to continue the revolution and to have done with the 
hated capitalists and the hated NEP—that betrayal of the Great Utopia. 
Even then, as he thought over his future moves, he had no doubt that the 
Party would applaud him when the time came to deal with the rightists. 
Meanwhile, history was repeating itself in a most amusing way: the 
ruthless sanctions which Zinoviev and Kamenev had tried to invoke 
against Trotsky were now invoked against them by the hyperintellectual 
Bukharin. 

From start to finish the proceedings of the Fourteenth Congress had a 
surprising accompaniment. When Lenin had dismissed the Constituent 
Assembly organized uproar had been one of his ploys. Stalin now made 
use of this example. Kamenev tried in vain to shout above the noise of a 
frenzied audience: “You will not force me to be silent, however loudly a 
small group of comrades may shout... Stalin cannot play the part of unifier 
of the Bolshevik general staff. We are against one-man rule, against the 
creation of a Leader!” To which the whole hall yelled in reply: “Untrue! 
Rubbish! We want Stalin! Stalin!” The stenographic record is one 
continuous “voice from the hall,” supposedly personifying the people, 
identified here with the lower levels of the Party. 

Koba’s handpicked Congress was not merely obedient. The delegates no 
longer believed in the sincerity of those arguing on the platform. 
Yesterday Zinoviev and Kamenev had joined Stalin in attacking Trotsky, 
today Zinoviev and Kamenev sided with Trotsky against Stalin. The 
Leningrad dictator, bloodstained Zinoviev, now demanding democracy, 
made just as strange a spectacle as the dictator Trotsky calling for 
democracy. The shrewd Mikoyan summed it up neatly: “When Zinoviev 
has a majority he is in favor of iron discipline, when he hasn’t he is against 
it.” The delegates knew by now that this was all merely a struggle for 
power. Ideas no longer mattered. So they eagerly demonstrated their 
support of Koba: there might at least be some career advantage in it. 

Krupskaya, however, tried to retain her independence, and came out in 
support of Zinoviev and Kamenev. The majority, she said, was not always 



in the right, witness Lenin’s defeat at the Stockholm Congress. Stalin 
politely contradicted her on the platform—and less politely in the lobbies. 
Molotov remembered Stalin saying about her that “she may use the same 
lavatory as Lenin, but that doesn’t mean she knows anything about 
Leninism.” 

On the platform, however, he was the embodiment of peaceable-ness and 
moderation: “Methods such as amputation and bloodletting are infectious. 
If we chop off one person today, another tomorrow... what will be left of 
our Party?” kindly, tolerant Stalin asked the Fourteenth Party Congress. 
He cited the resolution drafted by Lenin for the Tenth Congress, which 
spoke of measures against splitters up to and including expulsion, and his 
furious audience demanded their immediate application. His reply was, 
“Wait a while, comrades, don’t be in such a hurry.” He had staged this 
spectacle, and for the present the role he had chosen for himself was to 
pacify his audience, to play the wise, calm, anything but bloodthirsty 
leader. 

Zinoviev and Kamenev were condemned by the Congress. It was total 
defeat—559 votes against them, 65 for, to the novel accompaniment of 
approving shouts, as Stalin’s tame Congress drew to its close. His new-
fangled system of selecting delegates had worked splendidly. 

Bukharin and his rightist sympathizers, happy that they had defeated 
their enemies, all praised this system. Just as Kamenev and Zinoviev had 
recently praised it after defeating their enemy Trotsky at the previous 
Congress. 

The rightists did not realize what lay ahead, nor did Kamenev and 
Zinoviev. Only later the rules of the game would become clear: one of 
them was that Stalin shared power with different people and factions each 
time. But only from one Congress to the next. For one move at a time. 
Trotsky had taken no part in these latest polemics. He looked on 
sardonically while Stalin deftly rammed the fool’s cap marked “opposi-
tionist” on the heads of his allies of yesterday. 

Trotsky now sat through Party meetings pointedly reading French novels. 

 



“KNOCK THEIR TEETH OUT” 

At this Congress Stalin was singled out for the first time from the other 
members of the Politburo. His name no longer appeared in alphabetical 
order. He had removed Kamenev from his post as chairman of the Council 
of Labor and Defense. He now had a stable majority in the Politburo. The 
new members—Voroshilov, Molotov, and Kalinin—were his obedient 
servants. He mercifully left Zinoviev in place for the time being, but took 
the precaution of drawing his teeth: Zinoviev lost control of the dangerous 
city of Leningrad, and his supporters were ruthlessly expelled from the 
local leadership. The purge was directed by the new Leningrad boss, Sergei 
Kirov (Party pseudonym of the worker Kostrikov). Kirov was an effective 
organizer, with no experience of intrigue, a modest, efficient provincial. 
And efficient people were what the times called for. Kirov had won back 
the Caucasus for the Bolsheviks, and had tracked down Stalin’s son Yakov 
in Georgia. Stalin was friends with Kirov. (I have seen only one 
affectionate inscription in Stalin’s hand, and that was in a book presented 
to Kirov: “To my friend and favorite brother from the author.” He wrote to 
no one else in such terms.) 

He also left Trotsky in the Politburo. He still had to accustom the Party to 
the new position of yesterday’s leaders. To this end the dread epithet 
“factionalist” would soon be regularly attached to their names. 

For the present he appointed Trotsky to a relatively unimportant post in 
the Supreme Economic Council. The rumor current in Moscow was that he 
intended to make Lev head of the council in the near future. Trotsky let 
himself be influenced by this rumor, and bided his time. But nothing 
happened, and he finally realized that Stalin had made a fool of him. 
Throughout 1926 he was ill. It was a nervous disorder. His friend Joffe, 
formerly ambassador to Germany, made use of his connections to arrange 
medical treatment for Trotsky in that country. He left Moscow. 

Stalin had also departed, for a holiday in Sochi, leaving Moscow in 
Molotov’s hands. It was during this period that Molotov became his 
faithful shadow, as Koba had once been to Lenin. “Stone Arse” now wrote 
to him in Sochi almost every day. Every step the demoted leaders took was 
monitored by the GPU, and reported immediately in Molotov’s letters. 

He was a strange figure as he walked around Sochi in a white cotton suit, 
with his white trousers tucked into black jackboots. He explained to the 



loyal henchmen on holiday with him that the boots were “very convenient. 
That way you can give certain comrades a kick in their ugly mugs that’ll 
knock their teeth out.” This wasn’t just a stupid joke. 

One day he received startling news. And he prepared to knock out each 
and every tooth his enemies had left. 

It turned out that Trotsky had returned from his cure in much better 
health and eager to “dispel the political shadows.” Zinoviev and Kamenev 
had got to know of it, and approached him, offering an alliance. With the 
man they had so often betrayed, so often traduced! Like many others born 
in Russia, they suffered from the peculiarly Russian disease of naive 
romanticism. They believed that the three of them had only to appear 
together and the Party would immediately remember the heroic past and 
fall in behind its former leaders. They refused to see that the membership 
had long been eating out of the new potentate’s hand, that the 
overwhelming majority of the bureaucrats who now managed the Party 
had been installed by Stalin, and that in any case the country had no wish 
at all to see the bloodstained ideas of the Revolution resurrected. 
Realistically, they could command the support of a mere handful of ide-
alistic young Party fanatics. To attack with such forces would be suicide. 
Stalin was nonetheless certain that they would attack. The injured aris-
tocratic pride of these ex-leaders would prevail. 

While he waited he planned the “kicks to the face” in a series of letters: 

 

June 25. To Molotov, Rykov, Bukharin, and other friends... Zinoviev’s 
group is now the inspiration of all schismatics... This role has devolved 
upon their group because (a) it is more familiar with our methods than 
any other group. [As they might well be, since they had only recently 
joined in his effort to destroy Trotsky] And (b) their group is on the whole 
stronger than others because it has in its hands the Comintern, which is a 
serious force. Our blow must be aimed specifically at this group. To unite 
Zinoviev and Trotsky in the same camp would be premature and at 
present strategically unsound. It is better to defeat them separately. 

 

August 30, 1926. Greetings, Molotov. The way things are going we cannot 



avoid... removing Grigori [Zinoviev] from Comintern... Is the People’s 
Commissariat of Foreign Affairs working to find a post for Kamenev? 

 

And so the fate of Zinoviev and Kamenev was decided. Kamenev would be 
packed off with an ambassadorship. Eminent Bolsheviks who had once 
been Lenin’s comrades-in-arms and were now “oppositionists” were 
dispatched to the overfed bourgeois world; in effect, into exile. To Berlin, 
N. Krestinsky, former secretary of the Central Committee and member of 
the Politburo; to Prague, the Trotskyist Antonov-Ovseenko, who in his day 
had announced the overthrow of the Provisional Government; to Paris, K. 
Rakovsky onetime head of the Ukrainian government, accompanied by 
other influential members of Lenin’s Central Committee, the Trotskyists 
Pyatakov and Preobrazhensky. Vienna, Argentina, Sweden, Persia ... he 
scattered his enemies over the face of the earth. Let them rest a while and 
enjoy life. Just for a little while. 

Meanwhile Krupskaya made another attempt to support Lenin’s former 
comrades-in-arms. 

On September 16, 1926, Stalin wrote Molotov: “Discussion with 
Krupskaya is at present not only inappropriate, but politically damaging. 
Krupskaya is a schismatic.” 

Back in Moscow, he warned Krupskaya jokingly that “if you carry on 
splitting the Party we’ll find Lenin a different widow.” And the man who 
would give the Party a new history, in which all the founding members of 
the Bolshevik Party would be depicted as its most vicious enemies, might 
have done just that. Krupskaya took fright, and remained frightened to 
the end of her life. Stalin would send her along to sit in on meetings of the 
Central Control Commission, where she would confirm the wildest 
fabrications against her husband’s former associates. 

 

A DESPERATE, DOOMED BATTLE 

That autumn, while he was still in the Caucasus, he learned that his wishes 
had been realized: the opposition was preparing for a desperate effort. On 
September 23, 1926, he wrote Molotov that if Trotsky had “gone raving 
mad” and meant to “stake everything on one last throw,” so much the 



worse for him. In October oppositionists spoke out in Party cells at 
factories, calling for a debate. But they lost their nerve almost 
immediately, and acknowledged that their action had been “a breach of 
discipline.” It was too late—Stalin was already hounding all those “Oc-
tober leaders” out of the Politburo. Zinoviev also ceased to manage the., 
Comintern. 

From that moment the opposition had nothing to lose. Battle was joined. 
A savage battle in which they were doomed. 

And so a year later, on the eve of the Fifteenth Party Congress, on the 
tenth anniversary of the October coup which he had organized, and in the 
state which he had founded, Trotsky was obliged to set up an underground 
press to print his program. He knew he would not be able to read it out at 
the Congress—the audience, obeying Stalin, would shout him down. The 
GPU, needless to say, knew what was afoot, and this was just what Stalin 
had been waiting for. The underground press became the excuse for the 
immediate expulsion of Trotsky’s supporters from the Party, and the 
arrest of many of them. Trotsky delivered his speech at a routine plenum 
of the Central Committee. His words were barely audible; he was 
interrupted by oaths and abuse, and the speech was accompanied 
throughout by cries of “Down with him!” “Get him out of here!” The same 
shouts drove Zinoviev from the platform. Stalin could be proud of himself. 
The system he had created was functioning with greater precision from 
one day to the next. 

The opposition then organized demonstrations in Moscow and Leningrad 
on November 7. These were the last two open demonstrations against the 
Stalinist regime. The GPU, of course, knew about them in advance but 
allowed them to take place. In Lenin’s Party submitting Party differences 
to the judgment of the crowd was considered the greatest of crimes. The 
opposition had signed their own sentence. And Stalin, of course, a brilliant 
organizer of demonstrations himself, was well prepared. 

On the morning of November 7 a small crowd, most of them students, 
moved toward Red Square, carrying banners with opposition slogans: “Let 
us direct our fire to the right—at the kulak and the NEP man,” “Long live 
the leaders of the World Revolution, Trotsky and Zinoviev.” The GPU did 
its work, and a handpicked “public” soon attached itself to the column. 
The procession reached Okhotny Ryad, not far from the Kremlin. Here the 



criminal appeal to the non-Party masses was to be made, from the balcony 
of the former Paris hotel. Stalin let them get on with it. Smilga and 
Preobrazhensky, both members of Lenin’s Central Committee, draped a 
streamer with the slogan “Back to Lenin” over the balcony. Those 
marching in support of the opposition shouted “Hurrah!” The “toilers” 
immediately “acted in protest,” blowing whistles supplied in advance, 
throwing tomatoes they just happened to be carrying. A group headed by 
the secretary of the district Party Committee, Ryutin, arrived by car and 
tried to break in through the locked door. At the same time a Red army 
soldier climbed the sheer wall to the balcony and tore down the slogan, to 
the laughter of the mob. Ryutin and his companions found a way into the 
building and began assaulting the oppositionists. Ultimately they would 
all perish: the beaten—Smilga and Preobrazhensky—and the beater—
Ryutin—alike. 

Meanwhile loud shouts of “Bash the oppositionists” were heard from the 
crowd, and, more loudly still, “Down with the Yid oppositionists.” Those 
demonstrating in favor of the opposition were first beaten up and then 
arrested. 

While all this was going on preparations were being made for a solemn 
meeting in the Bolshoi Theater to mark the tenth anniversary of the 
October Revolution. After the ceremonies the famous director Eisenstein 
was supposed to show his film October. He was not ready in time. G. 
Alexandrov, who was then Eisenstein’s assistant director, remembered: “At 
four Stalin came into the cutting room. He greeted us and said, ‘Is Trotsky 
in your picture?’ Eisenstein said, ‘Yes.’After viewing it Stalin said 
categorically that the picture must not be shown with Trotsky in it.” So the 
great director Eisenstein set to work excising from the film October the 
man who had been the father of October. 

On November 14 Trotsky and Zinoviev were expelled from the Party. A 
little later one hundred cinemas were simultaneously screening the 
revolutionary blockbuster October—minus Trotsky. Krupskaya warmly 
approved of it, and wrote in Pravda: “You feel that a new art has emerged 
and is already taking shape in our country. That art has a colossal future.” 
She was right. A new art had emerged. And Stalin would harness 
Eisenstein, and all the other geniuses of the medium, to its service. 

At the Fifteenth Congress in December, to the usual accompaniment from 



the hall of approval for himself and indignation with the opposition, he 
said: “We make one condition: the opposition must renounce its views 
openly and honestly before the whole world. It must stigmatize the errors 
which it has committed ... it must deliver up its cells to us, and make it 
possible for the Party to disband them completely. Either that, or let them 
quit the Party. If they won’t go quietly— we’ll chuck them out.” This 
triggered shouts of “Right!” and prolonged applause. 

He knew, of course, that all these former leaders were not yet ready to 
scourge themselves “before all the world” and “openly and honestly” hand 
over their supporters (the “cells”) to the GPU. But in this way hex obtained 
the right to “chuck them out.” The Congress confirmed the expulsion of 
Trotsky, Zinoviev, and seventy or so other oppositionists from the Party, 
including such notables as Pyatakov, Radek, and Smilga. Kamenev was 
expelled from the Central Committee. In that anniversary year he calmly 
drove almost all of the God Lenin’s henchmen out of the Party. Nor did he 
leave it at that. In speeches made by his allies, the oppositionists’ former 
comrades, there were interesting hints of further action. A. Rykov, for 
instance, proclaimed that “in the situation which the opposition was 
endeavoring to create ... we cannot, in my opinion, guarantee that in the 
very near future we shall not have to enlarge our prison population 
somewhat.” 

Shouting and clapping, his audience was preparing its own future. 

Speeches like that of Rykov enabled Stalin to go further and to do 
something which the former Kremlin boyars could never have expected. 
All those ex-members of the Central Committee—Radek, Smilga, 
Beloborodov, Muralov, Preobrazhensky, I. Smirnov—were banished, as in 
tsarist times. And as the above-mentioned Bolsheviks themselves had 
banished their former fellow revolutionaries, the SRs. 

The living symbol of world revolution, Lev Trotsky, was also banished. 
After the November demonstration he was evicted from his apartment in 
the Kremlin. While he looked for another, he stayed with his friend A. 
Beloborodov, the imperial family’s murderer. Trotsky’s banishment was 
carried out in the best tradition. First, Bukharin informed Trotsky by 
telephone of the decision to banish him. Trotsky, naturally, thought of 
organizing a demonstration for the day of his banishment. But Stalin had 
plans of his own. He instructed Bukharin to tell Lev that his departure had 



been postponed for two days. Then, the very next day, an “escort” arrived 
to take Lev to the station. Trotsky locked himself in his room, but, as 
Molotov described it, “Trotsky was carried out of his department. Two 
men carried him. One was my chief bodyguard Pogudil. He was a mighty 
boozer.” 

“They’re carrying Trotsky out!” his son was shouting, and ringing the 
doorbells of all the other apartments. None of those living in the building 
opened up. Stalin had them trained by now. They carried Trotsky 
downstairs to a waiting car without interference. On the station platform 
his son still kept shouting, appealing to the railroad employees: “Look! 
Look how they’re carrying Trotsky!” But the station was empty, and the 
railroad staff were unmoved. Trotsky had had his day. 

All those benighted semiliterate workers, introduced into the Party by the 
“Lenin draft,” sighed happily. No longer could it be said of their Party that 
“the Jews rule.” They were grateful to Stalin. Radek made a sour joke: 
“Moses led the Jews out of Egypt, Stalin led them out of the Politburo.” 

Zinoviev and Kamenev again took fright, and immediately recanted, 
publicly condemning their views as anti-Leninist. Zinoviev was reinstated 
in 1929. 

 

THE BEST PUPIL 

During the days of mourning for Lenin, Stalin, among others, made a 
speech. The former seminarist had not forgotten his homiletics. He spoke 
of the commandments bequeathed by the God Lenin, and vowed to carry 
them out. As indeed he did, in the shortest possible time. Lenin had 
intended to tame the rebellious old guard: Stalin made this an imperative. 
Lenin had adopted a menacing resolution on Party unity: Stalin made it an 
iron law. Indeed, he had every right to say: “I declare that the present 
regime in the Party is the exact expression of the regime which I was 
established in the Party under Lenin at the time of the Tenth and ‘ 
Eleventh Congresses.” 

What now lay ahead was the abandonment of NEP and the final 
pacification of the country. Russia was about to meet its new tsar. 

His mind turned to the future of a state that now belonged to him. Among 



his first steps were his attempts to lure back the great emigres. 
Approaches were made to Gorky. The eminent “Bard of the Proletariat” 
and “Stormy Petrel of the Revolution” had not accepted the October coup. 
He had branded his friend of yesterday, Lenin, as “an adventurer, prepared 
to betray the interests of the proletariat in the most shameful fashion.” 
Throughout 1918 his newspaper New Life had condemned Bolshevik 
terrorism. Koba had said of him that “the Russian Revolution has 
overthrown quite a few authorities, and we fear that the lost laurels of 
these great ones give Gorky sleepless nights, we fear that Gorky feels a 
fatal urge to join the has-beens—well, it’s up to him. The Revolution 
neither pities nor buries its dead.” 

But Gorky had been equally uncompromising, and written a play about the 
sordid aspects of the new regime. Zinoviev, as boss of Petrograd, repeated 
the treatment meted out to the writer by “accursed tsarism”: the play was 
banned, and Gorky’s apartment was searched. Zinoviev added a new 
wrinkle: he threatened to arrest people close to Gorky. But Gorky would 
not be put off. In New Life he wrote, “This is just what we expect from a 
regime which fears the light of publicity, is antidemocratic, tramples on 
basic civic rights... and sends punitive expeditionary forces against 
peasants.” Zinoviev closed the newspaper down, and Lenin had to advise 
the father of proletarian literature to remove himself from the first 
proletarian state. Gorky left Russia in 1922, ostensibly to seek medical 
treatment. But now that his archenemy Zinoviev had been driven out of 
Leningrad, Stalin’s orders were that Gorky should be persuaded to return. 
The homecoming of the “Stormy Petrel of the Revolution” would sanctify 
the advent of a new Leader. Stalin made the new chief of the secret police, 
Genrikh Yagoda, responsible for bringing Gorky back. 

Negotiations were going on simultaneously with another celebrity, one 
who had never belonged to the Party, the composer Sergei Prokofiev. The 
enticement of Prokofiev was also a GPU operation. In January 1927, after 
many changes of mind, Prokofiev decided to visit “Bolshevizia” with his 
wife. 

As soon as Prokofiev arrived in the country from Paris “a certain Zucker” 
was attached to him as his “constant companion.” This “employee of the 
Supreme Executive Committee” (as he described himself to Prokofiev) 
was, of course, a GPU agent. 



Prokofiev was taken to the best hotel, the Metropole. In his diary, the 
“naive person with gray eyes” (as his friends called him) wrote: “An 
enormous room with a delightful view of the Bolshoi Theater, but no bath, 
the water for washing yourself was in jugs... The crowd in the streets was 
good-natured—could these be the wild beasts who had so horrified the 
whole world? Hotel servants take tips, as they do everywhere, and are 
polite... Zucker spent the whole journey enthusiastically explaining the 
beneficial activities of his Party. It proved to be very interesting, and on a 
planetary scale.” 

The processing continued. Prokofiev was taken to a “special restaurant,” 
where the meal was “exceptionally tasty” and the service just as good. 
There were “grouse, marvelous whipped cream,” and “in general a host of 
forgotten Russian things.” When he entered the Conservatoire the 
orchestra welcomed him with a triumphal march. Back at the hotel he was 
handed a “letter of an erotic, and indeed demonic character... with 
telephone number enclosed” (the omniscient organization overlooked 
nothing). In the end, an old friend told him that “‘life here is impossible: 
you’re watched and spied on the whole time, it’s sheer torture... every 
sixth person is a spy.’” 

Zucker finally decided to show his complete confidence in Prokofiev by 
taking him along “as a guest” to the Kremlin. The company chosen for this 
occasion was as “intellectual” as could be arranged: a friend of Kamenev’s, 
Trotsky’s sister, Kamenev’s wife (Kamenev himself had by then been 
dispatched to Rome as ambassador). 

The Kamenevs still had quarters in the Kremlin. “Soldiers with rifles and 
bayonets gleaming in the sunshine guard the Kremlin,” Prokofiev noted. 
Zucker kept up a gushing commentary: the man who just passed us is a 
minister of something or other, this is where Lenin did this or that, look, 
the revolutionary poet Demyan Biedny lives here, “‘but living here can be 
very inconvenient,’ Zucker told me, ‘if you just want to invite somebody as 
a guest... there’s a lot of bother with passes...’We were taken to an 
enormous, comfortable room with magnificent armchairs and bookcases. 
We were shown in with a certain ceremony, there was an aura of 
deference, Olga Davidovna [Trotsky’s sister] seemed lively and pleasant... 
Later Litvinov (Deputy Commissar for Foreign Affairs) and his wife put in 
an appearance. They both announced that they loved music. Zucker 
tactfully hinted that it would be nice if I played something... The new 



revolutionary forces took their ease to the strains of my compositions.” 

The visit dragged on till after midnight, when they walked through the 
darkness to the car. “Litvinov’s wife carried her muddy shoes along the 
endless Kremlin corridors... ‘How I love this quiet Kremlin,’ she exclaimed. 
It was amusing, if you knew how turbulently active that very same 
Kremlin was in the world.” 

Both Zucker and Kamenev’s wife would be shot. 

But Prokofiev liked what he saw. He paid several subsequent visits to the 
USSR and eventually resettled there. Yagoda had succeeded. 
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RETURN TO REVOLUTION 

In those days many people still had the pre-Revolution habit of keeping 
diaries, most of which would vanish with their authors in the time of 
Terror. A few prudent people, my father among them, would burn their 
diaries for fear of arrest. So what little has trickled through time’s cruel 
sieve is doubly precious. 

This is from the diary of I. Schutz, a teacher of history: “In the provinces 
people spoke openly of famine. The peasants have instinctively devised a 
specific tactic which has spread everywhere. Their tactic is to keep their 
grain out of sight and they are such artists at concealment that look as he 
may no one will ever find it... Hence the startling news that in Odessa 
scouts are posted to look out for bread, and in the Caucasus, the country’s 
granary, restaurants offer ‘dinner with bread’ as if that was something 
miraculous.” 

He had set out to implement Bukharin’s policy of “alliance with the 
peasantry,” and the result was a shortage of bread. Once they felt 
themselves free the peasants simply refused to sell grain to the state at 
low prices. There was no food for the towns, and none for the army, which, 
although Europe was at peace, was steadily expanding. 

Stalin would shut himself up in his study, and pace the floor, sucking his 
pipe. The power was in his hands. His rivals for the leadership had been 
laid low. Bukharin—”Bukhkashka,” as the Party derisively called him—
was, of course, not a rival. For Stalin what he should do next was no longer 



a question. Later, when he was thinking over his disagreements with 
Stalin, Bukharin would recall an “economic” discussion they had back in 
1925. In the course of the discussion Stalin had said that if they gambled 
on NEP for long it would beget capitalism. 

For him, the wager on NEP was of course only a maneuver in the fight 
with Trotsky and Zinoviev. And a breathing space, as Lenin had willed it, 
while the Party gathered strength. The essential question was when this 
pause for breath should end. It must not be left too late. Stalin agreed 
completely with the ousted leftists that “NEP for a long time” would mean 
the end of the Soviet regime. 

Seventy years later the Gorbachev episode would prove yet again that a 
prison cannot be made self-financing. One-party rule cannot survive 
where someone has even minimal economic freedom. 

As he paced his study nerving himself to begin, he saw already the mirage 
of a unique country. One that united the Marxist economic Utopia of 
which they had dreamt in 1917 with a mighty state. There would be a 
single bank, a single economic plan, a peasantry organized in collective 
farms, and a pyramid of lesser leaders, all-powerful at their own level. At 
the top of the pyramid would be the Supreme Leader, his word instantly 
made flesh in the lesser leaders. There would be ruthless discipline, 
ruthless punishments. Gigantic resources would be concentrated in the 
hands of the state and the Leader. He would be able to create a huge 
industrial economy. And hence a huge army... And then, and then ... the 
Great Leninist Dream of World Revolution. “The head spins!” 

The forces to execute the great turn were already in place. He announced 
at the Fifteenth Party Congress that “guberniya and oblast committees 
have taken over the business of economic management.” The pyramid of 
leaders—provincial Party secretaries endowed with plenary powers—
which he had created, his Order of Sword Bearers, controlled the whole life 
of the country. He could turn things whichever way he chose. He knew 
how eager the Party was for the turnaround. It viewed Bukharin’s 
compliments to the petite bourgeoisie with contempt. The militants of the 
Party longed to hear again the favorite word of the Civil War—”Kill!” “Kill 
the kulak!” “Finish off the bourgeois!” The writer A. Vinogradov said in a 
letter to Gorky that “when the two children of a champion metalworker 
throw a schoolmate under a streetcar because he is a doctor’s son and 



their class enemy—it means that utterly inhuman elemental forces have 
been unleashed and are running riot.” 

These were the elemental forces of the Russian Revolution, and Stalin 
would reawaken them. He would revive the romanticism of October, the 
slogans of the revolutionary upsurge: “No compromise!” “Class war to the 
death!” To build a society like none ever seen before, in which there would 
be neither peasants nor shopkeepers nor petit bourgeois. 

In revolutionary battle dress he began building himself an empire. It 
gladdened him now to see the peasants withholding their grain. The 
specter of famine untied his hands. He uttered the call for which the Party 
was waiting. The bourgeois have forgotten the might of the Great 
Revolution. Very well, we’ll remind them that the Revolution goes on! 

Decrees on the forcible confiscation of grain, like those of years gone by, 
were drafted once more. Squads of factory workers and Cheka agents went 
once more from village to village. Stalin chased his comrades-in-arms out 
of their offices to extort grain. Molotov recalled, “We squeezed grain out 
of all those who had any... On January 1, 1928, I was in the Ukraine, 
pumping grain, and Stalin said, ‘I could give you a big kiss for the job 
you’ve done there,’ and told me he felt an urge to go off to Siberia himself.” 

Stalin left for Siberia on January 15, 1928. He visited Novosibirsk, 
Barnaul, and Omsk. He returned from his trip in the foulest of tempers. 
According to a letter from N. Krotov, “Stalin went on from Omsk to some 
village or other. It was said that he spent his whole time there haranguing 
the peasants to make them hand over their grain. While he was at it one of 
them up and yelled at him, ‘Dance us a lezginka, you Georgian so-and-so, 
and maybe we’ll give you some grain!’ He came back from Siberia with a 
decree already drafted: if the kulak did not surrender grain in the 
quantities required, punitive measures were to be used. He squeezed 
pretty hard. And he pumped out the grain.” 

They had dared to laugh at him. They wouldn’t do it again. This people 
only understood strength. 

In his copy of Lenin’s Materialism and Empiriocriticism, which I examined 
in the archives, Stalin left an amusing inscription on the flyleaf: “(1) 
weakness (2) laziness (3) stupidity are the only things that can be called 
vices. All else, in the absence of the above-mentioned, is virtue.” 



 

ALL ELSE Is VIRTUE 

Bukharin and his team were horrified: Stalin had simply reverted to war 
communism. 

He had in fact gone further, and began to speak of collectivizing the 
peasantry. He had supposed that the mild Bukharin would meekly submit. 
But to his amazement Bukharin was furious, and a series of skirmishes 
developed. In spring 1928 Bukharin mobilized his supporters, Rykov, then 
head of government, and the Trades Union leader Tomsky, and they all 
wrote notes to the Politburo about the threat to the alliance between the 
proletariat and the peasantry, naturally invoking Lenin. Stalin did not 
intend to annihilate Bukharin just yet. He was making a 180-degree turn, 
and needed Bukharin to explain it from the standpoint of Marxism. He 
summoned a plenary meeting of the Central Committee and gave a simple 
account of the future in a formula heard for the first time: “The advance... 
toward socialism... inevitably leads to resistance on the part of the 
exploiting classes... [and to] the sharpening of the class struggle.” 

The population at large did not read boring political speeches, and so 
didn’t realize that that sentence had been passed. His lackluster words 
concealed a sea of blood. As a near neighbor of ours, an old Party member, 
once explained to my father, “When class war is waged there has to be 
terror. If class war is intensified—the terror must also be intensified.” My 
father did not believe him and merely laughed. 

The plenary meetings were a grueling experience. Bukharin refused to give 
in. Rykov and Tomsky supported him. In the privacy of his study Stalin 
tried to coax Bukharin: “You and I are the Himalayas—all the others are 
nonentities. Let’s reach an understanding.” But Bukharin stood his 
ground. The expert on Leninism had simply failed to grasp what Lenin 
was about. Bukharin with his European education had not understood the 
main lesson which the ignorant Koba had mastered in the Leninist 
academies: NEP and a free peasantry spelled the doom of Bolshevik power. 
A single day without terror was dangerous; two days without terror meant 
death to the Party. At Politburo meetings he began raising his voice to 
Bukharin, who immediately quoted his remark about “nonentities” to the 
other members present, hoping to make them angry. This was foolish of 
him—they really were nonentities. All they felt was fear; they hated 



Bukharin for his humiliating candor. Stalin (so Bukharin told Kamenev 
later) grew furious; he shouted at Bukharin, “It’s a lie, you’ve made that 
up.” And so it went, with hysterical outbursts and ugly scenes at every 
meeting. 

“Soft as wax” Bukharin kept fighting back. He even tried to enlist Kalinin 
and Voroshilov, promising to sweep Stalin away at some future Politburo 
meeting. Two other Politburo members, Rykov and Tomsky, were after all 
his allies. Kalinin was of two minds. A former peasant himself, he was of 
course against collectivization. The proletarian poet Demyan Biedny was 
given the job of bringing the old man to his senses. Biedny, the Party’s pet 
poet, resided in the Kremlin, and his enormous apartment, his mahogany 
furniture, his children’s governess, his chef, and his housekeeper were 
legendary among hungry writers. Demyan knew how to show gratitude for 
blessings received. At the beginning of March an article of his in Izvestia 
(the government newspaper) assailed certain “older men in authority” 
who got involved with “young artistes from the world of light opera.” 
Kalinin was having an affair at the time with a certain Tatyana Bakh, who 
had risen to stardom as his protegee. He saw at once that the drubbing 
would be ruthless, and shaming. For Stalin had a new weapon—the GPU 
dossier. Kalinin capitulated. The fun-loving playboy Voroshilov quickly 
took the hint from Kalinin’s experience. 

But Bukharin’s activities were becoming more and more serious. Stalin 
learned that he had talked to the GPU chiefs, Yagoda and Trilisser, and 
then he called on his ousted enemy Kamenev. This was in July 1928. 
Kamenev wrote to Zinoviev that “Bukharin was in a state of terminal 
shock. His lips twitched violently with agitation.” Trotsky had once been 
visited by his ferocious enemies Kamenev and Zinoviev, now Kamenev had 
been visited by their ferocious enemy Bukharin, also seeking an alliance 
and declaring that previous differences were immaterial. Let’s ally 
ourselves against Koba! 

Kamenev summarized Bukharin’s part in the discussion as follows: “Stalin 
is a Genghis Khan, an unscrupulous intriguer, who sacrifices everything 
else to the preservation of his power... He changes his theories according 
to whom he needs to get rid of next... We quarreled so violently that we 
started calling each other ‘liar,’ etc... The differences between us and Stalin 
are many times more serious than our former differences with you... It 
would be much better for us to have Zinoviev and Kamenev in the 



Politburo rather than Stalin.” He went on to explain Stalin’s new concept, 
which was the reason for their disagreements. “Stalin’s line was that 
capitalism grows at the expense of its colonies. We have no colonies, and 
no one will make us loans. We must therefore rely on tribute from our own 
peasantry. Stalin knows that there will be resistance. Hence his theory 
that as socialism grows so does resistance to it.” 

 

Kamenev: What are your forces? 

Eukliarin: Myself, Rykov, Tomsky, and Uglanov [leader of the Moscow 
Bolsheviks]. The Leningraders are mostly with us, but they are frightened. 
Voroshilov and Kalinin let us down at the last moment. It is becoming 
clear that the middle of the road Chekist [his name for most ordinary 
members of the Central Committee] would also be for Stalin. 

 

Of those with power he for some reason identified Yagoda and Trilisser as 
his supporters. It may have been thanks to “supporter” Yagoda that news 
of this meeting with Kamenev reached Stalin immediately, together with a 
transcript of their discussion. 

Kamenev realized that Bukharin and his friends were helpless. And as 
naive as he himself once had been. He remarked that the tone of 
Bukharin’s statement showed a “total hatred for Stalin” and a “total 
breakdown of relations.” He asked Bukharin, “What will become of us?” 
“He will try to buy us with important posts ... so that we can help him to 
suffocate us,” Bukharin replied. 

The naive Bukharin was mistaken. Kamenev had long been awaiting an 
approach from Stalin. Stalin had, after all, now adopted Kamenev and 
Zinoviev’s program. All that they had asked for he was now carrying out. 
Bukharin’s story only poured oil on the flames. Bukharin was doomed: 
alliance with him would lead nowhere. Why should he, Kamenev, spare 
Bukharin, who not so long ago had been calling for their blood? The best 
thing for him to do was to inform Stalin of this visit as soon as Bukharin 
left. 

Bukharin was, in any case, behind the times. Stalin needed no help from 
other former leaders—he could easily smother the rightists without it. 



Kamenev grew tired of waiting for Stalin’s call, and went himself to see 
Voroshilov in December. He spent two hours “groveling and praising the 
Central Committee’s policies to the skies.” Voroshilov said not a single 
word in reply. 

To close his account with the former leaders, Stalin exiled Trotsky from 
Russia in January 1929. As Zinoviev rightly remarked, there was “nobody 
left to protest to.” Stalin showed that he had not lost his sense of humor: 
Trotsky, who regarded himself as a true Leninist, was deported from 
Russia on the steamship Ilyich. Why didn’t Stalin kill him? Because he 
needed Trotsky alive. For future games. Trotsky would become a center of 
counterrevolutionary activity, and Stalin could accuse his enemies of being 
in contact with it. Trotsky was the bait with which he would catch his 
future victims. The chess player always thought several moves, very many 
moves ahead. Just now he had to settle accounts with Bukharin. He would 
set to work via Trotsky. 

In 1938, on the eve of his execution, Bukharin would write a letter to 
Stalin: “When I was with you once in summer 1928 you said to me, ‘Do 
you know why I am friends with you? It’s because you are incapable of 
intrigue—aren’t you?’ I said yes. And that was at the very time when I was 
running to Kamenev.” Poor Bukharin didn’t understand a thing. 

Stalin had received reports of Bukharin’s conversation with Kamenev 
immediately, from several sources. He asked the hapless intellectual 
whether or not he was “capable of intrigue” to make him squirm. And 
when the other man, worried out of his mind, told a lie, Stalin felt entitled 
to feel a mortal hatred for the liar and traitor. 

His GPU also arranged for a record of Bukharin’s conversation with 
Kamenev to reach Trotsky. He knew that Trotsky hated Bukharin, and 
would not spare him; he would publish the information immediately. As 
always, his calculations proved correct. Once abroad, Lev published the 
transcript, and presented Stalin with a bombshell: the right to speak of a 
compact between the rightists and their predecessors in opposition. 

At this point Stalin gained some new supporters. Radek and other 
Trotskyists could now surrender honorably. Stalin had, after all, “turned 
his fire to the right.” Stalin must be supported, and the “left flank of the 
Party occupied, before it is occupied by others,” as the exiles wrote to each 
other. In order to return, they had first to sacrifice Trotsky, their vanished 



leader. Radek appealed to the exiled Trotskyists, “We have brought 
ourselves to exile and imprisonment. I have broken with Trotsky, we are 
now political enemies.” 

 

“You MUST BELIEVE THAT WHITE Is BLACK” 

Why was it so easy for them to change their views and betray each other? 
Pyatakov, once a leading Trotskyist and subsequently a staunch Stalinist, 
startled Valentinov with this explanation: “For the Party’s sake you can 
and must at 24 hours’ notice change all your convictions and force yourself 
to believe that white is black.” For the Party’s sake! When the former 
seminarist Stalin called the Party the Order of Sword Bearers he had just 
that in mind: the sacred nature of the Party. Trotsky expressed the same 
thought in his dictum “the Party is always right.” Like the church, their 
Party remained pure even if those who served it erred. For, like the church, 
the Party was founded on scripture, in its case the sacred Marxist texts, 
which would never allow the Party as a whole to err, or sinful individual 
members to change its sacred nature. 

Hence the principle “everything for the Party,” which allowed them to 
betray themselves and humble themselves before Stalin—the head of the 
Sacred Party. 

Professions of repentance came pouring in, and Stalin graciously allowed 
the repentant “leftists” to return from exile. Pyatakov, Smilga, Rakovsky, 
Beloborodov, and other notables condemned Trotsky and came back into 
the Party. Their prestige and their energy were very helpful to Stalin in 
what historians would call the Year of the Great Turn. 

Back in 1925, when Stalin, in alliance with the rightists, was attacking 
Kamenev and Zinoviev in Leningrad, the poet Sergei Yesenin had 
committed suicide in the Hotel Angleterre. In Russia poets are prophets. 
One of Yesenin’s regular drunken hallucinations was a horrifying Black 
Man. The great peasant poet even then sensed Stalin’s approach. Now the 
hour had come. The Black Man had readied himself to destroy the age-old 
Russian village as Yesenin had known it. 

From April 1929 the turnaround was official. The Year of the Great Turn 
had begun. The greatest experiment of the twentieth century, which 



promised endless bloodshed. But what did blood matter, when ahead of 
them lay the great future? Stalin meant to attain it by revolutionary 
means, in the shortest possible time. Very soon the resistance of the 
village would be destroyed, as would a considerable section of the middle 
peasantry. The rest would be united in kolkhozy, collective farms. The 
unpaid labor of tillers of the soil gathered together thus would produce 
colossal funds for investment. He would build a huge industrial economy. 
This too in the shortest time imaginable. He would make the workers 
forget about wages. And holidays. Revolutionary enthusiasm— that was 
the thing! The country could look forward to unprecedented privations, 
industrial accidents resulting from unheard-of tempos which neither 
worn-out machinery nor half-starved workers could endure. He knew that 
people were unhappy when they did not understand the source of their 
agony, so, feeling charitable toward his fellow citizens, he decided in 
advance to provide the country with culprits for its future miseries. The 
blame must lie with “enemies”—this was the eternal Russian explanation 
for all the nation’s woes. He remembered how during the First World War 
the tsar’s government had quickly found a plausible explanation for the 
defeats incurred by their incompetent generals: spies were responsible! 
And the people were happy to believe it. He thought up a new variant: the 
modern equivalent of those spies would be the engineers. Wreckers! 
Experts trained in the days of the tsars who, naturally, hated the 
dictatorship of the proletariat and tried to sabotage it. He could count on 
the ignorant loathing of the semiliterate masses for the educated, the 
intelligentsia. And on what had as a result become the mob’s favorite 
word: “Kill!” 

As he approached the turning point, he had to plunge the country into an 
atmosphere of constant fear. Only fear could excuse possible excesses in 
advance and reduce the people to the level of subservience necessary for 
the Great Change. And to unmask the “wreckers,” he called upon the GPU; 
now the secret police began to gain a powerful hold on the public mind. 

 

THE GLADIATORIAL GAMES 

That was the origin of a unique spectacle: the show trials, first of their 
kind, in the late twenties. 

As the decade neared its end, life was drab and hunger prevailed. 



Everywhere swarmed hoards of physically unclean people. Migrants from 
the countryside had taken possession of the towns: people who wiped 
their noses with their hands and were used to living, eating, and sleeping 
in a single room, often parents and children together. The huge 
apartments of the upper class had become communal dwellings, housing a 
dozen or so families. In the mornings members of different households, 
indecently half-clad, stood chatting in the queue for the lavatory or 
washbasin. And the regular subject of conversation was the trials of those 
wreckers whom the valiant GPU was constantly unmasking. The detective 
stories told in court, and the awesome sentences handed down, brought a 
little variety into the dreary lives of ordinary people. The trials were a 
peculiar variant of the Roman gladiatorial games. 

 

A TALENTED SCOUNDREL 

The GPU was headed by Vyacheslav Menzhinsky. A sybarite and snob, 
born in a wealthy family, he had joined the revolutionary movement at an 
early age. In 1909 he had described Lenin, in a Socialist Revolutionary 
newspaper, as a “political Jesuit.” When Menzhinsky made friends with 
the Bolsheviks after the February Revolution Lenin had spoken just as 
warmly of him: “Our business will be extensive enough to find work for 
every scoundrel with talent.” 

After October he was made People’s Commissar of Finance, but created 
such chaos that he was quickly removed. Then, in 1919, Lenin suddenly 
remembered that Menzhinsky was a lawyer and found a suitable place for 
him in the senior ranks of the Cheka. He had guessed correctly: the 
“scoundrel” proved invaluable in concocting bafflingly complicated 
provocations. It was a highly specialized intellectual game. Though 
Menzhinsky had a hand in all the dreadful deeds of the Red Terror, he 
fastidiously absented himself from the torture chamber and from 
executions. As soon as he was appointed Gensek, Stalin established a close 
relationship with this strange person. Since Dzherzhinsky, formally in 
charge of the Cheka, was also responsible for a multitude of other duties, 
Menzhinsky became the effective head of the Bolshevik secret service, and 
Stalin confirmed him in that post after Dzherzhinsky’s death. 

Menzhinsky was faithfully served by Genrikh Yagoda. Yagoda helped the 
maestro to improve on his methods, and provocation became the regular 



modus operandi of the Cheka (GPU). Menzhinsky was responsible for 
setting the dizzying confidence game in motion. With the help of a 
spurious anti-Bolshevik organization created by the Cheka, Menzhinsky 
lured an old acquaintance of his, the legendary SR terrorist Boris 
Savinkov, back to Russia. Savinkov, who had assassinated an uncle of the 
Last Tsar and certain of his ministers, had become an implacable enemy of 
the Bolsheviks. But after lengthy discussions with Menzhinsky, he 
announced that he “now recognized the Soviet regime and no other.” For 
this sensational declaration Menzhinsky commuted his death sentence, 
and apparently promised a pardon at some time in the future. In 1926 it 
was announced that Savinkov had committed suicide—but shortly before 
this he had given this warning to his son: “If you hear that I have laid 
hands on myself, don’t believe it.” Menzhinsky knew the rule: you can 
forgive your enemy, but you must destroy him beforehand. It was in 
Menzhinsky’s time that a large number of well-educated and foppish 
young men arrived in the GPU. Their past was anything but proletarian. 
They were ruthless careerists. The genuine fanatics, with their fevered 
dreams of world revolution, went on working side by side with these 
people, and hating them. 

In 1927 Stalin organized a grandiose jubilee—the Party and the whole 
country celebrated the tenth birthday of the Cheka, now the GPU, the 
“punitive sword of the Revolution.” Most of those with whom Menzhinsky 
had shared the experience of October 1917, and who had helped to found 
his institution, had fallen from power. Now they themselves were under 
surveillance by the GPU. But Menzhinsky was still in place. Interminable 
speeches were delivered, earlier eulogies of the GPU were cited. 
Particularly pleasing were the words of the intellectuals’ intellectual 
Nikolai Bukharin: “The GPU has accomplished the greatest miracle of all 
time... It has succeeded in changing the very nature of Russian man.” 

He was right. For the first time in Russia informing on others was 
proclaimed a virtue, and the secret police became heroes. At the cere-
monial meeting, instead of the speech expected of him, Menzhinsky spoke 
these few words: “The Cheka’s greatest merit is that it knows how to keep 
silent.” Then he laughed and left the stage. 

But in 1928—1929, Menzhinsky sensed that the wind was changing. Not 
so long ago the official line was that all the main enemies had been 
eradicated, but now the Caucasian in the Kremlin was officially pro-



claiming that not only are our enemies not eradicated—there are millions of 
them. The Leader had obviously decided to resurrect the Red Terror, but 
the gigantic task ahead held no attraction for Menzhinsky. Since his wife’s 
death he had been sick with boredom. Stalin sensed his weariness, and 
lost interest in him. When the show trials began, Menzhinsky was his 
collaborator, but from the end of 1930 he worked more and more closely 
with the vice commissar, Yagoda. 

In 1930, yet another of Lenin’s old comrades-in-arms was driven out of 
office by Stalin. This was Chicherin, People’s Commissar for Foreign 
Affairs and a friend of Menzhinsky. At once a Bolshevik and a scion of the 
Naryshkin clan, who were related to the Romanovs, Chicherin was a 
solitary, a strange person who liked to shut himself up in his apartment 
and play his beloved Mozart for days at a time. Stalin replaced Chicherin 
with an enemy of his, the energetic Litvinov. Having a Jew at the head of 
his Foreign Office also helped Stalin to avoid accusations of anti-Semitism 
abroad. Besides, he was already thinking of repairing relations with 
America. 

Menzhinsky occasionally called on Chicherin. Chicherin would play 
Mozart, while Menzhinsky listened in silence. He knew that his de-
partment had ears everywhere. He was by then only a fleeting visitor to 
his place of work. Mostly, he stayed at home studying Old Persian, so that 
he could read Omar Khayam in the original. 

Stalin stopped summoning him to the Kremlin, but could not allow him to 
retire. He knew too much. Menzhinsky was nominally head of the GPU 
until 1934, when Yagoda, apparently, poisoned this strange relic of the 
Leninist epoch. 

Stalin now began working intensively with Yagoda. Genrikh Yagoda owed 
his rise to the Sverdlov family. The older Sverdlov, a rich Nizhny Novgorod 
merchant, had believed in the Revolution and had helped revolutionaries 
by making seals for forged documents. His son Yakov had naturally joined 
the revolutionaries himself, and had become the first nominal head of 
government in Bolshevik Russia. 

As a boy Yagoda ran errands for the older Sverdlov. The old man helped 
him get an education. He was trained as a pharmacist, and would make 
good use of his skills at a later date. 



After the October Revolution Yagoda found himself working for the 
Cheka. He still clung to the powerful Sverdlov family, his wife was related 
to Yakov himself. In the twenties he was already one of the top men in the 
all-powerful GPU. It was Yagoda who enmeshed the country in a network 
of informers during those early years of the Soviet regime. Lenin’s formula 
“every Party member must be a Chekist” was expanded under Yagoda: now 
every citizen had to become a Chekist. An invitation to become an 
informer was proof of the Party’s confidence in you. 

 

A UNIQUE SPECTACLE: THE SHOW TRIALS 

In the year of the Cheka’s glorious anniversary, several dozens of en-
gineers were arrested in the Donbass mines and charged with “wrecking.” 
The investigation, or rather the rehearsals for an incredible theatrical 
event, went on through 1927 and 1928. Yagoda’s interrogators were 
extremely frank with the bewildered detainees. Bewildered because they 
had naturally begun by denying the charges, but had been told that no one 
would believe them and that what was required was not protestations of 
innocence but cooperation. The unfortunate engineers were told that the 
false charges against them had a lofty ideological purpose. The building of 
socialism now in progress had no precedents, and an admission from the 
accused that they were saboteurs was calculated to excite the wrath of the 
people against capitalism, heighten their vigilance against real enemies, 
and increase the productivity of labor. In return they were promised their 
lives. 

The premiere took place in Moscow on May 20, 1928—the public trial of 
the “Shakhtintsy”—”wreckers” in the mines of the Donbass. Fifty-three 
engineers were called before the court. The diplomatic corps’s box was full, 
newspaper reporters from all over the world were present. The show was a 
success: all the accused joined in enthusiastic self-flagellation, and even 
dissociated themselves from their overzealous defense counsel. They 
seemed to vie with the public prosecutor, N. Krylenko, in aggravating the 
charges against them. Worldly-wise intellectuals at once dubbed the trial 
of the Shakhtintsy “Prosecutor Krylenko’s Fables.” (I. A. Krylov (1769-
1844) was the Russian Aesop.) 

The public prosecutor called for twenty-two death sentences. But out of 
gratitude for the cooperation of the accused, only five executions were 



ordered. A mere five innocent people killed—what did they matter 
measured against the Party’s planetary goals? Stalin was able to draw the 
necessary conclusion at a plenary meeting of the Central Committee: “We 
are confronted with an obvious escalation of class warfare. Needless to 
say, things of this kind will happen again.” This was an order: in every 
factory the search for wreckers, for “our own Shakhtintsy,” was on. 

 

END OF THE RIGHT 

Battles with Bukharin and the rightists went on throughout 1929. One 
right-wing member of the Central Committee, Ryutin, subsequently gave 
this character sketch of his leader: “As a political leader Bukharin is 
beneath criticism... clever but shortsighted. Honest, but weak, he quickly 
lapses into lethargy, is incapable of long struggle with a serious enemy... 
panics easily, cannot provide leadership to the masses, needs to be led 
himself.” Nonetheless, Bukharin took hold of himself and fought back. 
Stalin guessed the main reason for this stubbornness. The GPU had 
informed him that young Marxists from the Institute of Red Professors 
regularly met Bukharin in the apartment of Postyshev, a secretary of the 
Central Committee. These young people called themselves the “Bukharin 
school.” While Postyshev himself was away from Moscow, his wife, who 
worked at the Marx-Engels Institute, put the apartment at their disposal. 
Bukharin went straight there after Politburo meetings to tell them about 
his daring deeds and speeches. Softhearted Bukharin reveled in the 
adoration of these young Marxists, particularly the young female 
Marxists. Let him carry on with it, Stalin decided. Bukharin’s resistance 
was now grist for his mill: he aimed thunderbolt after thunderbolt at the 
right, intensifying an atmosphere of terror. At every plenum he set out to 
annihilate Bukharin. And, of course, it worked: Bukharin took fright. 
Attempts at a reconciliation followed. Bukharin and Tomsky, who just a 
little while ago had called him “Genghis Khan,” now spoke of their 
friendship with Comrade Stalin. At a subsequent plenum Stalin recalled 
how Bukharin had gone to see Kamenev, and how that “irreproachable and 
loyal member of the Party” had suggested that the two of them should 
“change the composition of the Politburo.” 

In November 1929 the rightists publicly capitulated. Rykov spoke for all of 
them: they were now for the general line of the Party, for the destruction 



of the kulak, for the policy which Bukharin only yesterday had called “the 
military-feudal exploitation of the peasantry.” Stalin “deemed their 
declaration unsatisfactory.” They would have to go on crawling in public 
for a long time to come. Meanwhile he booted 

Bukharin out of the Politburo. Rightists were pilloried all over the country, 
condemned at staff meetings in factories, in learned institutes, in 
kindergartens, and even at cemeteries. 

Rightists and wreckers were anathematized by turns. From morning till 
evening the radio never paused in its imprecations. Trials now followed 
each other without a break. A group of people belonging to the old 
aristocracy were arrested at the Monastery of the Trinity and St. Sergius, 
the most important in Russia. Evicted from their homes and denied work 
elsewhere, they had sought refuge in the monastery, where they worked in 
the museum and taught in the seminary. Now they were denounced as 
wreckers and arrested. 

 

THE FATE OF RELIGION 

From the very beginning of the Bolshevik regime religion had been under 
attack. T Samsonov, head of a secret department of the Cheka, wrote to 
Dzherzhinsky on December 4, 1920, that “communism and religion are 
mutually exclusive... No machinery can destroy religion except that of the 
[Cheka]. In its plans to demoralize the church the Cheka has recently 
focused its attention on the rank and file of the priesthood. Only through 
them, by long, intensive, and painstaking work, shall we succeed in 
destroying and dismantling the church completely.” In building a new 
society with a new religion the onetime seminarist followed the behests of 
Ilyich. He kept a careful eye on the personnel of the church. The GPU was 
always at the church’s side. And Stalin was physically destroying church 
buildings, as Lenin had willed. 

The famous seventeenth-century church of St. Paraskevi on Okhotny Ryad 
was destroyed. Curious crowds stared wild-eyed as the great bell, nine tons 
in weight, was hurled to the ground. Five thousand people joined 
enthusiastically in demolishing the Monastery of St. Simon. But the high 
point of the campaign was the collective destruction by a crowd many 
thousands strong of the Church of Christ the Savior, the largest place of 



worship in Moscow. As a symbol, Stalin decided to erect on the site of this 
Christian temple the greatest temple of the new regime—the Palace of the 
Soviets, to be crowned with a gigantic statue of the God Lenin. 

Such churches as survived were converted into storehouses. Children were 
told at school to bring icons for a public bonfire, and were given posters of 
Lenin to hang in their place. Newspapers published letters to the editor 
announcing that some former priest had broken with religion forever. The 
slogan “religion is the opium of the people” was displayed everywhere and 
anywhere. 

 

THE GREAT CHANGE BEGINS 

Throughout 1929 the country was preparing for Stalin’s fiftieth birthday, 
in December. Or, to be precise, for the fictitious birthday which he had 
chosen for himself. Thousands upon thousands of articles were written 
about the beloved Leader. In honor of the Great Jubilee mills and factories 
reported unprecedented successes. The radio blared frenzied 
congratulations. In a Moscow psychiatric hospital, A. Kochin, a fifty-
three-year-old professor of mathematics who had lost his mind, shouted 
the praises of the Leader incessantly, interrupting them only to heap 
recherche imprecations on the wreckers. 

On his fiftieth birthday he could pause to sum up his achievements. The 
last of Lenin’s comrades-in-arms had been driven out of the leadership. It 
was now, during these birthday celebrations, that the absolute character of 
his power became obvious for all to see. His coronation was to come at the 
next Congress. I. Schutz noted in his diary that “everybody expects 
sensations at the Congress... The Leader will dominate everything.” 

He composed a modest reply “to all the organizations and comrades who 
have congratulated me ... I regard your greetings as addressed to the great 
Party of the working class which bore me and reared me in its own image 
and likeness.” 

The use of biblical language—”in its own image and likeness”—was 
deliberate. So was the statement that he was born not of woman, but of 
the Party. As he became tsar he resolved also to become a god. A Bolshevik 
Trinity, a triune godhead, was emerging. Marx, Lenin, and himself. Gods 



of the earth. 

The shattered leaders of the right tried to make their peace with him. On 
the night of January 1, 1930, Bukharin and Tomsky arrived at Stalin’s 
apartment with bottles of wine to see the New Year in. The reconciliation 
took place: he still needed “little Bukharin.” He had no comparable 
theoretician of his own. And after all, they were both “Himalayas.” 

He chose his anniversary to initiate the Great Change. 

While he was celebrating the New Year with his family, his humiliated 
foes, and his servile henchmen, preparations were being made out on the 
boundless frozen expanses of Russia. Special freight cars stood ready on 
the rail tracks. Previously used to transport cattle they were waiting now 
to transport human beings. 

Toward the end of 1929, shortly before his birthday, he had published an 
article entitled “The Year of the Great Turn.” In it he defined the task 
ahead as “the liquidation of the kulak as a class.” A twentieth-century state 
was planning the organized destruction of fellow citizens who worked on 
the land. Together with the kulak, the old Russian village was to be 
destroyed. The Revolution had endowed the peasants with land. Now they 
were required to give it back, and to surrender their cattle for communal 
use. Instead of “my own”—so dear to the peasant heart—they must learn 
to say “ours.” The better-off peasants, the kulaks, would naturally not 
want any of this and would be obstructive. Therefore, to economize on 
time, he decided to proceed in revolutionary fashion and simply destroy 
them. He put faithful Molotov at the head of a commission to finalize the 
solution. Molotov labored diligently. And bloodily. 

In a very short time the commission had drawn up a plan for the total 
extermination of the kulak. Kulaks were deported to the far North, to the 
Urals, Kazakhstan, and Siberia. Kondratiev, Yurovsky, and Chayanov, 
economists of note in their day, suggested using kulaks—often the ablest 
and hardest-working peasants—to till the virgin lands. Let them have on 
long-term lease the uncultivated open spaces abandoned by Kazakh 
nomads. They did not realize that his present concern was not with 
economics. His objective was political: the complete and utter destruction 
of a class. The revolutionary Tkachev’s formula—”We must ask ourselves 
how many people we need to keep”—had prevailed. 



In February, Molotov and his commission divided the kulaks into groups. 
First, the counterrevolutionary kulak activists. They would be sent to the 
camps, or shot, and their families deported to the remotest regions. 
Second, whatever was left of the wealthiest kulaks. They would be 
deported to remote and infertile areas. Third, those with less prosperous 
holdings. They would be evicted and put down outside the boundaries of 
the collective farms. 

Nobody knew exactly who belonged to which category. It was impossible 
to say definitely who was a “kulak,” to distinguish “kulaks” from “middle 
peasants.” The unfortunate prosperous peasant was completely at the 
mercy of the GPU, the Party authorities, and, above all, the malicious 
“village poor.” Well-off peasants voluntarily surrendered their property to 
the kolkhoz, imploring those in charge not to class them as kulaks. But the 
idle and shiftless rural paupers took their revenge: the new masters were 
inexorable. I. Vareikis, a member of the Central Committee and of 
Molotov’s commission, wrote with satisfaction that “de-kulakization is 
being carried out with the active participation of the poor. The poor 
accompany the commissions in large groups and confiscate cattle and 
other property. On their own initiative they post a watch on the roads out 
of villages at night, with the object of detaining kulaks trying to escape.” 

All over the country, as women howled and sobbed, the unfortunates were 
loaded onto carts, which moved out of the village under the watchful eyes 
of the GPU. People gazed round at the empty houses which had been their 
family homes for centuries. They were leaving behind a life which they 
would never see again. 

The Molotov commission deported fifty thousand kulak families to the far 
northern territory. The Northern Territorial Committee had reported that 
it could take only twenty thousand: the huts, without heat or light, were 
not yet ready. Stalin’s telegraphed response to the problem was: “The 
Central Committee cannot agree to a decision which overturns the 
resettlement plans already adopted by the Party.” And: “Novosibirsk. To 
Secretary of the Siberian Territorial Committee Eikhe: Take all necessary 
preparatory measures for reception in mid-April of not fewer than 15,000 
kulak families.” Telegrams such as these sped to every provincial 
committee. And Stalin’s plans were carried out in full. Freight cars 
unloaded people out in the open steppe, into a hungry wilderness fenced 
with barbed wire. A whole class was being destroyed. 



The commission did its work well. Its members were the new Stalin 
boyars, the obkom secretaries installed by Stalin, Party leaders all-im-
portant in their own provinces. Together, of course, with Yagoda, repre-
senting the GPU. The onetime head of the commission, Molotov, recalled 
at the age of ninety that “we made a pretty good job of collectivization... I 
personally delineated the resettlement areas... Around 400,000 were 
deported.” S. Kosior, a new member of the Politburo, who was on the 
commission, told the commission that “we must inflict a really 
annihilating blow on the kulaks,” while S. Kirov wrote picturesquely of 
“columns of tractors digging the kulaks’ graves.” If Kirov had only known 
it, graves were being dug for others besides the kulaks. 

Kirov, Kosior, and Vareikis would all perish. Ninety percent of the 
commission’s membership (nineteen out of twenty-one) would soon be 
lying in unmarked holes, victims of Stalin’s purges. But for the present 
they worked with a will destroying others. Train after train after train 
transported peasants in cattle wagons. There were floodlights on the roofs 
of the wagons, and guards with dogs inside. 

The poor peasants and those of the middle peasants who survived were 
united in collective farms. The kulaks’ carefully tended herds, their well-
built houses, goods and chattels accumulated over the centuries, money in 
the savings banks—all had to be handed over to the kolkhoz. The kolkhoz 
originated in the bloody misappropriation of other people’s property. 

All Party organizations raised their targets with feverish haste and 
undertook to complete collectivization in the shortest possible time. 
Naturally, lip service was paid to the principle of voluntary membership. 
Or, as the current joke went, “voluntary-compulsory membership.” The 
GPU herded the peasants into the kolkhoz to the strains of music and 
singing. Local Party leaders knew that it was a case of either 100 percent 
collectivization or hand in your Party card. In his old age Molotov recalled 
a joke popular with the general public at the time: “How do you get rid of 
lice?” “Write ‘kolkhoz’ on your head and they’ll all run away at once. 

There were rebellions. A bloody riot, in which kolkhoz chairmen and GPU 
plenipotentiaries were killed, flared up in the Ryazan area. The rising was 
savagely suppressed. (That was when my nanny’s sister, the tall and 
beautiful Pasha, turned up in the city. Half-asleep, I heard Pasha telling my 
mother in the next room how she had set fire to her cottage so that “those 



devils wouldn’t get their hands on it.”) 

Putting down the risings was the Red army’s job. But Stalin knew the 
effect all this might have on an army made up mainly of peasants’ sons. 
He had not yet completely tamed the country; he still had to think of such 
things. Hence his article “Dizziness with Success.” It seemed, he explained, 
that “certain comrades,” dizzied by the headlong voluntary rush of the 
masses to join the kolkhoz, had become overzealous. These “certain 
comrades” had sometimes forcibly collectivized. Worst of all, they had 
confused middle peasants with kulaks. All these “comrades” would, of 
course, prove to be crypto-Trotskyists, deliberately trying to sabotage 
collectivization. They were responsible for the deviations from the correct 
line. A wave of trials swept over the country. Trials, this time, of the 
“malicious exaggerators.” Stalin skillfully kept up the pressure of the 
Terror. 

Pope Pius XI chose now to call for prayers for persecuted Christians in 
Russia. On the eve of the day appointed by the Pope for this univer’; sal 
prayer, Stalin published a decree “on the distortion of the Party line in the 
kolkhoz movement.” Once again, it all was their fault: maliciously 
overzealous deviationists had, it seemed, forcibly closed down a number of 
churches. 

And although priests and monks were not brought back from exile, 
although by the end of the year 80 percent of village churches were closed, 
people still enthused over the handful of churches reopened on Stalin’s 
orders. He was skillfully reinventing a figure beloved of Russians: that of 
the good tsar with bad ministers. 

Even after “Dizziness with Success,” the extermination of better-off 
peasants continued to escalate. From all over the country convoys in-
cluding children and old people were moved on “by stages” toward their 
places of exile. The trains were packed with people dying of cold and 
thirst. Children died on the journey, some of them killed by their mothers 
to spare them suffering. According to (understated) official figures, 
another 240,000 families had been deported by 1933. The gigantic rev-
olutionary experiment was a success. The class which Lenin so hated, the 
prosperous Russian peasantry, no longer existed. 

All this was accompanied by sensational trials. In the summer of 1930 cars 
raced around Moscow and throughout the surrounding countryside. The 



police were rounding up intellectuals. Yagoda had a new large-scale 
operation in hand. The flower of the intelligentsia—academicians, 
eminent scholars and scientists, technologists, professors, the economists 
Chayanov, Kondratiev, Yurovsky, etc.—were all arrested. Among the most 
important of those accused of “wrecking” was M. Ramzin, a famous 
specialist in boilermaking and director of the Moscow Thermo-Technical 
Institute. The GPU also announced the discovery of a powerful terrorist 
organization, with almost 200,000 underground members, and claimed 
that a clandestine Industrial Party had been plotting to seize power. 

Those under arrest confessed to everything. Volumes have been written 
on the way in which the required testimony was obtained from them—
how they were tortured by interrogation round the clock, denied sleep, 
and so on. 

One thing unknown until the present was the extent of Stalin’s in-
volvement. Only now, after reading the new documents, can I say for sure 
that he personally staged the trials. And what a producer he was! How 
meticulously he worked out the details of this Grand Guignol. And even 
dictated the actors’ lines. 

 

AUTHOR! AUTHOR! 

 

July 2, 1930. Stalin to Menzhinsky. Strictly Personal. Ramzin’s testimony 
is interesting. My suggestions—make one of the most important, crucial 
points of Ramzin’s (future) depositions the question of intervention. And 
the dates of the planned intervention. Why was intervention postponed 
in 1930? Was it because Poland is not yet ready? Or perhaps Romania is 
not yet ready? Also—why did they postpone intervention until 1931? 
Could they postpone it till 1932? 

 

In this concocted fantasy, the accused were being told that the imperialists 
were secretly preparing intervention in the Soviet republic. By admitting 
their involvement in the intervention scheme, the accused would 
automatically thwart it and save the country. They were invited to slander 
themselves out of true proportion, in return for which they were, of 



course, promised more lenient sentences. Ramzin agreed to admit in court 
that his “party” had welcomed the capitalists’ plans to intervene against 
the USSR. But Stalin still needed to amplify Ramzin’s “interesting 
testimony.” The point was that there was no intervention. And he knew 
that there would be none. So now he suggested a variety of explanations 
as to why the intervention had not yet happened. And why it would not 
happen. Not all of the accused behaved as sensibly as Ramzin. In 
exasperation, Stalin demanded that “Messrs. Kondratiev, Yurovsky, 
Chayanov, etc., who are craftily trying to wriggle out of the intervention 
tendency should be made to run the gauntlet. We will make this material 
available to a section of Comintern. Then we shall conduct the broadest 
possible campaign against the interventionists, thereby frustrating and 
paralyzing attempts at intervention for the next year or two, which is not 
unimportant to us. Understand?” So it was all pure invention, devised by 
him to serve “not unimportant” ends. The fact that the “wriggling” 
Kondratievs were innocent was unimportant. 

How exactly the intellectuals were “made to run the gauntlet” we can only 
guess. One way or another, his orders were carried out. 

In a note to Molotov, Stalin wrote, “You must have received Kondratiev’s 
new testimony by now. Yagoda brought it along to show me. I think that all 
these statements should be distributed to all members of the Central 
Committee.” Capitalist plans for intervention and the atmosphere of a 
fortress under siege were required by the Terror. Stalin meant to keep the 
country in a permanent state of emergency. 

At the very end of 1930 a grandiose new spectacle was mounted— the 
public trial of the “Industrial Party.” The indefatigable Krylenko 
prosecuted, and once again the trial went splendidly. Workers’ meetings all 
over the country demanded the execution of these “vile traitors,” whereas 
in the courtroom spectators marveled at the extraordinary politeness 
shown to the accused by the judge: they were even allowed to smoke. The 
press was there in force, and the proceedings were filmed. The accused 
vied with one another in confessions of guilt. They readily supplied an 
amazing variety of information on their wrecking activities, and their 
links with hostile emigres, foreign embassies, and even French President 
Poincare himself. Still, things did not go absolutely smoothly. The “vile 
wrecker” Ramzin, for instance, asserted that his plans for intervention by 
foreign states included the formation of a government in waiting. His 



candidate for the post of Minister of Trade and Industry was the Russian 
capitalist Ryabrushinsky, with whom he had negotiated successfully. 
Unfortunately it transpired that Ryabrushinsky had managed to die before 
Ramzin could enter into “successful negotiations” with him. 

Stalin was capable of gratitude. The main defendant, Ramzin, was 
sentenced to death by shooting, but this was commuted to imprisonment. 
The same Ramzin whose name had been anathema to the country at large 
was shortly released, and eventually became director of the very same 
Technological Institute, and a winner of the country’s highest award, the 
Stalin Prize. Several other of the “inveterate wreckers” would be numbered 
among Stalin’s pet scientists. 

He still saw to it that blood was spilled abundantly. How can you have 
Terror without blood? The trials of intellectuals for sabotage in every 
branch of the economy went on without a break. Bacteriologists were tried 
on charges of spreading cattle plague and shot. Officials in the food 
industry were accused of organizing a famine, and forty-eight of them 
were shot. People, mostly professors and engineers, were sitting on the 
bare cement floors of the Butyrki Prison, sixty to eighty to a cell. Jails had 
long been known to the public as “Holiday Homes for Engineers and 
Technicians.” Stalin tirelessly directed these “measures of no small 
importance.” 

 

13.9.30. Stalin to Molotov. All the testimony of wreckers in fish, meat, 
canned goods, and vegetables should be published immediately... followed 
in a week’s time by the announcement that all these scoundrels have been 
shot. They must all be shot. 

 

It seems fantastic. He himself organizes the trials, he declares innocent 
people to be criminals, yet he is genuinely indignant at their crimes. The 
actor has fully identified himself with his role. 

But the damage done became more and more serious, and his commissars 
sounded the alarm. Skilled personnel had vanished completely. But here 
too he had a remedy to hand—to fill the gaps, to man the depopulated 
enterprises they began bringing engineers in from the jails! People who 



had sorely missed the jobs they had lost thought themselves lucky. 

At the Sixteenth Congress in July 1930 he was truly crowned. In his report 
to the Congress he said frankly that NEP had been a maneuver. He had 
been building up his strength all the time, in the knowledge that “at the 
appropriate moment” he would destroy the old village and carry out 
industrialization: 

 

The Party chose the right moment to go over to the attack all along the 
front. What would have happened if we had listened to the right-wing 
opportunists of the Bukharin group, if we had refused to attack, had 
slowed down the development of industry, held back the development of 
collective and state farms, and based ourselves on individual peasant 
farming? We would surely have disrupted our industrial program ... we 
would have found ourselves without bread ... we would be sitting by a 
broken trough. What if we had listened to the left-wing opportunists 
grouped around Trotsky and Zinoviev, and launched an offensive in 1926-
1927, when we had no way of replacing grain produced by kulaks with 
grain produced by collective and state farms? We should surely have come 
to grief that way... and found ourselves without bread... sitting beside a 
broken trough. [Applause] Advancing regardless dooms an offensive to 
failure. Our experience of the Civil War tells us that... The basic orienta-
tion in the Party at the present moment is away from a socialist offensive 
limited to particular sectors of the economic front, and toward an 
offensive along the whole front. 

 

BUT WHOSE IDEA WAS IT? 

In my memory, I am back in the seventies. In Moscow. It was early 
morning in the Lenin Library, as it was then called. As soon as the library 
opened, a little, thin-necked man appeared. The striking thing in his 
appearance was a pair of pince-nez of the sort once worn in tsarist Russia. 
But all those who frequented the library recognized that face and those 
pince-nez. They belonged to Vyacheslav Molotov. 

One day I succeeded in introducing myself to him. It happened at the first 
night of some play or other at the Yermolova Theater. I had left my 



overcoat in the manager’s office, and when I went to get it after the play I 
saw an old man in pince-nez outside the office door. I went in and the 
manager said, “Did you see Molotov? He left his coat here. I had to ask the 
old man to wait. We had an important guest tonight—our district Party 
secretary. I had to let him put his coat on and leave first, to avoid any 
embarrassment.” The embarrassment was that Molotov had been expelled 
from the Party after his clash with Khrushchev. And now the man who had 
once controlled the destiny of postwar Europe had to wait while a district 
secretary got his overcoat on. Sic transit gloria mundi. I took Molotov’s coat 
and galoshes, and the street clothes of his companion, and carried them 
out to him. His companion was an elderly lady, apparently his 
housekeeper. His wife was dead. 

That was how we met. 

He lived on Granovsky Street, quite near the theater. Which was why he 
valued his connection with it, and was concerned about embarrassing the 
manager. 

I volunteered to see him home. It was a quiet winter night. I was stupid 
and impatient enough to start talking about Stalin right away. I sensed his 
uneasiness, and began with innocuous questions, such as “Why did Stalin 
wear boots even in summer? Many strange explanations have been given.” 

He answered me very politely. “Please tell me just one of them,” he said. I 
suggested that the semimilitary tunic and the military boots hinted at war 
for world revolution. 

He laughed dubiously. “Very poetic. Stalin, however, wrote poetry only in 
his early youth. As for the world revolution—we never did forget our 
obligation to the world proletariat. But unlike the Trotskyists who kept 
shouting about world revolution—we made one. Made one, and created a 
worldwide socialist camp. We didn’t keep shouting about industrialization 
like the Trotskyists, but we did it. In just the same way, 

they talked about collectivization, but it was Stalin who brought the 
peasants into the kolkhoz. Although to begin with he seemed to be de-
fending even kulaks. Incidentally, Lenin too only ‘sort of believed’ in NEP.” 

I remember to this day his flat voice and that sarcastic “sort of.” But like 
an idiot I interrupted him. “You mean ‘sort of believed in NEP to appease 



the deaf-mutes?” 

He was silent for a while, then said stiffly, “I don’t know what you mean.” 

“I’m talking about Lenin’s Testament. There was a rumor that there was a 
longer one somewhere.” 

“There was no longer Lenin Testament,” he said in the same flat voice. 

Later I read a little book by the poet Chuyev about his long conversations 
with Molotov. Chuyev asked him whether there were any secret 
agreements about the Baltic States. Molotov, who had drafted them 
himself, said that there were none. 

I imagine that he answered in the same icy tone. 

For the rest of the journey he remained silent. I rang him up occasionally 
after this but could never arrange another meeting. I had probably broken 
some sort of taboo. 

But, invoking poetic license, let us suppose that there was a Testament. If 
so, when Stalin laid hands on it in Lenin’s private office it would have been 
like finding a map of buried treasure. Kamenev once said of Lenin that 
“whenever I disagreed with him he always proved to be right.” They all had 
faith in the God Lenin’s compass. If Lenin’s command in his Testament 
had been to regard NEP as “serious and here to stay” Koba, who as yet had 
little experience of leadership, would, just as energetically, have taken the 
country to the very end of that road. Ilyich, of course, had willed 
something different. To a radical like Lenin, NEP was merely the rocket 
designed to lift off his spacecraft and disappear. Was Stalin, at the 
Sixteenth Congress, putting into his own words the economic plan 
contained in Lenin’s Testament? 

The underlying idea of the plan was to squeeze a century of progress into 
ten years, by revolutionary means. This required industrialization, the 
collectivization of agriculture, and the creation of a manipulable Party, 
which would carry out the leader’s injunctions to the letter instead of 
wasting time on discussion and opposition. Only such a Party could finally 
tame a country stirred up by revolution and create a united society. After 
that it could go on to make the Great Dream come true. 

He allowed the rightist leaders to remain in the Central Committee, but 



slung Tomsky out of the Politburo. That body became once and for all a 
submissive tool in the hands of the Leader. True, the pathetic Rykov 
remained a member after acknowledging his errors, but he was often far 
from sober. In fact “vodka” was often called “rykovka” in Party circles. To 
teach him a lesson Stalin forced him to do penance over and over again. 

 

THE “Boss” ARRIVES 

After the Congress Stalin set off for the South, as he always did in autumn. 
And as usual, he left Molotov in charge of “the business.” “The business” 
was what the Party higher-ups more and more frequently called the Party 
and the country. And Stalin was more and more often referred to by the 
people and the Party alike as “the Boss.” 

Molotov was now number 2 in the country, the Boss’s shadow. The Boss 
remembered that Molotov had once been the first to appreciate an 
unknown, pockmarked Georgian who arrived in Petrograd from nowhere, 
and had made way for him as editor of Pravda without a murmur. 

When Koba was appointed to the new Secretariat of the Central 
Committee Molotov had been senior secretary for some time. The Central 
Committee machine was in his hands, but this too he surrendered to 
Stalin without a murmur. 

The brilliant Trotsky thought Molotov a blockhead. Bukharin too 
complained to Kamenev of “that blockhead Molotov, who tries to teach me 
Marxism, and whom we call ‘Stone Arse.’” Chuyev asked Molotov whether 
it was true that Lenin had called him “Stone Arse.” Molotov answered with 
a laugh. “You ought to hear some of the things Lenin used to call other 
people. He was no blockhead.” 

Bazhanov, Stalin’s former secretary, wrote about Molotov: “He is a very 
conscientious, not at all brilliant but extremely capable bureaucrat... He is 
polite and good-natured.” Molotov was essentially a good bureaucrat. An 
extremely hardworking machine, automatically carrying out the Boss’s 
orders. After all, the Revolution had long ceased to be the green-eyed 
beloved mistress, and had become an aging wife. The time for brilliant 
people had gone, the time for businesslike management had arrived. And 
besides, against the background of Stalin’s handpicked, proletarian 



Politburo, including such men as the cobbler Kaganovich and the 
metalworker Voroshilov, polite stone-bottomed Molotov with his pre-
Revolution pince-nez looked like a genuine intellectual. 

The age of “Unenlightened Absolutism” had arrived. 

On vacation in the South, the Boss gave his shadow fresh instructions 
daily: “I think we need to solve the problem of the top people in the 
Soviets once and for all this autumn. First of all, Rykov must be dis-
missed... and their whole apparat must be disbanded. Second, you will 
have to take over from Rykov as chairman of the Council of People’s 
Commissars and of the Council of Labor and Defense. All this is between 
ourselves; we’ll talk about the details in the autumn. For the time being 
think it over together with a few very close friends. So long for now. 
Cordially yours, Stalin.” 

He was moving his pieces around the board quickly. The “business” was 
taking shape. In the last days of 1930 he removed Rykov from the 
Politburo. The Boss now made Molotov head of government. 

“The Boss” was now in effect his official title. On June 12, 1932, 
Kaganovich wrote to Ordzhonikidze, “As before we are receiving regular 
and frequent directives from the Boss... In practice he has to carry on 
working while he is on holiday. But there’s no other way.” 

No, there would in the future be no other way. The Boss was in charge of 
everything. And the people, whose official history at the time stated that 
“the people overthrew all the bosses in 1917,” now affectionately called 
him the Boss! 

The Great Turn was a reality. The Bolshevik God lay in his Mausoleum, 
and a Bolshevik tsar known as “the Boss” had arrived. 

Trouncing the rightists at the Sixteenth Congress, the Boss delighted his 
docile and eagerly attentive audience with an undemanding witticism: 
“Whenever there are difficulties, minor hitches, they immediately start 
worrying that something dreadful may happen. If they hear a cockroach 
rustling, they stagger back out of harm’s way before it’s more than halfway 
out of its lair, they’re horror-struck and start howling that there’s a 
catastrophe and the Soviet regime is doomed.” The audience laughed, but 
he knew that they would soon be facing the famine of which the rightists 



had warned them. 

 

A WELCOME FAMINE 

Collectivization and the destruction of kulaks—the most skillful 
cultivators—would inevitably lead to an unprecedented famine. Stalin and 
his GPU made their preparations. The endless trials of wreckers, the 
unremitting terror, excessive demands on workers, undernourishment, 
and living conditions fit only for animals had already broken the country’s 
will. “Can these really be the people who made a revolution?” asked a 
Western journalist, looking at the people meekly standing in line at a labor 
exchange. 

In the winter of 1931-1932 the ex-midshipman Fyodor Raskolnikov, hero 
of revolutionary Kronstadt and subsequently a thriving diplomat, 
returned to his native land for a holiday. His wife described their im-
pressions. All the food shops were empty. There was nothing to be seen 
except barrels of sauerkraut. Ration cards for bread had been introduced. 
The population was fed in canteens at factories and mills. But the most 
horrible sight of all confronted her in the street: “On one occasion... near 
the Nikitsky Gate, I suddenly saw a peasant who seemed to appear out of 
the ground, accompanied by a woman with a babe in arms. Two sligb’’y 
older children clung to their mother’s skirts. I was shocked by the 
expression of utter despair on these people’s faces. The peasant doffed his 
cap and said in a breathless, imploring voice, ‘For the love of Christ, give 
us something, only be quick about it, or they’ll see and pick us up.’” 

“What are you afraid of? Who will pick you up?” the famous revo-
lutionary’s wife asked in astonishment. She emptied her purse into his 
hand, and he disappeared, saying, “You don’t know anything about what’s 
going on here. Out in the country they’re all starving to death.” The 
Ukraine, the Volga region, the Caucasus, and Kazakhstan were in the grip 
of the severest of famines. Millions of starving people tried to escape to 
the towns, but bread was sold there only to townspeople holding ration 
cards. Emaciated peasants too weak to walk straight—wraith-like 
creatures, bearing little resemblance to human beings, with children 
transparent from hunger—arrived on the outskirts of towns begging for 
bread. The militia, or GPU agents in militia uniform, carted them away, 
while little boys pelted them with stones: they had been taught at school 



to hate the “accursed kulaks” and their children, “the kulak’s brood.” 
Teachers in every school told children the story of the kulak monsters who 
had murdered the Young Pioneer Pavlik Morozov. Morozov, a fourteen-
year-old boy belonging to a village in the Sverdlov oblast, had denounced 
his father, a kulak, to the GPU. The son who had betrayed his father was 
murdered by kulaks in 1932, during the terrible famine. On the Boss’s 
instructions, the son who had betrayed his father in Stalin’s name, 
occupied an important place in all official propaganda. Stalin remembered 
what he had been taught in the seminary: “He who loves his father and 
mother more than he loves Me is unworthy of Me” (Matt. 4:37). Statues of 
Pavlik Morozov were erected all over the country. 

He had achieved the impossible: he had silenced all talk of hunger. Any 
mention of “famine in the countryside” he condemned as “counter-
revolutionary agitation.” Millions were dying, but the nation hymned the 
praises of collectivization. Parades were organized on Red Square. There 
was never a line about the famine in the press or in works of literature. 
The village was dying in silence. At the height of the famine Yagoda and 
the GPU arranged a very successful tour for Bernard Shaw, who arrived 
with Lady Astor. Lady Astor was reputed to be an influential politician, 
and she was determined to ask Stalin about punitive measures, but in the 
end she just didn’t dare. Shaw wrote that “Stalin received us like old 
friends and let us say all that we wanted to before modestly venturing to 
speak himself.” He had simply seen through Shaw: this old man loved to 
talk. Stalin didn’t hinder him. And old Shaw wrote about an “open-
hearted, just, and honorable man... who owes his outstanding elevation to 
those very qualities, and not to anything dark and sinister.” Shaw declared 
the USSR to be the country of the future. True, when he was asked why he 
did not remain in that country, the “Dear Liar,” as Mrs. Patrick Campbell 
had called him, laughingly replied that “England is Hell, it’s true, but it’s 
my duty to remain in Hell.” Those nice Western radicals—how they 
yearned to see Utopia made reality. 

Shaw wrote confidently that rumors of famine were pure invention. 

No one knows how many people famine carried off. Estimates vary 
between five and eight million. 

Stalin fought famine with his usual weapon—Terror. In August 1932 he 
personally drafted the famous law declaring that “persons mis-



appropriating public property must be regarded as enemies of the people” 
and introduced savage penalties for any such offense. The people at large 
dubbed this the “five ears law,” since it threatened any hungry person who 
stole a few ears of corn with execution by shooting or, at best, ten years’ 
imprisonment. N. Krylenko, still People’s Commissar for Justice, waxed 
indignant at a Central Committee meeting in January 1933: “We are 
sometimes up against flat refusal to apply this law rigidly. One People’s 
Judge told me flatly that he could never bring himself to throw someone 
in jail for stealing four ears. What we’re up against here is a deep prejudice, 
imbibed with their mothers’ milk ... a mistaken belief that people should 
be tried in accordance not with the Party’s political guidelines but with 
considerations of ‘higher justice.’” 

Judges were told to base their decisions solely on the Party’s guidelines. 
Very soon Krylenko would be given a practical demonstration <>f this 
principle on his own hide. 

By January 1933, fifty-five thousand people had been convicted under the 
new law, and two thousand of them shot. People were dying of hunger, but 
dared not touch the kolkhoz grain. In spite of the famine, grain exports to 
Western Europe continued without interruption. He needed funds for the 
new factories under construction. In 1930 he sold 48 million poods 
(864,000 tons) of grain, in 1931, 51 million, in 1932, 18 million, and in 
the hungriest year of all, 1933, he still managed to sell 10 million poods. 
With the aid of fear, bloodshed, and hunger he led, or rather dragged, a 
broken-backed country along the road to industrialization. 

He had foreseen the famine, and he needed it. The village, drained of its 
strength and near death from hunger, meekly succumbed to death by 
collectivization. The old revolutionary formula “the worse, the better” had 
proved its efficacy. But he still had work to do if he was to tame the 
country. Famine came to his aid once more. According to GPU estimates, 
more than one and a half million peasants had fled to the towns to escape 
from hunger and “de-kulakization.” As if to defend the towns from the 
hungry, he bound the peasants to the land. Internal passports were 
introduced. But people living in rural areas were not allowed to hold their 
own passports, and anyone found in a town without one was arrested by 
the militia. The passport system deprived the peasants of freedom of 
movement, and gave the GPU and the militia an additional means of 
exercising tight control over all citizens. Another of history’s ironies. 



Passports had existed in tsarist Russia, and their abolition was one of the 
main demands of the Revolution. Gone were October’s dreams of the 
dismantling of the state: the monster state was now a reality. 

While he was creating it, he paid unwearying attention to ideology. 

 

FRIEND OF THE ARTS 

Here too the GPU became his main helper. Cudgeling confessions out of 
intellectuals was not Yagoda’s only skill. He also did excellent work with 
intellectuals not yet in jail. His closest friends included some of the most 
eminent writers, and he invented an extraordinary way of showing his 
trust in them. Investigating officers would summon them to the GPU to 
listen in while suspects were interrogated. From an adjoining room the 
writers could hear the interrogator browbeating some unfortunate 
intellectual until, completely demoralized, he agreed to slander a friend. 
Among those who went along to the GPU and “listened in” were the 
brilliant Isaac Babel and Peter Pavlenko. Nadezhda Mandelstam wrote that 
“in 1934 Pavlenko’s account of how he accepted an invitation from a GPU 
investigator out of curiosity and was present in hiding at a nocturnal 
interrogation, reached [the poet Anna] Akhmatova and myself. According 
to Pavlenko Osip Emilevich [Mandelstam] looked pitiful and confused 
during the interrogation. His trousers kept falling down, and he had to 
keep hitching them up. He gave irrelevant answers, talked all sorts of 
nonsense, and squirmed like a carp in a frying pan.” The really horrifying 
thing was that Pavlenko did not realize how monstrous his story was. 
Time had already hardened most people’s hearts. Yagoda was taming the 
writers, training them to collaborate with the GPU. Confiding the 
interrogators’ secrets to them enabled him to ask for confidences in 
return—for their help and participation in the actual work of the secret 
police. 

The wife of N. Yezhov, Stalin’s most terrible torturer (and Yagoda’s 
eventual successor), asked Nadezhda Mandelstam a naive question: “The 
writer Pilnyak visits us. Whom do you visit?” “Visiting” in this context 
meant enjoying the patronage of the mighty GPU. 

Yagoda it was who had successfully carried out the Boss’s order to bring 
Maxim Gorky back to the USSR. Beginning in 1928 Gorky, in Sorrento, 



was inundated with telegrams and letters from his homeland, in which 
workers’ groups, prompted by the GPU, told him how they missed their 
bard. 

In the same year, the Boss had organized celebrations in honor of Gorky’s 
sixtieth birthday, the likes of which had never been seen. He knew how to 
do the honors. Portraits of the writer and articles about him filled all the 
newspapers. Through Yagoda’s emissaries, the Boss offered Gorky the post 
of spiritual leader, second man in the state. The old, old story—”You and I 
are Himalayas.” 

Living abroad Gorky missed the matchless fame he had once enjoyed. He 
agreed to visit the USSR. Collectivization interested him. He had always 
hated the “half-savage, stupid, awkward people in Russian villages” (the 
peasantry). His hopes were raised by the fact that they would now be 
converted into a rural branch of the proletariat he so loved, as workers in 
state and collective farms. 

When Gorky returned, Yagoda was his inseparable companion. “Yagodka” 
(“Little Berry”) was Gorky’s affectionate name for the secret police chief. 
“Little Berry” took him on a tour around the CPU’s camps. Gorky was 
shown former thieves and prostitutes who had become shock workers 
(those who set new productivity standards). And all the time there was a 
constant, unbroken stream of flattery. The Boss knew people’s 
weaknesses. In the camps Gorky was touched by the successes of 
reeducation. Moved to tears, he sang the praises of the GPU. He would 
return to the USSR to stay just as the trials of intellectuals were begin-
ning, in the year of the Shakhtintsy affair. In an article for Pravda, the 
humanitarian Gorky supplied a formula which would become the motto of 
the Stalin era: “If the enemy refuses to surrender he must be destroyed.” 

The Boss was not mistaken in him. He had brought Gorky back to play a 
special part in the taming of the intelligentsia. 

 

TAMING THE INTELLIGENTSIA 

All this time, from 1929 on, a campaign against “ideological distortions” 
proceeded in parallel with the trials of wreckers. The intelligentsia was 
being taught caution in its use of the printed word. The slightest 



departure from the official view risked an accusation of perverting 
Marxism-Leninism, or worse. 

Biologists, philosophers, educationists, and economists were all assailed. 
All branches of learning reported the discovery of “distortions.” The 
“pseudo-academics,” as they were now called, obediently did penance at 
public meetings. 

Stalin was gradually eliminating shame. Fear is stronger than shame. 

The cruel years that had gone before now looked like a reign of freedom. 
Quite recently, in 1926, the Moscow Arts Theater had been allowed to put 
on Mikhail Bulgakov’s Days of the Turbins. It was a fantastic success. 
Spectators watched in amazement a play which portrayed White officers 
(the enemy) not as the usual monsters but as likable, decent people. The 
production infuriated writers who were members of the Party. But the 
play proved to have one seemingly inexplicable devotee and defender. The 
Boss went to see it time and time again. Was this really odd? Not at all. 
The play dramatized the wreckage of the old empire. And Stalin, as he 
settled accounts with the leaders of October, could already see the empire 
of the future. 

Still, he did not believe in playing favorites. In 1929, while he was taming 
the intelligentsia, the Arts Theater accepted a new play from Bulgakov. 
Flight was about the end of the White army and its exodus from Russia. 
The heroes were the same, the ideas were the same as those of Days of the 
Turbins. But times had changed. The Boss had the play discussed in the 
Politburo. The body which governed the whole state was called on to 
examine a play which had not yet been shown. In his empire that sort of 
thing would be the norm. He knew that nothing was more important than 
ideology. He had taken to heart Lenin’s dictum “the slightest relaxation in 
ideology will lead to loss of power by the Party.” The Politburo accepted 
the recommendation of the commission it had set up that “staging of this 
play be deemed inexpedient.” The verdict of P. Kerzhentsev, director of the 
Central Committee’s Department of Agitation and Propaganda, is 
appended to the minutes: “The author’s bias is quite clear: he is making 
excuses for people who are our enemies.” As if at a word of command, the 
newspapers, each and every one, set about destroying Bulgakov. Agitprop 
did its job, and The Days of the Turbins was taken off. The experienced 
Kerzhentsev obviously intended to seek out the rightists in the arts. 



The Boss, however, had other plans for Bulgakov. 

My father was friends with Yuri Karlovich Olesha. They had both attended 
the Richelieu High School in Odessa. In the twenties and thirties Olesha 
was one of the most fashionable writers. But after that... well, he was 
never imprisoned; they merely stopped publishing him. He spent his time 
jotting down mundane aphorisms, drinking heavily, and, when truly 
drunk, throwing his scraps of paper into the wastebasket. In the fifties the 
whole street would turn round to look at the man with the disheveled 
mane of gray hair, the dirty scarf around his neck, and the aquiline nose. 
He often visited my father to ask for money, and they would talk for 
hours. On one such occasion he told my father how Bulgakov, driven into a 
corner, decided to write a letter to Stalin. The idea was put into his head 
by a dubious character widely believed to be an informer. Bulgakov had no 
money at all, and had tried in vain to find work with the Arts Theater. He 
nerved himself to write a desperate letter asking Stalin to let him go 
abroad. This was suicide when so many intellectuals were standing trial. 
As Olesha told the story: “It all happened in April. It was April 1 and we all 
played April fool jokes on each other. I knew about this letter, so I rang 
him up and said, with some sort of accent, ‘Comrade Stalin wishes to 
speak to you.’ He recognized my voice, told me to go to hell, and lay down 
(he always had a nap after dinner). But then the phone rang again. A voice 
at the other end said, ‘Comrade Stalin will speak to you now.’ He swore and 
hung up, thinking that I just wouldn’t leave him alone. The phone rang 
again immediately, and he heard Stalin’s secretary say sternly, ‘Don’t hang 
up. I hope you understand me.’ Another voice, with a Georgian accent, cut 
in: ‘What’s the matter, are we getting on your nerves?’ After Bulgakov had 
got over his embarrassment and greetings had been exchanged, said, ‘I 
hear you’re asking to be sent abroad.’ Bulgakov, of course, answered as 
expected, that ‘a Russian writer cannot work outside his Motherland,’ and 
so on. ‘You are right. I also believe that you want to work for the Arts 
Theater?’ ‘I should like to, yes, but... they’ve turned me down.’ ‘I think 
they’ll agree.’ With that he hung up. And almost immediately there was a 
call from the theater asking Bulgakov to start work there.” 

So Bulgakov wrote Moliere, a play about a king who was Moliere’s only 
protector against a spiteful court camarilla. Kerzhentsev—who else?—
instantly denounced the author to the Central Committee: “What is the 
author’s political intention? Bulgakov... sets out to show the fate of a 



writer whose ideology is at odds with the political order, and whose plays 
are banned. Only the king stands up for Moliere and defends him against 
his persecutors... Moliere has such lines as ‘all my life I’ve been licking his 
(the king’s) spurs with only one thought: don’t trample on me. Maybe I 
haven’t flattered you enough, maybe I haven’t crawled enough?’ The scene 
concludes with Moliere exclaiming, ‘I hate arbitrary tyranny’ (we amended 
‘arbitrary’ to ‘the king’s’). The idea around which the author builds his play 
is sufficiently clear.” The Boss agreed with Kerzhentsev’s recommendation 
to take the play out of the repertoire. But he remembered that only the 
king had helped Moliere and took note of Moliere’s readiness, much as he 
hated tyranny, to serve his only protector, the king. 

In 1936 the old Bolshevik Kerzhentsev would be shot. But Bulgakov 
survived. 

 

BURIED ALIVE 

The Boss was gradually inculcating the idea that nothing escaped his 
attention. Everything of the slightest importance was reported to him. In 
1931 a ticklish situation arose. The demolition of the Danilovsky 
Monastery was under discussion. The monastery’s graveyard would also 
cease to exist. But this was where the remains of one of Russia’s greatest 
writers, Gogol, had been laid to rest. The Boss decided that the writer’s 
remains should be transferred from the Danilovsky to the Novodevichi 
cemetery. After this had been done, a strange, indeed terrifying rumor 
went around: when the grave was opened it was found that Gogol had 
been buried alive. 

Historians of literature excitedly remembered the text of Gogol’s will: “My 
body is not to be buried until unmistakable signs of decomposition 
appear. I mention this because in the course of my illness I have 
experienced moments of suspended animation, in which my heart and my 
pulse ceased to beat.” 

The Boss was informed. Yagoda gave him a detailed account of what had 
happened at the cemetery: the director of the Novodevichi cemetery, to 
which the remains were taken, invited a number of writers. Olesha, the 
novelist and short story writer Lidin, the poet Svetlov, and others duly 
arrived. Also present were certain friends of the director: he had 



distributed invitations freely as if they were complimentary theater tick-
ets. And “comrades” from the department, who needed no invitation. 

The coffin was opened and the astounded spectators saw lying there a 
skeleton with its skull twisted to one side. 

While the remains were being transferred there was a certain amount of 
pilfering. Lidin took a small piece of Gogol’s waistcoat. One of the 
director’s friends helped himself to his boots, and even a bone. 

These proceedings were not to the Boss’s liking. Yagoda was given his 
instructions, and a few days later all the stolen articles were returned to 
the grave. Later the newspapers carried an official explanation of Gogol’s 
posture: “There is nothing mysterious about the turning of the deceased’s 
head. The sides of a coffin start to rot first, and the lid subsides under the 
weight of the soil above it, pressing down on the corpse’s head, and 
causing it to turn gradually sideways. This is a quite frequent 
phenomenon.” Stalin was satisfied. He did not want any awkward 
associations of ideas at a time when he was burying the art of the 
Revolution alive, burying the avant-garde and the Great Utopia together. 

 

The beginning of the eighties. I am sitting on the beach at Pitsunda. Sit-
ting next to me is Viktor Borisovich Shklovsky. The great theorist of left-
wing art and friend of Mayakovsky. He is completely bald. His longish 
head gleams in the Pitsunda sunshine. He was, however, just as bald at the 
age of twenty. Throughout my childhood Viktor Borisovich was never out 
of my sight for long. He and my father worked on screenplays together. 
Only later did I learn that he was mainly responsible for the theories of 
the great avant-garde movement of the twenties. The shining sphere that 
was his head was glimpsed at all the famous debates of the decade. He is 
now ninety, and completely alone: the other participants in those 
controversies had gone to their graves long ago. Most of them to 
unmarked graves, shot in the days of Stalin’s Terror. When he speak, his 
thoughts are like the fallout of an atomic explosion. I write it all down as 
carefully as I can: “Gorky was one of the old school, he didn’t know the 
first thing about the avant-garde, he thought it was all bogus... Stalin did 
the right thing, sending for Gorky when he decided to do away with the 
art of the Revolution. Gorky didn’t understand painting at all. All the main 
characters in the avant-garde were fully developed before the Revolution... 



Malevich, Meyerhold, Khlebnikov... They hated the ‘repositories’—their 
name for the palaces and galleries in which art languished. So after the 
Revolution they brought it out onto the streets. The great world of leftist 
art arrived. Tallin, Malevich... Tallin once came to see your father, do you 
remember?... No, of course not, you were only little. Tallin was a poor 
creature by then, a broken man. In the twenties he’d been the Messiah. He 
hated Malevich. It was mutual. And also worshiped him. He put up that 
famous tent in his studio so that when Malevich called he couldn’t steal 
his ideas. He was very serious, no sense of humor. After October he de-
signed the Tower of the Third International—a symbol of the New Time. 
He thought of it as a modern Tower of Babel. The proletariat would reject 
God, and climb its spiral ramp to a new heaven. The heaven of the world 
revolution. Comintern was supposed to make the tower its headquarters. 
It was a synthesis of all that was new in architecture, sculpture, and 
painting. And of course nobody could possibly build it. It was just a dream. 
Later on he designed a costume for the proletariat which no tailor could 
make. Then he put on a play based on a poem by Khlebnikov, which no 
one could understand. Then he designed a flying machine which, needless 
to say, would not fly. As he saw it, art’s only duty was to set the agenda for 
technology. All he did was done for the future.” 

He saw that Future. Vladimir Tallin, the genius of the Greal Utopia, lived 
in Moscow in obscurity and in conslanl fear unlil his death in 1956. 

They argued about ihe new art. In ihe liny rooms of communal flals 
urbanislic mirages were born in Asialic Russia. And with them, countless 
lilerary movemenls. There was no furnilure in these apartments— it had 
all been burned in the cold winter of 1918. Furniture was declared “petit 
bourgeois.” Their women despised housework, and simply covered 
cigarette butts and remnants wilh a layer of newspaper. The floor was a 
little higher after every party. There, on ihis bed of newspaper, they made 
love to girls who, like them, believed in the new art. 

Their mistresses’ haunches reclined among reports of Party discussions 
and the battle cries of world revolution. 

I ask Shklovsky why the left-wing intelligentsia sided with Stalin in his 
fight with Bukharin and the rightists. The rightists, he says, stood for “the 
world of the well-off, NEP, shopkeepers, prosperous peasant dimwits. We 
wanted something quite different. When Stalin sounded the call for 



industrialization we rejoiced. It meant—to us—that the time of 
urbanization and of the new art had arrived. Not for nothing was Tallin 
awarded the title ‘Honored Artist’—the highest distinction in those days.” 

Only to be denounced as a “bourgeois formalist” in 1932. As I listen to 
Shklovsky, I ask myself, Did they really believe? Or did they just think it 
wise to believe? After all, the country was already ruled by total terror. It 
forced Eisenstein to remake his October. And enabled the Boss to stifle the 
art of the Great Utopia calmly and without excuses. 

One of the leaders of the avant-garde, Vladimir Mayakovsky, had dutifully 
performed the Russian poet’s role of prophet. Like Yesenin before him, 
Mayakovsky had a feel for the future. On the threshold of the terrible 
thirties, with the end of left-wing art in sight, he ended his life with a 
bullet from a revolver. His best-known slogan in verse—”Life is good, and 
it’s good to be alive!”—mocked the unfortunate man who lay on the floor 
with a bullet in his heart. 

The avant-garde and the Great Utopia breathed their last beside him. 

The avant-garde had wanted a revolution in art, but the new regime 
wanted art to serve the revolution. The first assault on leftist art was 
Lenin’s idea. Immediately after establishing the post of General Secretary 
he had set up the RAPP—Russian Association of Proletarian Writers. 
RAPP, with its team of Party critics, undisguisedly sought to control art. 

But many Trotskyists and Zinovievites had made themselves at home in 
RAPP. The Boss handled the situation neatly. When in 1932 he was about 
to abolish RAPP by decree, most of the writers interpreted this as a sign of 
relaxation, and were naturally delighted. The same decree, however, 
dissolved all other literary groupings. The avant-garde was simply decreed 
out of existence. He delayed publication of the decree so that the writers 
themselves could take the initiative in abolishing RAPP and suppressing 
the avant-garde. 

 

THE GOODS WE NEED: PEOPLE’S SOULS 

I was told about this famous meeting on various occasions by Peter 
Pavlenko and by two other writers, Evgeny Gabrilovich and Korneli 
Zelinsky. 



On the eve of RAPP’s dissolution the telephone rang in the homes of many 
well-known writers. They were asked to report to Gorky’s residence, no 
reason given. The writers assembled as bidden. 

Gorky, looking mysterious, met his guests on the stairway, and invited 
them into the drawing room. They sat there waiting for quite a while 
before the guests of honor finally appeared. Stalin, surrounded by his 
senior henchmen. Gabrilovich used to tell us how he could not take his 
eyes off the dictator: a small man in a dark green tunic of fine cloth, 
smelling of sweat and unwashed flesh. Gabrilovich remembered the thick 
black hair that tumbled over his narrow brow and the pockmarked face, 
the pallor of someone who worked indoors without a break. He moved 
quickly, as small people generally do, and laughed a lot in short bursts 
from under his mustache, looking for the moment sly and Georgian. But 
when he was silent his bushy brows rose at an angle and made him look 
harsh and grimly determined. He listened politely to the writers’ 
statements. But from his responses everybody realized with amazement 
that he was supporting the non-Party writers against the mighty RAPP. 
Then he made a speech, in which he tore the former leaders of RAPP to 
pieces. He lavishly praised the writers there before him: “You produce 
goods that we need. Even more than machines and tanks and airplanes we 
need human souls.” He went so far as to call writers “engineers of human 
souls.” He liked that definition: people’s souls interested him greatly. 
Chatting with the writers during a break in the proceedings, he repeated 
it, aiming a finger at the chest of one of them as he did so. The writer in 
question blurted out, “Me? Why me? I’m not arguing!” To which the 
artless Voroshilov retorted, “What’s the good of just not arguing? You 
have to get on with it.” The writer nodded vigorously. He wasn’t sure 
exactly what “it” was, but he was eager to get on with it. 

Among those present was Sholokhov, author of the celebrated novel Quiet 
Flows the Don. Rumors that Sholokhov had stolen his novel from a Cossack 
officer destroyed by the regime were already going around. People did not 
believe that a man so young and so unintellectual could have written a 
great book. Sholokhov was Stalin’s writer, promoted by him. And he 
threatened to arrest those who said such things. The rumors nonetheless 
persisted, because nobody could understand why Sholokhov himself 
behaved so strangely and feebly, why he failed to defend himself. The 
authorship of The Quiet Don became one of the literary riddles of the 



century. 

Yet it was all easily explicable. Poor Sholokhov didn’t dare try to prove 
anything, because the man on whose life the novel was based had been 
arrested shortly before the first part appeared. 

 

THE LITERARY RIDDEE OF THE AGE 

 

June 6, 1927. Case No. 45529 against Citizen Yermakov was heard by an 
OPU board... Yermakov, Kharlampi Vasilievich was sentenced to death by 
shooting. (From a declassified case file) 

 

The dossier includes a photograph of a young Cossack with a mustache, 
and a biography of Yermakov. His life story is that of Grigori Melikhov, 
hero of The Quiet Don. Yermakov, just like Melikhov, was called up for 
military service in 1913, fought in the First World War, was awarded four 
St. George Crosses, and promoted to the rank of ensign. Again like 
Melikhov, he had fought on the side of the Reds against Colonel 
Chernetsov’s guerrillas, had behaved in the same way during the rebellion 
in the Cossack village of Veshenskaya, etc., etc. 

It all becomes clear when you read the most intriguing document included 
in the dossier. This is a letter from the young Sholokhov, then a little-
known writer, to Yermakov, in 1926: “Dear Comrade Yermakov, I need to 
obtain from you some additional information about the 1919 period. I 
hope that you will not refuse me the favor of supplying this information... 
I plan to be with you in May-June this year... Yours, Sholokhov.” 

Sholokhov, then, could not produce the simplest possible proof of his 
authorship—the name of his hero and informant. That would have meant 
killing the book, since Kharlampi Yermakov, hero of the best Soviet novel, 
was an enemy of the people, shot by the GPU. He was not rehabilitated 
until 1989, after Sholokhov’s death. Sholokhov had to remain silent till 
the day he died. And carry on drinking. 

 



IN THE IMAGE OF THE PARTY 

All writers—Party members and nonmembers alike—now had to unite in 
the Union of Writers, an organization modeled closely on Stalin’s Party: it 
had secretaries, plenums, congresses—all just the same. He gave this 
Party-for-writers a leader of its own, the celebrated Gorky, with his 
aversion to left-wing art. This had been Stalin’s reason for calling him 
home. It had all been planned in advance. Gorky’s name was meant to 
blind European radicals to the suppression of the avant-garde. 

Stalin had entrusted the organization of the Writers’ Union to Bukharin. 
The work took him away from the day-to-day business of the Party, and a 
dependable overseer was attached to him—Ivan Gronsky, editor-in-chief 
of Izvestia and of the magazines Navy Mir and Krasnaya Niva. 

 

THE SEDUCTION 

Gronsky’s reputation was that of a very nice if not very clever man. Here is 
a story told by that nice man in 1963, talking to staff members (including 
me) of the Gorky Archive: “I went to see Gorky once. A man of medium 
height was standing there. Gorky introduced him—His Highness Prince 
Svyatopolk-Mirsky. One of the most exalted names in tsarist Russia.” They 
sat at the table. And Gronsky was struck by the fact that the more the 
prince drank, the more cautious he became. He did not like this, and when 
he got back he asked the GPU to look up whatever information they had 
on the prince. When he learned that Mirsky was an alumnus of the Corps 
of Pages, that he had known Denikin and Wrangel and had lived in 
England before returning to Russia, the vigilant Gronsky instantly 
“recognized the handiwork of the British Intelligence Service.” He raised 
the matter with Yagoda and with Stalin personally. After which the 
hapless prince, who had been talked into moving to the USSR, vanished 
into the camps. 

And here was Gronsky, who had spent a decade and a half in the hell of 
Stalin’s camps himself, proudly telling us how vigilant he had been. So the 
very nice Gronsky had “belonged” in those crazy days. He may have been 
the first witness to tell the true story of the Boss’s attitude to Gorky: “I 
heard Stalin on various occasions say things like ‘Who does Alexei 
Maximovich think he is?’” Then he would start reeling off a long list of 



Gorky’s attacks on the Bolsheviks. But he knew that Gorky was political 
capital. And immediately before the creation of the Writers’ Union he 
bestowed Gorky’s name on the city in which he was born, the main street 
in Moscow, and the famous Moscow Arts Theater. Gronsky timidly 
questioned this last decision: 

 

Gronsky: Comrade Stalin, it’s more Chekhov’s theater. 

Stalin: That’s of no importance. Gorky is a proud man, and we have to bind 
him to the Party with strong ropes. 

 

Gronsky could not know that the Master was looking far ahead. In the 
bloody future of which Stalin was already thinking, Gorky would have to 
reconcile himself to many things. The Boss was winning him over in 
advance, binding him with the ropes of vainglory. Giving him something 
to lose. The Boss knew the power of vanity, that pathetic weakness of 
pathetic intellectuals, knew the bait to which they all rose with remarkable 
uniformity to become his lackeys. The French writer Henri Barbusse had 
been in Moscow for the Gorky jubilee. Shortly before, he had written an 
article in support of Trotsky, which had brought the wrath of the French 
Communist Party and Comintern down upon his head. “What fools. 
Barbusse is political capital and they’re squandering it,” Stalin said to 
Gronsky. He took over this capital himself—using the same old bait for 
Barbusse as for others. 

During the Gorky celebrations at the Bolshoi Theater Barbusse was sitting 
modestly in the body of the hall. But then, in the middle of some ringing 
oration about Gorky, the Boss ordered Gronsky to extract him from the 
depths and invite him onto the platform. When the bewildered Barbusse, 
shepherded by Gronsky, appeared there, Stalin solemnly rose, interrupted 
the speaker, and began clapping. The Presidium, of course, followed the 
Boss’s lead and sprang to their feet. The whole uncomprehending but 
obedient audience rose. Stalin surrendered his own seat to the 
thunderstruck Barbusse, and modestly retired to the third row. Barbusse 
was inspired to write this of him: “Whoever you are, all that is best in your 
destiny is in the hands of this man with the head of a scholar, the face of a 
worker, and the costume of an ordinary soldier.” 



“He was a great actor,” Gronsky wrote. “He would be talking to somebody 
amicably, affectionately, all absolutely sincere. And as soon as he had seen 
that person to the door he’d say ‘what a bastard.’” 

 

The ideological reorganization continued. After the writers had been, 
dealt with, uniformity was introduced in all cultural activity. The avant-
garde in music and art was destroyed. Unions of Artists and Composers 
were created, and they too had secretaries, plenums, congresses. Two 
more mirror images of the Party. Henceforward there would be no un-
official groups in the arts. Gronsky assembled the artists in Moscow, and 
announced to a jeering audience: “Socialist Realism means making 
Rembrandt and Repin serve the working class.” 

The audience—all those innovators who had canceled bourgeois art—
hissed him, but Gronsky told them, “You rage in vain, gentlemen. We want 
no more formalist junk.” The Boss reinstated the old school— the artists 
of the empire. The hated realist Repin, who had painted a gigantic canvas 
showing the tsarist State Council in session, was proclaimed the model. 
The Academy of Arts was reestablished, former exhibits were restored to 
the Tretyakov Gallery, and the avant-garde was relegated to the tiniest of 
rooms. 

Henceforward all those active in literature and the arts had to adopt a 
single creative method. They must follow the Party’s example. Only those 
who accepted the prescribed method had the right to membership in the 
unions. Every departure from it had to be punished, like factionalism in 
the Party. The method, devised by Bukharin and Gorky, was called 
“Socialist Realism.” Its essence was contained in the word partiinost 
(“Party spirit”). Only works which served the Party had the right to exist. 
Realism and accessibility, constituents of the method, precluded once and 
for all the beautiful delirium of the avant-garde. 

The Boss took away their freedom but rewarded the members of the new 
unions. Artists were given magnificent rent-free studios and received 
extra rations in the hungry years. But the Boss was especially generous to 
writers. Separate apartments, out-of-town houses, rations well above the 
average, all went to emphasize the special ideological importance of these 
“engineers of souls.” In exchange for their freedom, practitioners of the 
arts would become one of the most prestigious and highly paid groups in 



his kingdom. 

At their meeting with the Boss in Gorky’s house the writers, as yet 
unaware of the bounty to come, took advantage of a break in the dis-
cussion to beg favors. When the writer Leonov despondently hinted that 
his dacha did not suit him, the Boss made an unexpected and somber 
reply: “Kamenev’s and Zinoviev’s dachas are now vacant, you could move 
in there.” 

It was in fact a time when dachas became vacant in large numbers. 
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THE DREADFUL YEAR 

 

 

 

  

He fought on without a pause throughout 1932 and ruthlessly demolished 
the Bukharin school. He had started the process a few years earlier. The 
genius Nikolai Ivanovich would soon have no one to show off to. In her 
memoirs, Anna Larina, Bukharin’s wife, recalled Bukharin discovering as 
he came away from a Politburo meeting in 1929 that he had lost his 
favorite pencil. He went back to the committee room, bent down to pick 
up the pencil, and saw on the floor a scrap of paper with the words in 
Stalin’s writing “Bukharin’s pupils must be destroyed.” 

For a start, he made Bukharin not only renounce his beliefs but betray his 
faithful disciples, who were then banished from Moscow. But Stalin knew 
that young people would not submit. Just as he had expected, the GPU 
shortly informed him that Bukharin’s pupils were holding meetings and 
carrying on “rightist” propaganda. In October 1932 some forty of 
Bukharin’s followers were arrested. 

That was how autumn 1932 began. 

Molotov, reminiscing in old age, said, “It was all happening at once... 
famine, disturbances... no, you couldn’t let your hand tremble, you 
couldn’t go weak at the knees. If anybody did, it was watch it—you could 
get knocked off!” Never mind the hunger, never mind the corpses: Stalin 
would drag his helpless country along the road he had always envisioned 
for it. 

Then, still in autumn 1932, the first genuine conspiracy against him arose 
within the Party. 



On a sunny August morning in 1932 a group of obvious town dwellers 
turned up in Golovino, a village outside Moscow. The gathering included 
V. Kayurov, an old Bolshevik who had once hidden Lenin in 1917; Mikhail 
Ivanov, another of the old guard, a member of the Party since 1906; and 
Kayurov’s son Vasili, a member of the Party since 1914. 

The meeting had been called by Martemyan Ryutin. As recently as 1927 he 
had joined in beating up Trotskyist demonstrators. But Ryutin, who came 
of peasant stock and had been a village schoolteacher, could not reconcile 
himself to the rout of the rightists and the destruction of the village. The 
Boss had been compelled to have him “chucked out” of the district Party 
committee. In 1929 he was sent off to Siberia to play a leading part in the 
collectivization campaign. But Ryutin carried considerable weight in the 
Party, and the Boss decided to preserve him. He was recalled to Moscow 
and in February 1930 appointed to the Presidium of the Supreme 
Economic Council and put in charge of the film industry. In August 1930, 
while the Boss was on holiday in Sochi, Ryutin was also in the Caucasus. 
Stalin sent for him and suggested that he should recant in public and 
condemn the rightists. Nothing came of this conversation. Ryutin “wrig-
gled out of it.” 

The Boss’s response came in September 1930. It is clear from documents 
in the former State Archive of the October Revolution that an official of 
the People’s Commissariat of the Defense Industry, one A. Nemov, also on 
holiday in the Caucasus, denounced Ryutin. When Nemov was confronted, 
he asserted that Ryutin had called Stalin a “trickster and political intriguer 
who will lead the country to ruin.” Stalin thereupon wrote to Molotov on 
September 13 as follows: “It seems to me that in Ryutin’s case we cannot 
limit ourselves to expulsion [from the Party]. He will have to be exiled to 
some remote place. These counterrevolutionary vermin must be disarmed 
completely.” 

He was expelled from the Party, and even arrested, but then released. He 
could not, of course, have been released without the approval of the Boss. 
Stalin had given the order, knowing that Ryutin would never give up and 
could therefore be used as bait for bigger fish. 

It happened as he had expected. Once free, Ryutin immediately became 
active underground. He organized the League of True Marxists-Leninists 
to fight against the fake Marxist-Leninist Stalin. The GPU, of course, 



continued to keep him in its sights. 

It was to put the League on a regular footing that Ryutin had called the 
meeting in Golovino. He made a speech on “the crisis of the Party and of 
the proletarian dictatorship.” The gathering confirmed the program of the 
new league, adopted the text of an appeal, and elected a committee. 
Ryutin remained outside the committee for “conspiratorial reasons.” They 
then dispersed and began distributing their documents. For the time 
being the Boss made no attempt to hinder them. Most of the documents 
ended up in the archives of the GPU, since almost all the recipients 
promptly notified that body. 

Stalin knew that the documents had reached Bukharin. 

One can picture him reading them, with their hair-raising indictments of 
the reckless pace of industrialization and collectivization, their insistence 
that “no change can be expected while Stalin is at the head of the Central 
Committee... [Stalin the] Great Agent-Provocateur, destroyer of the Party, 
gravedigger of revolution in Russia... the whole country has been 
muzzled... lack of rights, abuse of power, arbitrary use of force... 
progressive pauperization of the village... conversion of the countryside 
into a wilderness... naked coercion and repression... literature and art 
reduced to the level of handmaidens and props of the Stalinist leadership,” 
and their conclusion that “we can either go on as we are, uncomplainingly 
awaiting the destruction of the dictatorship of the proletariat, or else we 
can remove this clique by force.” 

Zinoviev and Kamenev were also acquainted with the documents, but 
neither of them informed the GPU or the Central Committee. They had 
therefore failed in their duty as Party members to notify the Party and the 
GPU immediately of oppositional activity. They had fallen into Stalin’s 
trap. 

On September 15, 1932, the “counterrevolutionary” group was arrested by 
the GPU. Zinoviev and Kamenev were summoned by the Party Control 
Commission. They were charged with knowing about the group and failing 
to report it. The commission reminded Kamenev of his conversation with 
Bukharin and of his alliance with the Trotskyists. The October leaders 
were expelled from the Party and banished—Kamenev to Minusinsk, 
Zinoviev to Kustanai. Bukharin was not yet touched. The firm still had 
work for him to do. Meanwhile the evidence against him was piling up. 



Stalin could now deal with Ryutin and his followers. On October 11 a GPU 
tribunal sentenced them to various terms of imprisonment. Ryutin got 
ten years and was sent to the CPU’s maximum-security prison at Verkhne-
Uralsk. So in 1932 the former village schoolteacher and former Party 
functionary celebrated the Revolution anniversary in a former tsarist jail. 

While awaiting trial Ryutin wrote letters to his wife which remained 
unknown until recently. On November 7, 1932, he wrote, “I have now 
been here 24 hours. My nerves have more or less quieted down. I live now 
only in the hope that the Party and the Central Committee will in the end 
forgive their prodigal son.” 

Ryutin, who had so boldly described the horrors of Stalin’s dictatorship, 
was now calling himself a “prodigal son” and yearning for forgiveness. In 
his appeal, he said, he had tried to be cautious, tactful, and polite. The 
Leninist taboo was still operative. Party members enjoyed immunity: only 
nonmembers were shot or beaten to death. 

Famine, breakdowns in the factories, and peasant rebellions had all helped 
to stimulate opposition, but Yagoda and his network of informers nipped 
mutinous stirrings in the bud. For example, the Boss received a report of 
criminal remarks made on November 7 in the apartment of A. Eismont, 
an old Bolshevik and a Party official: “If you talk to members of the 
Central Committee individually, the majority of them are against Stalin, 
but when they come to vote, they vote unanimously ‘in favor.’ Suppose we 
go to see Alexander Petrovich Smirnov [another old Bolshevik] 
tomorrow—I know the first thing he’ll say is ‘Don’t tell me there’s nobody 
in this whole country incapable of removing him.’” 

Eismont and Smirnov were arrested, but Stalin would shortly have other 
things on his mind. On the following night—November 8-9— during the 
main Bolshevik holiday, the anniversary of the October Revolution, while 
Ryutin was writing to his wife from the “isolator” and the trusting 
Eismont was enjoying a chat with a provocateur, a catastrophe occurred in 
Stalin’s own household. 

 

A SHOT IN THE NIGHT 

The festival had, as always, been a busy time for him. On November 7, 



with his henchmen around him, he had reviewed a military parade on Red 
Square. November 8 was also a holiday, and the day on which all Party 
members made merry. Stalin and his wife were Voroshilov’s guests. The 
whole of Soviet high society assembled in Voroshilov’s Kremlin apartment 
that evening. Those present, of course, included Stalin’s shadow, Molotov, 
accompanied by his wife. Stalin drank heavily that evening, trying to relax. 
He was very tired—it had been a terrible year. He knew that the people 
would not put up with another year of famine. Hungry bellies would 
overcome fear. His own docile henchmen would be the first to mutiny. 
Eismont and Ryutin were warning signals. But he let none of this show. 
He amused himself in his coarse fashion, lacing his conversation with foul 
language. His image as a rough soldier of the Party had become the reality. 

The morning after this night of revelry, his wife was found with a bullet in 
her heart. A pistol—a little Walther, most convenient for a lady’s 
handbag—lay beside her. It had been a present from her brother Pavel 
Alliluyev. 

 

[Insert Pics 01-16] 

 

NADEZHDA’S LIFE AND MYSTERIOUS DEATH 

Kira Pavlovna Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya, Stalin’s wife’s niece, had graduated 
from a drama school. She was about to join the famous Maly Theater and 
to appear in a film when her mother’s arrest in December 1948 (more later 
about the reasons for this), followed by her own arrest, cut short a very 
promising career. After her release, she appeared at various provincial 
theaters, worked as a television producer, and finally retired on a pension. 

I went to see her in 1992 in her tiny apartment in a typical Moscow block 
in an out-of-the-way spot near the River Station. 

She was still an attractive and charming woman, and in spite of the heavy 
blows fate had dealt her she was cheerful and remarkably sociable. 

Theatrical people readily share each other’s feelings. Perhaps that was why 
I found it so easy and enjoyable to talk to her. 

She began with a little family history... “The Alliluyev’s great-grandmother 



was a gypsy and we are all dark, wild at times, hot-tempered... They say 
Nadya was a merry girl, always laughing... but that was before my time. 
When they realized that he was courting her they all told her that he had a 
very difficult temperament. But she was in love with him, she thought 
that he was a romantic. He had a sort of Mephistophelian look about him, 
with his mane of jet black hair and his burning eyes... In Petersburg she 
wasn’t yet his wife—they were waiting till she was sixteen. When the 
government moved to Moscow, Nadya went with him to Tsaritsyn as his 
secretary, then became his wife.” 

Later she worked in Lenin’s Secretariat, so it was not difficult for Koba to 
find out things through naive little Nadya. She had to leave this job when 
she was “in a certain condition.” She was too embarrassed to say that she 
was pregnant, and pretended that her husband wanted her to leave. Lenin 
shrugged, and said something about “these Asiatics.” He probably said it 
affectionately, since he was very fond of Koba in those days. In 1921, 
during one of the periodic purges, Nadya was expelled as “dead weight 
with no interest in the Party.” She tried to excuse her inactivity by the 
birth of her child, but to no avail. Lenin, who was aiding Koba’s rise at the 
time, would not allow anyone to injure his protege. In December 1921 he 
wrote a letter about the services of the Alliluyev family to the Party, and 
Nadya was readmitted as a probationary member. 

According to one witness, “she was beautiful at times, and very ugly at 
others—it depended on her mood.” But another witness, Bazhanov, wrote 
in his book that “she was not beautiful, but she had a sweet, attractive 
face. At home Stalin was a tyrant, and Nadya sometimes told me with a 
sigh that ‘he hasn’t spoken for three days now, he won’t talk to anyone, 
and he doesn’t answer if anyone speaks to him; he’s an extremely difficult 
man.’” She was obviously completely dominated by him at first, as his 
mother had once been by his father. But, like his mother, she soon started 
showing her independence and her hot temper. General Orlov, a defector 
once high up in the GPU, described in his memoirs how Pauker, 
commander of Stalin’s bodyguard, once ridiculed him for calling Nadya 
“gentle,” and said that she was in fact very hot-tempered. 

It was a family characteristic. Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya told me a story 
about her father, Pavel, usually the kindest of men, breaking a billiard cue 
in half in a fit of uncontrollable anger. It was, she said with a charming 
little sigh, “his gypsy blood.” 



In their early years together, however, Stalin and Nadya were evidently 
happy. His vagabond days were over. For the first time in his life he had a 
home, the home she made for him in what had been the out-of-town 
mansion of the Zubalov family. The Zubalovs had owned refineries in 
Baku, in which he had once organized revolutionary study groups and 
strikes. It seemed especially fitting that he and that other Baku 
revolutionary, Mikoyan, should set up house in the former domain of the 
oil kings. The Zubalovs themselves had emigrated, leaving everything 
behind for the new occupants—Gobelins, marble statues, a park, a tennis 
court, a conservatory. That was a time when everything was going well for 
him, and he was rising rapidly. His old comrades lived nearby and they had 
so many memories to share—all those years of wandering, of 
imprisonment, of the sordid life underground, of terror and of blood. 

She bore him a son. A son is a great happiness for a Georgian. Life was 
indeed kind to him. He wrote to Demyan Biedny in 1923, “I am glad you 
are feeling so cheerful. The American Whitman has neatly expressed our 
philosophy: ‘We are alive, and our crimson blood seethes with the fire of 
unexpended strength.’” 

There was, however, another boy in the house. A reminder of the other life 
that had vanished. In 1921 Kirov had brought back from the Caucasus the 
forgotten son Yakov. Bazhanov wrote, “In Stalin’s apartment lived his 
older son, who was never called anything but ‘Yasha.’ He was a secretive 
youth, he looked cowed. He was always absorbed in his inner life. You 
could speak to him and he wouldn’t hear, he always had a faraway look.” 

There are many stories about Nadya taking pity on Yasha, about what 
almost amounted to a love affair between them; there’s no end to this 
nonsense. In fact she did not like her stepson, a painfully shy and rather 
obtuse boy. She wrote to his aunt Maria Svanidze that she had “given up 
all hope that he will ever start behaving sensibly. There is a complete 
absence of interest or purpose. I’m very sorry, and very upset for Joseph, 
he feels it keenly at times when he’s talking to comrades.” 

V. Butochnikov, who made friends with this tongue-tied adolescent when 
they were both at the Kremlin Military School, tells us that “Yasha hardly 
ever joined in a lively conversation. He was exceptionally reserved, but 
also hot-tempered.” 

So there were three hot-tempered people under the same roof. The 



weakest of them was the first to give under the strain. Yasha could not 
indefinitely endure his father’s unrelenting contempt. He was as sensual 
as all Georgians, and he decided to marry early. His father not only for-
bade it, he ridiculed him. Yasha attempted to shoot himself, but must have 
taken fright at the last moment and escaped with a flesh wound. After 
that he refused to stay at home, and made his escape to the Alliluyevs in 
Leningrad. 

On April 9, 1928 Stalin wrote to Nadezhda, “Tell Yasha from me that he is 
behaving like a hooligan and a blackmailer, with whom I have, and can 
have, nothing in common. Let him live where and with whom he likes.” 

After the birth of her son Nadya gave up work and lived in seclusion. 
Stalin was always at work. He lived in a tight, all-male community of his 
own, forever surrounded by his comrades-in-arms. She tried to resume 
work as a secretary. Ordzhonikidze took her into his secretariat. But the 
work was boring and she loathed it. She gave up work again, but this time 
she had an excuse of sorts—she was carrying another child. 

In those days the Svanidzes were fairly frequent visitors (Alyosha Svanidze 
was Joseph’s first wife’s brother). They had only recently returned to 
Moscow, and Alyosha’s wife, a middle-aged singer from Tiflis, was drawn 
to Nadezhda by her own loneliness. Each complained to the other of her 
joyless and lonely existence, surrounded by aging female ex-
revolutionaries, the wives of the Kremlin leaders. 

Among Maria Svanidze’s papers in the President’s Archive I found this 
letter from Nadya: 

 

11.1.26. I have absolutely nothing to do with anybody in Moscow. It seems 
strange at times to be without friends or close relations for so many years. 
But it obviously depends on one’s character. It is strange, though, that I 
feel closer to non-Party people—women, of course. The obvious reason is 
that they’re more easygoing... There are a terrible lot of new prejudices. If 
you don’t work you’re just a “baba” (housewife), although your reason for 
not working may be that you don’t consider unskilled labor worthwhile... 
You can’t imagine how unpleasant it is doing any old job just for the pay. 
You have to have some qualification, so that you needn’t always be at 
someone’s beck and call, which is what usually happens if you do 



secretarial work... Joseph sends his greetings, he’s very well disposed to 
you (says you’re a “sensible baba”). Don’t be angry—”baba” is his usual ex-
pression for people like us. 

 

Rough masculine behavior characterized the family life of all real 
Bolsheviks. There was no bourgeois sentimentality. “Hard,” “iron-hard,” 
“steely”—this was the new complimentary language of the new order. 
What would you call a nonworking wife who could not be a Party com-
rade? A “baba” of course. Just a “baba.” 

As she became more adult, she began standing up to him more frequently, 
as his mother had stood up to his father. She no longer forgave his 
rudeness to her. There were rows, after which they might both sulk 
silently for days on end. She always addressed him politely as “You”; he 
called her “Thou.” On one occasion he stopped talking to her and it was 
some days before she found out why. He had taken offense because she 
always called him “You.” They were both good at taking offense and 
nursing grievances. Nonetheless, they loved each other. They were both 
strangely, indeed frighteningly, unsuited to family life. Left alone together 
for any length of time they drove each other mad with their sulks. Yet 
when they were parted they could not do without each other. Fortunately, 
they were never alone together for long except on holiday, in the South. In 
Moscow he was hardly ever at home; he would return in time to drink tea 
and go straight to bed. 

Their second child was a daughter. She was light-haired, and he happily 
called her Svetlana. Russia’s Leader had to have a fair-haired Russian 
daughter. He loved his daughter, but bitter quarrels between the two 
difficult characters continued. On one such occasion Nadya took her 
children and left him, forever, to live with the Alliluyevs in 

Leningrad. It was strange how history had repeated itself. His mother had 
once fled from his father taking her children with her in exactly the same 
way. 

But once again they made peace. She had decided to change her way of life. 
She would take up a profession and cease to be a “baba.” He would no 
longer have to blush for her idleness. She knew how “morbidly proud” he 
was at all times. She decided to enroll at the Industrial Academy, acting on 



advice from Bukharin. He had been one of their closest family friends 
before civil war broke out within the Party. And since his capitulation he 
had started dropping in again. The children adored him. He had stocked 
his dacha with amusing animals—hedgehogs roamed the garden, and a 
tame fox lived up on the balcony. 

(Svetlana later wrote that Bukharin’s fox was still roaming around long 
after its master was shot.) 

In 1929, while Nadya was taking the entrance examination for the 
academy, Stalin was taking his usual autumn holiday in the Caucasus. 
Previously they had always spent their vacation together. But this time 
she had gone away earlier, because of her studies at the academy. They 
wrote to each other, and he kept most of her letters to the end of his days. 
Her letters go only to 1931. Nothing for 1932, the year of her mysterious 
death. His own letters, predictably, are very short. As he had told Demyan 
Biedny, he loathed letter writing. Another feature of the Party mentality: 
letters and diaries, like all that was merely personal, belonged to the world 
which they had destroyed. 

As I read these letters in the early nineties in the President’s Archive—
housed in what was once the Boss’s own apartment—they seemed at first 
unrevealing. And yet, letters have this mysterious power: as you read them 
you begin to hear the voices of those who wrote them. 

 

01.09.29. Greetings, Tatka! [He sometimes affectionately used her 
childhood nickname.] It seems I very nearly caught pneumonia in 
Nalchick... I have a crepitus in both lungs, and my cough never stops... It’s 
all work, damn it. 

 

02.09.29. Greetings, Joseph, [Without sentimental adjectives, Party 
fashion. “Dear Joseph” occurs now and then, but the endearments seldom 
go further.] I’m very glad to hear you’re feeling better now you’re in Sochi. 
You ask how I’m getting on at the Industrial Academy. I had to be there at 
9 this morning, I left the house at 8:30, of course, but the tram broke 
down. I stood waiting for a bus—but it never came. I decided to take a 
taxi, so as not to be late—and what do you think happened, it stopped 



when it had gone about 200 meters. Another breakdown. I found it all 
terribly funny. When I finally got to the academy I had to wait two hours 
for my exam to begin. 

 

Vestiges of the “Party norms” observed in the years immediately after the 
Revolution lived on: wives still traveled by tram. 

 

Tatka! How are things with you? It seems my first letter was mislaid and 
then delivered to your mother in the Kremlin. How stupid a person must 
be to accept and open other people’s letters! I’m getting better gradually. A 
kiss. Yours, Joseph. 

 

As soon as she got into the academy she attempted to interfere in Party 
matters. She wanted him to feel that she was no longer just a “baba.” He 
was purging the leadership of rightists at the time, including, of course, 
those planted on Pravda by its former editor Bukharin. 

 

Dear Joseph! Molotov said that the Party section of Pravda was not 
following the Central Committee’s line. [She goes on to plead for the head 
of the section, a certain Kovalev.] Sergo interrupted him, thumped the 
table in the traditional way, and said, “How long must this Kovalev 
nonsense on Pravda continue!” ... I know that you greatly dislike me 
interfering, but I think you should intervene in this affair, which everyone 
knows is unjust... Mama too you accused unfairly, it turns out that the 
letter was never delivered anyway. 

 

As he saw it, the rightists were acting through her. There were many of 
them in the academy. Bukharin had known what he was doing when he 
influenced her choice. Stalin hit back. 

 

Tatka. I think you’re right. If Kovalev really is guilty of anything the 
Bureau of the Pravda Editorial Board is guilty three times over, and they 



obviously want to make Kovalev their scapegoat. A great big kiss for my 
Tatka. [He wrote “great big” as his daughter, Svetlana, who could not 
pronounce her r’s would have said it.] 

 

At first she was happy. She had helped him to understand the situation. 
Only later did she realize that as a result not only Kovalev had suffered—
the whole editorial board had been ruthlessly purged. 

But the crucial point is that she had intervened on behalf of the rightists. 
And he had made a note of it. 

That the rightists had enormous influence in the Industrial Academy is 
not mere conjecture. Here is an excerpt from a penitent letter written by 
one of their leaders, N. Uglanov. “Throughout 1929 we endeavored to 
organize groups of supporters. We made a special effort to reinforce the 
right opposition in the Industrial Academy.” It was true. She herself made 
a joke about their influence in a letter to him dated September 27, 1929: 
“Students here are graded as follows: kulak, middle peasant, poor peasant. 
There’s any amount of laughter and argument every day... They’ve put me 
down as a rightist.” It is doubtful whether he approved of such jokes. 
When he fought, he felt only hatred. 

In 1930 he sent her to Karlsbad. She needed treatment for a stomach 
complaint. It was obviously something fairly serious; otherwise he would 
never have sent her to German doctors. That was the year of his 
“coronation” at the Sixteenth Congress. As usual when they were parted, 
he was full of love and concern for her. Her illness alarmed him: 

 

21.06.30. Tatka! What was the journey like, what did you see, have you 
been to the doctors, what do they say about your health, write and tell me. 
We start the Congress on the 26th... Things aren’t going too badly. I miss 
you very much, Tatka, I’m sitting at home, lonely and glum... So long for 
now... come home soon. I kiss you. 

 

02.07.30. Tatka! I got all three letters. I couldn’t reply, I was very busy. 
Now at last I’m free. The Congress is over. I shall be expecting you. Don’t 



be too long coming home. But stay a bit longer, if your health makes it 
necessary... I kiss you. 

 

Her health evidently did make it necessary. She did not get back to 
Moscow until the end of August. Meanwhile, she had seen a good deal of 
her brother Pavel. 

Kira Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya told me: “She came to see us in Germany. I 
remember those days in Germany... Papa [Pavel] was a buyer for some 
agency, Mama also worked in the Trade Mission.” 

Voroshilov had found Pavel a place in the Trade Mission so that he could 
report on the quality of German aviation equipment. He evidently had 
other assignments too, like all Bolsheviks abroad. General Orlov, the 
intelligence officer, said vaguely that he and Pavel worked together for two 
and a half years. 

Kira continued, “It was Papa who gave her that little Walther revolver. She 
may have told him that she was having a hard time. I don’t know, and 
never said anything about it either... Anyway, it was Papa who gave her the 
revolver. Perhaps she complained to him... When it all happened Stalin 
kept saying ‘What a thing to give her.’ Of course, Papa felt guilty 
afterward. It was a great shock to him. He loved her very much.” 

All that was still in the future. In 1930, when Nadya got back from 
Germany, Stalin was on vacation in the South. She joined him, but re-
turned to Moscow shortly afterward. 

 

10.09.30... The Molotovs scolded me for leaving you alone... I made my 
studies the excuse for leaving, but that of course was not the real reason. 
This summer I did not feel that you would like me if I prolonged my stay, 
quite the contrary. Last summer I felt very much that you would, but this 
time I didn’t. It obviously made no sense to stay on in that frame of mind. 
I don’t consider that I deserve reproaches, but as they see it, of course, I 
do... You talk of coming back at the end of October. Surely you don’t mean 
to stay so long? Write, if my letter doesn’t make you cross—but please 
yourself. All the best. A kiss. Nadya. 



 

It was jealousy. Simple jealousy. 

 

24.09.30. Tell Molotov from me that they are wrong. As for your 
assumption that your presence in Sochi was not wanted, your reproaches 
to me are as unfair as Molotov’s reproaches to you. Really, Tatka, I started 
the rumor that I might not return till October for reasons of secrecy. Only 
Tatka, Molotov, and maybe Sergo know the date of my arrival. Yours, 
Joseph. 

 

She refused to change the subject. She was furious with him, but tried to 
conceal it with a joke. 

 

6.10.30. I don’t seem to have had news of you recently. I heard from an 
attractive young lady that you are looking extremely well, she saw you at 
dinner at Kalinin’s place. She said that you were extremely jolly and made 
them all laugh, although they’d been shy in your august presence. I’m very 
glad. 

 

She was jealous. He had become a potentate, and she could not resign 
herself to the fact that women now flirted with him. She imagined that he 
wanted to be with those women and that she was simply in his way. That 
was why she had left the South in such a hurry. 

There was another series of furious quarrels that year. 

In autumn 1931 they went on holiday together. But, as was now usual, she 
left early. She had classes at the academy. Her letters were calm and 
matter-of-fact. She had finally made up her mind to be his informant, “the 
eye of the sovereign,” during his absence. 

 

Greetings, Joseph. I got back safely... Moscow is looking better, but here 
and there it is like a woman trying to powder over her blemishes, 



especially when it rains and the paint runs down in streaks... In the 
Kremlin everything is clean but the yard with the garage is ugly. The 
demolition of the church [of Christ the Savior] is going slowly... Prices in 
the shops are very high, and stocks are very high as a result. 

 

This was how she tried to powder over her grievances. With her new 
businesslike manner. 

 

14.9.31. I’m glad you’ve learned how to write businesslike letters... There’s 
no news from Sochi. The Molotovs have left... Keep me informed. 

 

26.9.31. It’s raining endlessly in Moscow... It’s damp and uncomfortable. 
The children of course have flu already, I evidently escape it by wrapping 
myself up warm... By next post... I’m sending the book by Dmitrievsky 
(that defector) On Stalin and Lenin... I read about it in the White press, 
where they say that it has very interesting material about you. Curious? 
That is why I asked them to get it for me. 

 

At this time talk of the famine, the results of de-kulakization, and his 
inevitable fall echoed through the academy. She knew the state he was in, 
and had been pleased to find the book in which Dmitrievsky, once a Soviet 
diplomat, glorified him and annihilated Trotsky: “Stalin represents the 
nationalsocialist imperialism which aspires to destroy the West in its 
strongholds... Stalin represents the new, nameless wave in the Party which 
did the dark and cruel work of the Revolution.” (He had mentioned this 
“defector” contemptuously at the recent Congress, but had not ordered his 
liquidation. Unlike many other defectors, the wily Dmitrievsky stayed 
alive.) 

This is his last answer to a letter of hers: 

 

29.09.31... There was a fantastic storm here. The gale howled for two days 
with the fury of an enraged beast. 18 large oaks were uprooted in our 



grounds. A great big kiss, Joseph. 

 

They both knew what the fury of a wild beast was like. 

In 1932 they went to Sochi together, taking the children. She returned to 
Moscow early, but her letters to him have disappeared. 

There is, however, one letter written in this last year of her life. A letter to 
his mother. 

 

12.03.32. You are very angry with me for not writing. I didn’t write 
because I don’t like writing letters. None of my family get letters from me, 
and they’re all just as angry with me as you are... I know you’re very kind, 
and won’t be angry with me for long. Things here seem to be all right, 
we’re all well. The children are growing up, Vasya is 10 now and Svetlana is 
5... She and her father are great friends... Altogether, we have terribly little 
free time, both Joseph and I. You’ve probably heard that I’ve gone back to 
school in my old age. I don’t find studying difficult in itself. But it’s pretty 
difficult trying to fit it in with my duties at home in the course of the day. 
Still, I’m not complaining, and so far I’m coping with it all quite 
successfully. Joseph has promised to write to you himself. As far as his 
health is concerned I can say that I marvel at his strength and his energy. 
Only a really healthy man could stand the amount of work he gets 
through. I wish you all the best, and kiss you many, many times, may you 
have a long, long life... Yours, Nadya. 

 

She herself had only a short time to live. 

After Stalin’s return to Moscow, tension in the household reached such a 
terrible point that, as Stalin’s daughter Svetlana Alliluyeva (she took her 
mother’s maiden name) wrote, “Mama thought more and more frequently 
of leaving my father.” He was enjoying his new role as a lady-killer. It 
tickled his vanity. In retaliation, Nadya more and more frequently 
repeated at home the gossip about him that she heard at the academy, at 
the very time when the Ryutin documents were being passed around in 
the lecture rooms. He judged people by one criterion only: whether or not 



they were loyal to him, and he began to hate her. He was unfaithful more 
and more frequently, simply to hurt her. She would go mad and shout out 
to his face the insults which Orlov quotes in his book: “You’re a torturer, 
that’s what you are. You torture your own son, you torture your wife, 
you’ve tortured the whole people till they can take no more.” It was a 
vicious circle. 

And on November 8 the tragedy occurred. A mysterious tragedy. Sixty 
years after the event I found myself trying to elucidate what exactly had 
happened on that terrible night. To this end, I interviewed Kira Alliluyeva-
Politkovskaya,  and  also  resolved  to  meet  Nadezhda Stalin, the other 
Nadezhda’s granddaughter and namesake. 

She was the daughter of Stalin’s son Vasily and his wife, Galina 
Burdonskaya. (Her French ancestor Bourdonnais arrived in Russia with 
Napoleon, was taken prisoner, and settled permanently in his new 
homeland.) Her French ancestry showed in the exceptional elegance of 
Nadezhda Stalin the younger, an enchanting woman. 

She was born in 1943 at the height of the war with Hitler, and studied in 
drama school. (Incidentally, her brother Alexander also became a 
theatrical producer. Is it too whimsical to suppose that the genes of that 
great actor Joseph Stalin manifested themselves in this way?) 

The younger Nadezhda, however, soon exchanged her career as an actress 
for family life. She married the son of the famous Stalinist writer 
Alexander Fadeyev, onetime head of the Writers’ Union. 

The younger Nadezhda allowed me to tape our conversation. I then 
combined it with my interview with Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya, with 
Molotov’s reminiscences as recorded by the poet F. Chuyev, the memoirs 
of Bukharin’s wife Anna Larina, the books by Svetlana, the daughter of 
Stalin and Nadezhda Alliluyeva, and, last but not least, the documents 
which I read in the President’s Archive. 

From all this material there gradually emerged the solution of the 
mysterious events of November 8, 1932. 

Nadezhda had made particularly careful preparations for the anniversary 
party at the Voroshilovs’ on November 8, her granddaughter Nadezhda 
recounted. “Anna Sergeevna Alliluyeva, grandmother’s sister, used to tell 



us about the party. Nadya usually wore her hair in a severe bun. But on 
this occasion she chose a stylish hairdo... Somebody had brought her a 
black dress with a rose pattern applique from Germany. It was November, 
but she ordered a tea rose to go with the dress, and she put it in her hair. 
She twirled around in front of Anna Sergeevna, showing off her dress, and 
asking what she thought of it.” She had dressed up as if she was going to a 
ball. And, according to Nadezhda, “Somebody was paying far too much 
attention to her at the party, and Grandfather said something rude to 
her.” 

Molotov said that “the cause of Alliluyeva’s death was, of course, jealousy... 
There was a large gathering in Voroshilovs apartment... Stalin rolled some 
bread into a ball and threw it at Yegorov’s wife with everyone watching... I 
saw it, and this seems to have had something to do with what happened.” 

These two contradictory versions can be reconciled. Nadya had gone to the 
party intending to show him how attractive she was. Obviously, when 
Yegorov’s wife, who was famous for her amours, began flirting with him 
and he responded, Nadya also began making up to somebody. And was 
rudely rebuked for it. According to Svetlana, “He said to her ‘Hey you’ and 
she said ‘My name isn’t hey,’ and left the table.” Molotov said, “She 
[Nadya] was by then a bit of a psychopath. She left the party with my wife. 
They walked round the Kremlin grounds a bit, and she complained to my 
wife, ‘He grumbles all the time... and why did he have to flirt like that?’ 
But there was nothing to it: he’d had a little drink and was playing the 
fool, but it upset her.” 

Anna Larina, Bukharin’s wife, also described the occasion: “On November 
8 Nikolai Ivanovich [Bukharin] saw her at a banquet in the Kremlin... 
According to Nikolai Ivanovich, Stalin, half-drunk, threw cigarette ends 
and orange peel in Nadezhda Sergeevna’s face. She refused to put up with 
this rudeness, rose from the table, and left. They had been sitting opposite 
each other that evening, Stalin and Nadezhda. Nikolai Ivanovich was next 
to her. In the morning Nadezhda was found dead.” 

Kira Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya wrote: “Mama told me later that when 
Nadya got home she must have thought it all out in advance because she 
bolted her door. And nobody heard the shot. It was a little revolver, a 
lady’s... They say she left a letter, but nobody read it. The letter was for 
him, Stalin... No doubt she poured her heart out in it.” Nadya Stalin said: 



“In the morning they knocked on her door—and found her dead... The 
rose she’d worn in her hair was lying on the floor by the door. She’d 
dropped it as she ran into the room. That is why the sculptor put a marble 
rose on her gravestone.” 

A Party member’s life often ended with a pistol shot. If he disagreed with 
the Party, or the Party rejected him, only a bullet could resolve the 
problem satisfactorily. 

Stalin knew how his enemies would explain Nadya’s tragic end: they would 
say that she had chosen to die rather than remain married to him. He had 
lost not only his wife but his home. He was disgraced in the eyes of his 
comrades and of his enemies alike. He immediately made her suicide a 
state secret. Her obituary in Pravda stated, “A comrade dear to us, a person 
with a beautiful soul, is no more. A young woman still full of strength, a 
Bolshevik devoted to the Party and to the Revolution, has departed from 
us.” The official communique said, “The Central Committee of the All-
Union Communist Party with great sadness notifies comrades that on 
November 9, the death took place of an active and devoted member of the 
Party.” 

Nowhere was there a single word about the cause of death. The funeral 
was a hurried affair. On November 9 the coffin had already been 
transferred from the Kremlin apartment to the Great Hall in the building 
of the Central Executive Committee (now occupied by GUM) on Red 
Square. 

There is a well-known legend that when she was lying in her coffin he 
went up to the coffin to pay his last respects—and pushed the coffin aside 
in a rage. Molotov recalled, “I had never seen Stalin weeping before, but as 
he stood there by the coffin tears ran down his cheeks. She loved Stalin 
very much—that is a fact... He did not push the coffin: he went up to it 
and said, ‘I didn’t take enough care of you.’” We can be sure that he didn’t 
push the coffin away. He never lost his self-control. Anna Larina, 
Bukharin’s wife, described how “Nikolai Ivanovich was standing by the 
coffin. And Stalin thought fit at a moment like that to come up to Nikolai 
Ivanovich and say that after the banquet he had left for his dacha, and had 
been rung up in the morning and told what had happened.” Kira 
Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya said, “She lay there looking very beautiful... I 
remember that we walked to Novodevichi cemetery afterward... but 



Grandma [Nadya’s mother] had lost the use of her legs after all that had 
happened and was taken by car.” 

Anna Larina, Bukharin’s wife, wrote that “at the funeral Stalin asked them 
not to close the coffin. He raised Nadezhda Alliluyeva’s head and began 
kissing it.” 

Then came the burial. Horses slowly drew the magnificent bier, draped 
with a dark red pall, right across the city from the Kremlin to the 
Novodevichi cemetery. Next day all Moscow was talking about the crowds 
of thousands, and how he had walked beside the bier without a hat and 
with his greatcoat unbuttoned. 

His daughter Svetlana asserted that he did not join in the funeral 
procession. The fact remains that many people saw him walking behind 
the coffin. He was no coward, but he was inordinately afraid of an attempt 
on his life. His fear was that of an old terrorist, who knew how easy 
assassination is. Surely he would not have wanted to walk across Moscow? 

As so often, he had outwitted everybody. He did, in fact, walk with the 
coffin, but only for the first ten minutes, as far as Manege Square— in 
other words, as far as the first inhabited buildings, where there might be 
some danger of a shot from a window. There he got into a car, while his 
first wife’s brother, Alyosha Svanidze, also a shortish man with a black 
mustache, and wearing the same sort of greatcoat, walked on behind the 
coffin and was taken by the crowd for Stalin. 

She was buried in a coffin and in the ground. The usual funeral rite of the 
Bolsheviks was cremation. Why was the custom not followed? Had he, 
perhaps, excommunicated her from the Party because of her suicide? Or 
was this the beginning of a new era? The Imperial Era. She had been the 
wife of the new tsar. He had chosen the cemetery of an ancient monastery 
in which the wives of Muscovite tsars lay buried. 

After the funeral the country was unofficially informed that she had died 
of acute appendicitis. The GPU busily disseminated its account. Kira 
Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya said, “When Mama and Papa [Nadya’s brother 
Pavel and his wife] arrived for the November celebrations they were 
overwhelmed with grief. They said that Nadezhda Alliluyeva had 
undergone an operation for appendicitis and died of heart failure in the 
course of it.” 



Only after Stalin’s death did the Russian public discover that she had not 
died of natural causes. But at the time, other rumors soon circulated. He 
had too much blood on his hands. The intelligentsia immediately started 
saying that he had killed his wife. 

Svetlana Alliluyeva, Stalin’s daughter, said in her book that her nanny, 
shortly before she died, told her everything, saying she “wanted to 
confess.” According to her nanny “My father usually slept in his study or in 
a little room with a telephone next to the dining room. He slept there that 
night, arriving home late from the anniversary banquet which Mama had 
left earlier... These rooms were a long way from the servants’ quarters—to 
get there you had to go along a little corridor past our bedrooms: Father’s 
room was on the left, Mother’s on the right. She was found dead in the 
morning by the housekeeper, Karolina Til, who had brought her her 
breakfast. She suddenly rushed into the nursery, trembling all over, and 
called nurse... Mother was lying by the bed, covered with blood, with the 
little Walther pistol given to her by Pavlusha in her hand. They rushed to 
the telephone and called Avelya Enukidze, the chief bodyguard, and 
Molotov’s wife, Polina, who was Mama’s close friend... Molotov and 
Voroshilov arrived.” 

We may doubt whether Polina Molotov was indeed such a close friend. We 
need only recall Nadya’s letter, saying how incredibly lonely she felt among 
the Party wives. And Polina was just that—a haughty Party lady. 

Molotov confirmed the nanny’s story: “Stalin was at home and asleep at 
the time of the shot. He did not hear it... Stalin always slept in his own 
room. When he finally went into the dining room he was told ‘Joseph, 
Nadya is no longer with us.’” But, according to Nadya Stalin, who heard it 
from Anna Sergeevna Alliluyeva, “she came home and locked herself in ... 
but Grandfather went off to the dacha.” 

Stalin, then, was not at his Kremlin apartment? Anna Larina, Bukharin’s 
wife, as we know, said the same. 

We see, then, that two witnesses, the nurse and Molotov, stated that he 
was in the house, while two others—at second hand—asserted that he 
was at the dacha. We also have the written testimony of another person, 
who saw Stalin in the Kremlin the morning after Nadya’s death. This was 
Anna Korchagina, who worked as a cleaner in Stalin’s apartment. 



 

DID STALIN SHOOT HER? 

I leaf through a document consisting of several sheets covered with a 
semiliterate handwriting. This is a petition “To the head of the state, 
Comrade Kalinin,” from Anna Gavrilovna Korchagina. She writes, in 1935, 
from a camp on the White Sea-Baltic Canal: “The charge against me was 
that in 1933 I was on vacation at the rest home of the Central Executive 
Committee. The workers from the CEC’s library, Sinelobova and Burkova, 
were also on vacation. Sinelobova learned that I had’ worked for Comrade 
Stalin and questioned me about the death of Nadezhda Sergeevna. I told 
her she died of heart trouble at the same time as acute appendicitis. That 
was all I ever said about it.” 

But in 1935 when the repressions began, Sinelobova’s brother, who 
worked in the Kremlin commandant’s office, was shot, and Sinelobova 
herself was arrested. “Sinelobov was in Comrade Stalin’s apartment when 
Nadezhda Sergeevna died,” Korchagina writes. “He was authorized to act 
for the Kremlin commandant. When they were arrested, as I learned 
during the investigation, Sinelobova gave evidence against me, that I had 
told her the cause of Nadezhda Sergeevna’s death was Comrade Stalin, and 
that he had shot her. I could never have said it, it is impossible to think up 
such a vile lie about a man dear to me and all those for whom he has 
opened up a path to a bright life. I know very well that even you, Comrade 
Kalinin, know that Comrade Stalin was with Comrade Molotov out of 
town at his dacha that evening. I was not in Comrade Stalin’s apartment at 
that time. We were doing the rooms in the other block, but we were rung 
up from the dacha and asked ‘what has happened there?’... They rang 
Comrade Stalin from the Kremlin telling him to come home, and he made 
haste and left quickly... quite early. When I got to work at 9:00 A.M. I saw 
everybody was upset but they didn’t tell us women workers anything until 
the coffin and flowers were brought, then they told us that Nadezhda 
Sergeevna was dead. They didn’t tell us before so we wouldn’t start 
howling and upsetting others. This is my faithful testimony to her natural 
death. On March 22, 1935, two comrades in army tunics came to see me. I 
thought it was to take me to work, but they took me to the Lubyanka 
[prison]. In the interrogation I told them everything as I’m telling you, but 
they shouted at me, ‘She’s lying, she’s got eyes like a thief.’And they said a 
lot of insulting things... I read the protocol, but I couldn’t sign it, because 



what was there wasn’t what I’d said, but when I started objecting they 
shouted at me ever so loud and one of the comrades came up to me and 
quietly laid his hand on my shoulder, then shouted, ‘You’d better sign if 
you know what’s good for you,’ and I was so frightened I signed it all.” 
After explaining what happened, Korchagina pleads for a pardon. Written 
on the petition are the words “referred to M.I. [Kalinin] personally,” 
followed by his decision—”Reject. 8.3.35 Kalinin.” So the hapless cleaner 
disappeared into the camps. 

But let us remember these words: “Even you, Comrade Kalinin, know that 
Comrade Stalin was with Comrade Molotov out of town at his dacha that 
evening.” That was the official version. The version given to the servants, 
which they were required to repeat. And which Stalin himself had 
“thought fit” to pass on to Bukharin as they stood beside the coffin. But 
what was the reality? Molotov and the nurse are of course right. They 
were both in the house and saw it all for themselves: the Boss was at home 
that night, but for some reason did not want anybody to know. Why? To 
understand it we must go back to Nadya’s last evening. 

She arrives for the party in a funereal dress with a rose on it. She is 
insulted. She flees from the party. Why was she so overwrought? Was it 
only jealousy? Was this a unique occasion? No, she had become “a bit of a 
psychopath,” as Molotov put it. 

Why? The answer turned out to be as horrifying as it was simple. In  the  
President’s Archive  I  came  across  the  “case  history of Alliluyeva M.S.,” 
compiled in the Kremlin Polyclinic. The Boss had kept it in his personal 
archive. I leafed through it. “Alliluyeva, Nadezhda Sergeevna, native of 
Baku, member of the Party from the age of 18.” 

At the end of the “case history” I was taken aback by an entry dated 
August 1932, which reads: “Acute pains in the abdominal region—return 
for further examination in 2-3 weeks’ time.” This was followed by one final 
alarming entry: “31.8.32. Examination to consider operation in 3-4 
weeks.” There are no further entries. So she committed suicide when she 
was due to have an operation. I had seen no previous mention of this in 
my reading! 

There had evidently been a good reason for her journey to Karlsbad. She 
had been experiencing “acute pains in the abdominal region” for some 
time. Nothing concrete was said about the causes of her pains. But she was 



undergoing examinations and was being prepared for an operation of 
some sort. Yet a decision was taken not to record details of her illness. 
Which means that it must have been something very serious. Perhaps she 
had begun to suspect something when she was undergoing treatment in 
Karlsbad. Was that the reason for her heightened excitability all this time? 
And was that how the revolver, her brother Pavel’s strange present, came 
into her possession? Did she ask him for it? A revolver was a Party 
member’s loyal aid when life became unbearable. And the insult at the 
anniversary party could have been the last straw. 

So she ran away from the party. Polina, Molotov’s wife, caught up with 
her. They talked. Afterward, Polina herself would describe to Svetlana how 
they had walked around the Kremlin grounds and how she had calmed 
Nadya down. But Nadya had still insisted on going home. So the question 
arises, had Polina really succeeded in calming her down? Or had she even 
tried? 

That was a terrible time full of terrible people. Polina Molotov was typical 
of the revolutionary women in that period. In 1949, when she was 
arrested on the Boss’s orders, she told her life story under interrogation: 
“My name is Perl Semyonovna. Zhemchuzina was my Party pseudonym.” 
“Did you work underground?” “Yes, in the Ukraine when Denikin’s army 
was there... While attending an international women’s congress I met 
Molotov... and at the end of 1921 I became his wife.” Polina, the 
underground revolutionary, Party activist, Commissar of the Food 
Industry, People’s Commissar of the Fishing Industry. A victim of Stalin, 
this staunch revolutionary continued to deify him even after her release. 
Could she possibly have loved that “baba” Nadya, with her undisguised 
sympathy for Bukharin, who despised and hated Polina’s husband? At a 
time when there was a fierce struggle for power and the presence of “that 
baba” at the Boss’s side was so dangerous? 

Nadya did genuinely sympathize with Bukharin. Anna Larina, Bukharin’s 
wife, said, “She secretly shared his views on collectivization and found a 
convenient occasion to tell him so.” And Molotov knew all about it. He 
told the poet Chuyev, “That she became Bukharin’s follower is very 
unlikely. But she did, of course, allow herself to be influenced by him.” 

So if Polina ran after Nadya, it was more probably out of a sense of duty. 
The second lady in the land must comfort the first. If she tried to comfort 



her at all, she may have gone about it in a peculiar way. Polina may well 
have known a certain secret, any hint of which might be fatal for Nadya. 

We find a trace of this secret in Maria Svanidze’s diary, which I have read 
in the President’s Archive. 

 

“Now THAT I KNOW EVERYTHING” 

This was the Maria who had confessed her loneliness to Nadya. Alyosha 
and Maria Svanidze were arrested in 1937, and Maria’s papers were passed 
to Stalin. He kept them in his apartment, in his personal archive. With 
good reason. 

Maria Svanidze had dared to make an entry in her diary which strangers 
could not possibly be allowed to read: “4.11.34. Saw J. [Joseph] again 
yesterday after a three-month interval. He got back from Sochi on the 
29th. He looks fine, but has lost a lot of weight. We—I myself, Nyura 
[Anna, Nadya’s sister], and Zhenya [Pavel Alliluyev’s wife]... walked over to 
see him at 7:00 P.M., but he was not at home... We spent some time with 
the children, and were sitting in Vasya’s room when Joseph suddenly came 
down the corridor wearing a summer overcoat; in spite of the cold weather 
he never likes changing his clothes with the seasons and goes on wearing 
the summer clothes he is used to, and it’s the same story in spring, when 
winter garments are left off and others have to be worn... He invited us to 
a meal. He spoke to me kindly, asked after Alyosha, teased Zhenya about 
getting fat again. He treated her very affectionately. Now that I know 
everything I have watched them closely. They opened some champagne, 
and we drank toasts.” 

Zhenya, the wife of Nadya’s brother, was a dream woman: a tall Russian 
beauty with light brown tresses and flushed cheeks. Her daughter, Kira 
Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya, said, “Mama’s nickname was ‘the rose of the 
Novgorod fields.’ She was [five feet nine inches] tall. Just before she went 
into labor she split some logs—then she went off and gave birth to me.” 

Maria Svanidze’s entry was made in 1934, long after Nadya’s death. But 
the infatuation may have begun earlier. Here is another excerpt from my 
conversation with Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya: 

 



Myself: I’ve often read that Stalin sent all the Alliluyevs packing after his 
wife’s death. 

Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya: On the contrary, he took us all to live in his dacha 
at Zubalovo. We lived there from 1932, Grandma, Grandpa, Seryozha 
[Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya’s brother], and Mama and Papa, who came for 
weekends... Stalin was generally stern and reserved, but he noticed when 
women dressed well. He used to say to Mama—”Zhenya, you ought to 
teach Soviet women how to dress.” 

 

Yes, he was under her spell before 1934. And if we remember how weary 
he had been of all those rows with his wife, of the eternal strife between 
them... 

Perhaps it is not too much to speculate that Zhemchuzina, when she was 
“calming” Nadya, only had to drop the slightest hint to make Nadya’s 
gypsy blood boil. She ran, no, raced home and, most probably, sat waiting, 
ready for a furious argument with him, to avenge herself by pouring out 
her resentment. He arrived the worse for drink. There was an argument in 
her room, then he, inevitably, treated her to a few soldier’s oaths and went 
off to bed. She threw her rose after him. In her rage and despair, she 
seized Pavel’s present. The very thing! She had heard the rumors about 
Pavel’s Zhenya, now she would seek help from Pavel’s revolver. 

When he heard the shot he knew at once what had happened. He saw her 
on the bed, covered with blood... She was beyond help. So he decided to 
pretend that he was sleeping. Afterward, it all went as the nurse described 
it. The housekeeper went into her room. They woke him up. He realized 
that his enemies might say that he had killed her. It would be difficult to 
explain why he had not heard the shot in the silence of the night. It was 
then that he thought up the story, which everyone would have to repeat—
the story which made poor Korchagina say, “Even you, Comrade Kalinin, 
know that Comrade Stalin was with Comrade Molotov out of town at his 
dacha that evening.” The servants knew that he was in the apartment. And 
it was this strange divergence from the official version that gave rise to 
dreadful rumors. 

After the funeral it was time for his usual occupation: looking for the 
culprits. He had no difficulty in finding them. His enemies. The ones who 



had poisoned her mind, whispered slanders in her ear. He had always 
suspected it. Now he knew he was right. Let us remember Molotov’s 
previously quoted remark: “She [Nadya] did, of course, allow herself to be 
influenced by [Bukharin].” We can assume that he is echoing the Boss’s 
words. Further, the commander of Stalin’s bodyguard, N. Vlasik, told the 
historian Dr. N. Antipenko that Nadezhda once brought home and showed 
to Stalin a copy of Ryutin’s appeal to the Party which had been slipped to 
her in a class at the Industrial Academy, and in which Stalin was called an 
“agent provocateur” and much else. Anna Larina, Bukharin’s wife, wrote, 
“Nikolai Ivanovich remembered coming to the dacha at Zubalovo one day 
and walking in the grounds with Nadezhda Sergeevna. Stalin suddenly 
arrived, crept up to them, and looking straight at Nikolai Ivanovich said 
something terrible: Til kill you.’ Nikolai Ivanovich took it as a joke, but 
Nadezhda Sergeevna shuddered and turned pale.” It was not, of course, 
jealousy. He was too sure of himself for that. And of her. It was the same 
old problem: Bukharin’s influence on Nadya. He was of course afraid of 
what Bukharin and his wife might say to each other about famine in the 
countryside and about Ryutin’s accusations. He was fed up to the teeth 
with her accusations, and could assume that many of them originated with 
Bukharin. So when he said “I’ll kill you”—he meant it. We can easily 
reconstruct his grim logic: the rightists had brought her to her doom, 
deliberately destroyed his home life and his family. Significantly, Ryutin’s 
conspiracy coincided with Nadezhda’s death. He remembered more and 
more frequently the fate of Tsar Ivan the Terrible, and how the boyars in 
their struggle against him had poisoned his beloved wife. They had used 
poison, these others—poisoned words. Ivan, however, had taken a terrible 
revenge on them. His wrath too would be terrible. But he would not show 
his hand too soon. He was good at waiting. 

Tsar Ivan the Terrible, as we shall see, would become his favorite historical 
character. It was he who commissioned the great Eisenstein to make a film 
about the terrible tsar. In the film, Ivan the Terrible, after losing his 
beloved wife as the result of the boyars’ intrigues, plans a “great and 
merciless work”—the extermination of the rebellious boyars. 

He made no public appearances for the rest of that terrible year. He shut 
himself up, trying to get over her death. Sucking his pipe. Thinking. And 
all the time his faithful shadow, Molotov, was at his side. 

The fifteenth anniversary of the GPU was celebrated at the end of the 



year. He did not emerge even for that, but confined himself to sending 
greetings. 

He left it after the New Year to convene a plenary meeting of the Central 
Committee, at which he summed up the results of the Great Turn and 
declared industrialization a success: “We had no iron and steel industry—
now we do; we had no automobile industry—now we do; we had no 
tractor industry—now we do.” He went on monotonously listing the new 
industries, to the inexhaustible applause of the audience: “We have moved 
into one of the top places in the production of electric power, oil products, 
and coal... We have created a new iron and steel base in the East. Instead 
of an agrarian country we have become a mighty industrial country 
capable of producing all modern means of defense... A country which was 
a hundred years behind had to be hurried up. The Party acted correctly in 
implementing a policy of accelerated growth.” 

Millions had perished in that terrifying dash forward. But he knew that 
the Beformer Tsar, Peter the Great, had also brought countless of his 
countrymen to their graves. Yes, millions had perished. But with their 
bodies he had paved the way to tomorrow, had brought the Great Dream 
closer to realization. 

Now he needed a harvest. He sent seventeen thousand Party officials into 
the countryside to take the grain from the collective farms. And he got his 
harvest. The specter of famine receded. He had won. 

 

A WARM SPELL 

After his wife’s death he lived alone. From now on his was a male 
kingdom. Previously, leaders had sat with their wives in the government 
box at his favorite theater, the Bolshoi. After Nadya’s death, wives were 
not invited. The Boss had no wife, so his servants had no wives. The whole 
Politburo now celebrated the New Year in the Kremlin with only men at 
the main table. Wives sat apart. 

His mother, Keke, was told the official story, that Nadya had died of 
appendicitis. His mother believed in God and of course pondered over his 
second widowhood and God’s anger. She sent him jam and fruit from his 
little homeland, as before. And as before, he never went to see her when 



he was in Sochi, but wrote her short letters regularly. 

 

Greetings, Mother dear. I got your letter. I also got the jam, the ginger, and 
the churkhcheli [Georgian sweets]. The children were very pleased and send 
you their thanks. I am well, don’t worry about me, I can endure my lot. I 
don’t know whether or not you need money. I’m sending you 500 rubles 
just in case. I’m also sending a photograph of me and the children... Keep 
well, dear Mother, and keep your spirits up. A kiss. Your son Soso. 

 

24.3.34. The children salute you. Since Nadya’s death my personal life is 
hard. But never mind, a brave man must be brave at all times. 

 

His period of seclusion was over. On June 12, 1933, he put in an 
appearance at a grandiose new show, a physical culture parade. Those 
perfect bodies, lightly clad, were supposed to testify to the might of the 
proletarian state. He knew that his henchmen had acquired bourgeois 
habits, and would be making their selection from the pretty girls on pa-
rade. Well, let them have their fun. While the warm spell lasted. 

 

In 1933 the trials came to a full stop. There was even a rumor that his 
wife’s death had changed him, that he had become much gentler. 

He had succeeded in making the summer and autumn of 1933 a turning 
point. He deserved the credit for the excellent grain harvest. His cruel 
policies had forced people to work until they were exhausted. The 
collective farms obediently poured their grain into the state’s bins. And it 
was proving to be a turning point in the attitude of party functionaries: 
now they could see he had been right all along. The revolutionary path, 
through blood and famine, was the one by which the people could be led 
into the bright future. “Stalin has conquered” was heard more and more 
frequently from people who only yesterday were reading Ryutin’s program 
to each other. 

His power would soon be absolute. The joke that follows dates from this 
time: “During the October holidays the Politburo is discussing what sort of 



present to give the Soviet people. One after another they suggest different 
concessions. Stalin speaks last: ‘I propose that the day of the October 
anniversary be declared a day of collective flagellation.’ His henchmen are 
horrified, but dare not object. On the October anniversary they assemble 
in the Kremlin fearing the worst. Shortly afterward they hear the buzz of a 
crowd. It gets nearer. By now the henchmen are cursing Stalin and hiding 
under the table. He is imperturbable. An excited security man rushes into 
the room. ‘Comrade Stalin,’ he says, ‘a delegation of workers in the arts has 
broken into the grounds. They are demanding to be flogged first.’” 

A warm spell. The trial of the young Party members who had supported 
Ryutin ended with light sentences. Ryutin himself wrote to his wife from 
prison in November 1933 that “only in the USSR, under the leadership of 
a great genius like our beloved Stalin, have such unprecedented successes 
in socialist construction been achieved.” Ryutin had heard that Zinoviev 
and Kamenev had repented and been released, and he hoped for the same 
treatment. 

Zinoviev and Kamenev had indeed been released, at the modest price of 
another recantation and a public glorification of the Boss. In a letter to 
Pravda in May 1933 Zinoviev acknowledged that he had deserved his 
punishment, and was ready to expiate his offense by working in any 
capacity. The Boss himself appealed to the Central Control Commission, 
humbly pleading for his enemies Kamenev and Zinoviev. 

While he was thinking of the future, they had taken another step down 
the road to destruction. Their recent supporters now despised them. The 
Boss had them brought back to Moscow. The featherbrained coxcomb 
Zinoviev was given a job on the magazine Bolshevik, writing eulogies of the 
Leader in expectation of some senior Party post. The clever Kamenev, who 
had begun to understand the Boss’s elaborate game plan, clearly suspected 
that this was only the first move. He distanced himself from politics, and 
told all the world that he had done so. 

When Bukharin, convinced that Kamenev really had been forgiven, of-
fered him a position as departmental editor on Izvestia, Kamenev’s reply 
was “I want to lead a quiet, untroubled life... I want people to forget me, 
and I hope Stalin won’t even remember my name.” The former head of 
state now worked quietly in the Institute of World Literature. 

Ryutin, however, the Boss could not forgive. He was left in jail. 



Trotsky’s former court poet, Radek, was also given new posts. The Boss 
respected Radek’s talent as a journalist: let him work while the sunny spell 
lasts, there’s still plenty of time. The cynic Radek worked all out, 
condemning Trotsky and lauding the Boss. Now he was Stalin’s bard. In 
1933 he published a book called The Architect of Soviet Society, a hymn to 
Stalin, that “son of poverty who rebelled against the life of servitude in a 
seminary... The waves of love, and of the people’s trust lap against the 
serene, rocklike figure of our Leader.” Yagoda, who had once personally 
arrested the oppositionist Radek, now respectfully quoted these 
panegyrics. Though some people thought that Radek was really ridiculing 
his subject. 

Radek became one of the editors of Izvestia, working under Bukharin. The 
Boss had made Bukharin chief editor of that newspaper, the second most 
important in the country, and shortly afterward delegated to him the task 
of drafting a new constitution. 

Not only his disarmed enemies but his faithful lackeys in the Politburo 
took it all seriously. He went to the Caucasus on vacation in autumn 1933, 
leaving Molotov, as usual, to look after “the business.” During a Politburo 
meeting the new State Prosecutor, A. Vyshinsky, launched a routine attack 
on experts in industry. In reply, the Boss’s friend Sergo Ordzhonikidze 
(People’s Commissar for Heavy Industry) and Y. Yakoviev (People’s 
Commissar for Agriculture) got the Politburo to censure Vyshinsky. The 
Boss wrote to Molotov immediately: “I consider Sergo’s outburst in the 
Vyshinsky business the behavior of a hooligan. How could you give in to 
him? What does it all mean?” 

The faithful servant took the point: the weather mustn’t warm up too 
much too soon. 

Throughout 1933 Stalin was busy organizing celebrations. The White Sea-
Baltic Canal—constructed by convict labor and hymned by his writers—
was completed. The country rejoiced. Together with his closest comrade-
in-arms, Kirov, Stalin proceeded on board ship along the newly dug canal. 
His icebreakers were opening up the northern sea route. One old 
icebreaker, the Chelyuskin, got stuck in the ice, and Stalin turned the 
rescue of the crew into a magnificent piece of theater. 

The eyes of the whole country were on these events. He organized a 
sumptuous reception in Moscow for the rescued sailors. All through 1933 



loudspeakers pumped out deafening marches, and radio announcers 
extolled the Boss’s latest victories. It was as if he was trying to forget his 
personal tragedy in the din of martial music and servile praise. A huge 
airplane was built, the Maxim Gorky, biggest in the world. Stalin approved 
the design for a Palace of the Soviets. It was meant to be a structure unlike 
any ever known. A building 1,300 feet high would be crowned with a 300-
foot statue of Lenin. A grandiose hall would seat an audience of 21,000 for 
the Leader’s speeches. Bolshevism’s greatest shrine would rise on the site 
of the demolished Church of Christ the Savior. 

That shrine, for all his orders and decrees, would never be built. The 
reason commonly given is shortage of funds. But in times when labor cost 
nothing and the Boss’s will was law, this is no explanation. We are left with 
the explanation preferred by the people at large: “The Lord forbade it.” 

 

STALIN IN CARPET SLIPPERS 

For years now the Boss had been fashioning a new lifestyle for Bolshevik 
leaders. Gone never to return were the democratic ways of the early years 
after the Revolution, when the families of Kremlin bigwigs traveled by 
public transport, stood in line with their fellow citizens, and were short of 
money. (“Joseph, send me 50 rubles or so if you can, they won’t give me 
any money at the Industrial Academy until October 15 and right now I 
haven’t a single kopeck,” Nadya wrote to her husband in a postscript to a 
letter dated September 17, 1929.) The Boss’s children were now taken to 
school in limousines, with bodyguards. Massive villas for the use of the 
rulers were erected outside Moscow, each in its own spacious grounds and 
with its own security guards. Academician E. Varga, an eminent economist 
and Comintern activist, noted sadly that “they have gardeners, cooks, 
maidservants, special doctors and nurses working for them—sometimes a 
staff of fifty or so—and all this at state expense. They have special trains, 
personal airplanes, personal guards, fleets of cars to service them and 
their families... They get all their provisions and household goods for next 
to nothing. To live at this level in America you would have to be a 
multimillionaire.” Varga, an old Comintern hand, could not help 
remembering Lenin’s promise to create a society in which leaders would 
“receive the same salary as an average worker.” 

The former royal residences, and the palaces of the aristocracy, which 



Lenin in a special decree had generously presented to the toiling masses, 
soon passed into the hands of the new tsar and the new aristocracy. Stalin 
would be assigned the royal family’s favorite palace, at Livadia in the 
Crimea; Molotov’s holiday home would be the luxurious palace of Count 
Vorontsov. (In fact, the Boss made use of his palace only once: he preferred 
to take his holidays in one of the many government dachas in his native 
Caucasus.) Stalin was, however, careful to keep up appearances: all the 
luxuries with which he finally corrupted and demoralized the Party 
remained state property. Once he removed them from the Olympus of 
state power, former grandees and their families counted for nothing. The 
daughter of the once mighty Kaganovich told me that when her father was 
dismissed after Stalin’s death the family was amazed to discover that they 
did not even possess any furniture of their own—everything belonged to 
the state. This system helped to make the Boss’s henchmen zealous in his 
service. 

In those years the Boss chose as his new main residence a government 
villa built at Kuntsevo, a suburb of Moscow, and called the “nearer dacha.” 
He left his children, Vasya and Svetlana, at his former dacha in Zubalovo, 
where he used to spend the summer with Nadya. This was also the home 
of Nadya’s parents, the Alliluyevs, and several of her relatives were regular 
visitors—her brother Pavel and his wife, Zhenya (whose relationship with 
Stalin was “observed” by Maria Svanidze), her half-crazy brother Fyodor, 
her sister Anna (pet name Nyura), who was married to a pillar of the 
secret police called Redens. Other visitors included the Svanidze couple, 
Maria and Alyosha, relatives of the Boss’s first wife, and his older son 
Yakov. 

After work the Boss always returned to his Kremlin apartment. But, as 
Svetlana would write later in her memoirs, he now always left to spend the 
night at the nearer dacha. The apartment evidently held too many 
memories of Nadezhda and of that fatal night. 

 

ALYOSHA, MARIA, AND JOSEPH 

His private life at this time seemed likely to remain a secret, and a source 
of legend. There was, however, one chronicler—a witness who enables us 
to catch a glimpse of this most secretive of human beings at home. Maria 
Svanidze. 



Maria Svanidze was then in her forties (she was born in 1889). And she 
was more or less in love with Stalin. 

Her husband, Alyosha Svanidze, was the brother of Stalin’s first wife. 
Svetlana Alliluyeva describes “Uncle Alyosha” as “a handsome Georgian of 
the Svanetian type, a short fair-haired man with blue eyes and an aquiline 
nose. He had received a European education at German universities, paid 
for by the Party.” Maria, a Jewish beauty, was a singer in the Tiflis opera 
company. She was already in her thirties when she divorced her first 
husband and married Alyosha. They had a son, to whom they gave the 
ultrarevolutionary name Dzhonrid (John Reed) in honor of the famous 
American Communist. Svanidze had worked in Georgia as head of the 
republic’s Finance Ministry in Budu Mdivani’s government. 

In Moscow Maria saw a great deal of Nadya Stalin. Alyosha even wrote to 
his wife in care of Stalin’s apartment. Maria was very fond of Nadya. A 
year after Nadya’s death she wrote, “Now she’s no longer with us, but her 
family and her home are dear to me. I went to see Nyura Redens [Nadya’s 
sister Anna] yesterday. Pavel was there, and Zhenya... but it wasn’t the 
same. I feel very lonely without Nadya.” 

She did, however, often visit the house which seemed so empty after 
Nadya’s death. It was there that she “observed” Joseph and Zhenya. And 
all this time she kept up her diary. Many pages have been torn out. Did 
Maria destroy them herself in that terrible year 1937? Or did the diary’s 
hero take the trouble to do it, when the diary came his way after Maria’s 
arrest? 

But all this was in the future. For the time being the Svanidzes belonged to 
the innermost circle of Stalin’s friends. He called them Alyosha and 
Masha, they called him Joseph. Svetlana Alliluyeva described the 
Svanidzes as an ideal couple. But you need only read the diary to realize 
that the two Georgian revolutionaries had more in common than most 
friends. Alyosha’s European veneer also concealed the fiery temperament 
of a barbarian. An entry in the diary, from 1923, the year in which the 
Svanidzes married, reads: “I cried bitterly after that wild scene of jealousy, 
and he sat on the edge of the bed beside me: ‘It’s all because we love each 
other, you know... All the unpleasantness is over now’ and he became so 
affectionate. When he makes jealous scenes it isn’t so much because he’s 
hurt and is suffering as because, according to him, I don’t know how to 



behave... and my conduct is very bad when men are present.” And an entry 
on March 30, 1934: “Why do I have to live with a man who hates and 
despises me, and why does he have to live with a woman who out of grief, 
despair, and resentment sometimes wishes him dead? But afterward, life 
together somehow becomes livable for a time, and you start clinging to 
it... Of course, my age is more to blame... and the fear of poverty 
(absolutely beyond all 

reason in my case), and then again I want to say to hell with it all, I’m not 
going to sell myself... it’s a vicious circle... I’m badly wounded, my heart 
bleeds ... I have to sort it out somehow ... or it will all end tragically. I 
haven’t been seeing anyone lately, except the Alliluyevs.” 

That was how things were between them. She sensed how much her 
adoration of Joseph upset Alyosha. But how severely she punished him by 
flaunting her adoration: “30.7.34. On July 28 J. [Joseph] left for Sochi. 
Because of Alyosha I couldn’t see him before he left. I was vexed. For the 
last two months Alyosha has persistently deprived me of his company, 
which I find so interesting.” 

 

THE LADY OF THE HOUSE 

Maria described the strange family which Joseph established after Nadya’s 
death. Eittle Svetlana was made “lady of the house” in place of her dead 
mother. From her he received at last what he had always wanted—
unquestioning adoration. Her love expressed itself in a strange way. She 
used to give him written orders! The man to whom no one else dared give 
orders. It was a game which he took very seriously; he was a genuinely 
loving father. From Maria’s diary: 

 

Svetlana hung around her father the whole time. He petted her, kissed her, 
admired her, lovingly gave her the choicest morsels from his plate. She 
wrote him “Order No. 4”: he must allow her to spend holidays at Lipki—
one of his dachas was there... After dinner he was in a good humor. He 
went to the private intercity telephone, rang Kirov, and shared a joke with 
him... He advised him to come to Moscow immediately, to defend 
Leningrad’s interest... Joseph loves Kirov, and... suddenly wanted to see 



him, so that they could steam themselves in a Russian bathhouse and play 
the fool together. Around 10 he got ready to go out of town with the 
children, complained that he was short of sleep, and obviously intended to 
catch up on his sleep when he got to the dacha... We stayed on with 
Karolina Vasilievna (the housekeeper, she’s been with them eight years), 
and talked about the children, about his son Vasya, he’s doing badly at 
school, exploits his name and his father’s position, is rude to all adults, 
including his teacher, it would, she said, be a blow to J. if he got to know 
all the details. He gets tired and wants peace and comfort at home... Nadya 
made great efforts to bring up the children austerely, but since her death, 
everything’s gone to rack and ruin... Joseph and I said goodbye for an 
indefinite period... He is kind and warmhearted. 

 

14.11.34. At 6:00 P.M. Jtoseph] arrived with Vasya and Kirov. The little 
girls gave us a puppet show. J. said, “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.” 
He was smoking his pipe. He invited us to go with him to the nearer 
dacha, but as he had said earlier that he was going there to work, Zhenya 
and I didn’t respond to his invitation. Sometimes he invites people simply 
out of courtesy. Svetlana wrote an order: “I order you to allow me to go to 
the theater or the cinema with you.” And signed it “Svetlana, Mistress of 
the House.” She handed it to him, and J. said: “Oh well. I must obey.” 
They’ve been playing that game for a year now. Svetlana is the Mistress of 
the House, and she has several secretaries. Papa is No. 1 secretary, then 
come Molotov, Kaganovich, Ordzhonikidze, Kirov, and a few others. She is 
great friends with Kirov, because J. is on very good and close terms with 
him. Svetlana writes orders and pins them on the wall with drawing pins. 

 

He was friends with Kirov. His friendship was genuine. And he was getting 
ready to murder him. Maria wrote: “He invited us (Alyosha and me) out to 
the nearer dacha... He was a little irritable with the servants at supper... 
We went home at 2:30, leaving him alone in that enormous house. My 
heart aches when I think of his loneliness.” 

Without Kirov he would be absolutely alone. But... 
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THE CONGRESS OF VICTORS 

 

 

 

APOTHEOSIS 

But there was no other way. That is what he must surely have said to 
himself early in 1934, after the famous Seventeenth Congress, which was 
to have marked the consummation of his triumph over his shattered foes. 

It had all gone well to begin with. In his official report, accompanied by 
never-ending ovations from the hall, he had proudly declared that 
“whereas at the Fifteenth Congress we were still having to argue for the 
correctness of the Party line, and to do battle with certain anti-Leninist 
groups, and at the Sixteenth Congress finish off the last adherents of 
those groups, at this Congress... there is no one to fight... Everybody sees 
that the Party line is victorious, the policy of industrialization is 
victorious... the policy of liquidation of the kulaks, and total 
collectivization is victorious... Our country’s experience has shown that 
the victory of socialism in a single country is perfectly possible.” 

After this, yesterday’s oppositionists strove as never before to outdo each 
other in penitential eulogies. From Bukharin: “Stalin was entirely right 
when by brilliant deployment of Marxist-Leninist dialectic he utterly 
demolished several of the assumptions of the right deviationists, for 
which I was mainly responsible... After the former leaders of the rightists 
had acknowledged their errors... resistance from the enemies of the Party 
found its expression in various small groups, which slipped with gathering 
speed headlong down the slope to counterrevolution. The remnants of the 
opposition within the Party were just the same—among them several of my 



former pupils, who were deservedly punished.” And from Tomsky: 
“Comrade Stalin was the most consistent and the most brilliant of Lenin’s 
pupils... He saw farthest, and he most consistently led the Party along the 
correct Leninist path.” 

Such fulsome praise, all from the mouths of his former foes. Pyatakov, 
Sokolnikov, the list seems endless. And who first thought of the 
progressive combination “Marx-Engels-Lenin-Stalin”? Not Molotov, not 
Kaganovich. Zinoviev. The whole country heard the 

October leaders acknowledge, one after another, their own nullity, and 
Stalin’s superior wisdom. 

His loyal henchmen were, of course, not to be outdone. “Brother Kirov” 
mentioned Stalin’s name twenty-two times in his speech, showing an 
enviable ingenuity in his choice of epithets: “the helmsman of our great 
socialist construction,” “the supreme strategist in the battle for the 
liberation of the toilers,” and so on. From Kirov came a proposal without 
precedent in the history of Party Congresses, that “all the theses and 
conclusions contained in Comrade Stalin’s report should be adopted as 
Party law and acted upon accordingly.” Barely a year after the horrifying 
famine, the Congress declared that the “foundations of a socialist society” 
had already been laid. The country found that it was already living in the 
long-awaited age of socialism, the heart’s desire of all revolutionaries. 

“The Congress of Victors,” Stalin decided to call it. Out of modesty, of 
course. It was really “the Congress of the Victor.” 

 

BEHIND THE SCENES 

And then it emerged that a bomb had been prepared for him. Yagoda’s 
department had exerted itself, and Stalin learned what had been going on 
in the lobbies. Kirov also came and told him. Nikita Khrushchev, who took 
part in the Seventeenth Congress, and was then a young protege of 
Kaganovich and a loyal Stalinist, later told the story: “At that time the 
secretary of the North Caucasian Territorial Party Committee, 
Sheboldayev, occupied a prominent position in the Party. This 
Sheboldayev, an old Bolshevik, came to Comrade Kirov during the 
Congress and said: ‘The older comrades are talking about going back to 



Lenin’s Testament and acting on it, in other words transferring Stalin to 
some other post, as Lenin recommended, and putting in his place some-
one who would show more tolerance to those around him. People are 
saying that it would be a good idea to promote you to the post of General 
Secretary.’... What Kirov’s answer was I don’t know, but it became known 
that Kirov had gone to Stalin and told him about his conversation with 
Sheboldayev. Stalin is supposed to have said, ‘Thank you, I won’t forget 
what I owe you.’” 

There is also a deposition made by V. Verkhovykh, a delegate to the 
Congress, in 1960. He wrote that “S. Kosior, a candidate member of the 
Politburo,... told me that some people... had talked to Kirov, trying to get 
him to agree to be General Secretary. Kirov refused.” Another delegate, Z. 
Nemtsova, told how Kirov gave the Leningrad delegation a dressing-down 
in their hotel for mentioning him as a possible General Secretary. This was 
the way people were talking in the lobbies while the Boss was being 
eulogized on the platform and wildly applauded from the hall. Another 
reminder that “however well you feed a wolf it hankers after the forest.” 
The old Party would never fully accept him as its leader, never fully 
reconcile itself to him. The final proof of this came when the Congress 
which had glorified him came to cast its votes. 

 

THE VOTE 

The concluding item of business was the election by secret ballot of the 
Party’s highest organ, the Central Committee. Only one candidate was 
nominated for each place to be filled. Every candidate obtaining more than 
fifty percent of the votes was considered elected. The Boss had 
deliberately arranged the mode of election so as to preclude choice. 

Voting papers were distributed to the delegates and the election got under 
way. “Stalin,” so Khrushchev recounted in his memoirs, “demonstratively 
walked up to the ballot box and dropped his papers in without looking.” 

This was an invitation to others to follow his example. 

But then something unexpected happened. According to a widely known 
story, Zatonsky, the chairman of the Electoral Commission, anxiously 
informed Kaganovich, who was in charge of Congress arrangements, that 



270 votes had been cast against Stalin. 

In the note mentioned earlier, Verkhovykh wrote that “as a delegate to the 
Seventeenth Congress I was elected to the Tellers’ Commission. The result 
of the voting was that... the largest number of votes ‘against’ went to 
Stalin, Molotov, and Kaganovich.” O. Shatunovskaya, an old Party 
member, and also a teller at the Congress, wrote in a letter to the Central 
Committee in Khrushchev’s time that 292 votes were cast against Stalin. 

The biggest surprise is that the suppressed documentation of the tellers at 
the Seventeenth Congress survives in the Party Archive. During the 
Khrushchev Thaw the packets of voting papers were opened. It emerged 
that of 1,225 delegates who should have voted, only 1,059 appeared to 
have done so. Evidently, 166 “no” votes had been removed. 

In spite of the 166 votes against him—and even if the number was in fact 
292—Stalin would still have been duly elected to the Central Committee. 
Nonetheless, such a shocking number of “no” votes would have been a 
heavy blow to his prestige in the Party. As a result of the prompt remedial 
measures taken by Kaganovich, the official announcement of the Tellers’ 
Commission showed that only three votes had been cast against Stalin, 
four against Kirov... and so on. 

We see then that dozens of the delegates who had applauded Stalin voted 
against him in a secret ballot. “Cowardly double-dealers,” he called them. 
There was not a single person in the ranks of the glorious Leninist guard 
brave enough to proclaim his beliefs out loud. 

Of course everyone was afraid. Of course it could mean certain death. But 
even in the days of Nero’s most terrible orgy of executions, some 
individuals spoke out openly against the emperor in the Roman Senate. 
They knew that it meant death, but they spoke out for all to hear. 

The vote, then, was not just evidence of double-dealing. It showed that the 
system of terror Stalin had created was highly effective. And that he could 
now get to work without delay. 

What they had voted for that day was their own destruction. 

But for the present the warm spell continued. He gave them a little time to 
enjoy life under socialism, while he decided when to begin, and how many 
of them to remove. 



Or rather (as Tkachev once put it) how many must be kept. 

Of the 139 senior Party leaders present at the Congress, only 31 would die 
natural deaths. 

 

TESTING THE INTELLIGENTSIA 

In that same year, 1934, the poet Osip Mandelstam was arrested. This 
sent a shock wave through a Moscow enjoying the warm spell. 

I am looking through the records of his case, which has been a legend for 
half a century: “Case No. 4108—Accused—Citizen Mandelstam, O., 
commenced 17.5.34.” Then follows the report on the house search. That 
day in May, “letters, notes with telephone numbers and addresses, and 
manuscripts on separate sheets, forty-eight in number,” were removed 
from his apartment. The unhappy poet was taken to the Lubyanka. Here is 
an excerpt from the record of his first interrogation on May 18: “Do you 
admit that you are guilty of writing works of a counterrevolutionary 
character?” “Yes, I am the author of the following verses: 

 

“We don’t live, we just nervously tiptoe through life  

At ten paces our words are mere silence  

And if an occasion for converse occurs  

We remember the man from the Highlands 

 

In the Kremlin, with chicken-necked chieftains all round  

The rabble he mocks and relies on 

 

His whiskers droop, roachlike, from under his nose.” 

 

The transcript cites the complete text of this—one of the most famous 
works in twentieth-century Russian poetry—written against the Boss. “To 



whom did you give copies, or read this work?” “I gave no one copies, but I 
read it to my wife, my brother, the writer Khazin, the writer Anna 
Akhmatova and her son Lev Gumilev...” “What was their reaction?” 
Mandelstam answered this last question in detail. We see that the torture 
spoken of in contemporary legend was quite unnecessary. The poet spoke 
voluntarily, because he was demoralized, confused, a broken man. As so 
often, the intellectual capitulated. During a visit from his wife the 
unhappy poet, on the verge of madness because of his confession, told her 
whose names he had mentioned and begged her to warn them. 

He was banished. In exile he became mentally ill. He used to wake his wife 
in the middle of the night and say he had seen Akhmatova arrested 
because of him, and had gone looking for Akhmatova’s body in ravines. 

Two eminent poets went into action. Anna Akhmatova succeeded in 
obtaining an interview with A. Enukidze, chairman of the Central Exec-
utive Committee, while Boris Pasternak sought Bukharin’s aid. Bukharin 
in turn appealed to the Boss. I have read his letter in the President’s 
Archive: “I thought I should write to you on a number of matters... About 
the poet Mandelstam. He was recently arrested and banished... I keep 
getting desperate telegrams from his wife telling me that he is mentally 
disturbed, that he has tried to jump out of the window, etc. My judgment 
of M. is that he is a first-class poet, but not at all a modern one, and that 
he is undoubtedly not quite normal. Since people keep appealing to me, 
and I don’t know how he has gone wrong, I decided to write to you about 
this too... P.S. Boris Pasternak is utterly flabbergasted by Mandelstam’s 
arrest, and nobody else knows anything.” 

The Leader, who had been the butt of Mandelstam’s verses, scrawled on 
Bukharin’s letter. “Who authorized Mandelstam’s arrest? Disgraceful.” The 
proper response of an ex-poet to the arrest of another poet. Even one by 
whom he had been insulted. There followed one of those routine miracles: 
Mandelstam’s sentence was immediately reviewed. And the Boss thought 
of a new move. He rang Pasternak. 

Pasternak was taken aback. Petitioning Bukharin was one thing, talking to 
Stalin quite another. 

 

Stalin: Mandelstam’s case is under review, everything will be all right. Why 



didn’t you approach the writer’s organization or me? [Stalin was no mere 
Bukharin, he was the poet’s friend.] ... If I were a poet and my friend got 
into trouble I would go to any length to help him. 

Pasternak: The writers’ organization hasn’t dealt with such matters since 
1927, and if I hadn’t made a fuss now you would probably never have 
known about it. [He questioned the word “friend,” which was not strictly 
applicable to his relationship with Mandelstam.] 

Stalin: But he is a master of his craft, isn’t he?  

Pasternak: Yes, but that’s not really the point. [Pasternak was evasive, 
trying to understand what this terrible man was getting at.]  

Stalin: What is, then? 

Pasternak: It would be good if we could meet for a talk.  

Stalin: What about?  

Pasternak: About life and death. 

 

Stalin replaced the receiver loudly. 

Molotov described a postscript to the incident: “About Pasternak. Stalin 
rang and said he couldn’t manage to defend his friend.” Let us write in the 
missing words: rang and said with satisfaction. 

Yet again, the talk was of the Boss’s noble nature. Nobody dared wonder 
whether he, who had eyes for everything, could possibly have been 
unaware of the famous poet’s arrest. Mandelstam’s arrest and first 
conviction were, of course, ordered by him. This episode was for him a sort 
of test. It told him that the moment the intelligentsia started believing 
that the weather had changed for the better they had grown bolder. He 
still had not tamed them completely. But he would; that Pasternak, the 
boldest of them, was nonetheless afraid proved it. Did taming them 
completely mean teaching them not to notice the arrest of their friends? 
No—it meant teaching them to sing hymns of praise when friends were 
arrested. 

 



BEFORE THE OFFENSIVE, A BREATHING SPACE 

The system he had created was working. The hierarchy of “party bosses,” 
with the God-Boss at its summit, in a very short time had carried through 
industrialization and collectivization. The system’s safety devices—the 
extrajudicial penal apparatus and the organs of agitation and 
propaganda—were operating effectively. The extrajudicial penal apparatus 
had been in complete control of the situation at that terrible moment in 
1932. The ideological machine was not yet perfected, but a broad 
ideological front, on which the armies created by him (the cultural unions) 
would converge, had been opened. The population at large had also 
learned a great deal in the last few years: to look at starving people 
without noticing them, to work for a beggarly wage, to live in a house 
more like a hive, and to stand in line for groceries—knowing all the time 
that they were citizens of the world’s finest state. In the country of the 
almighty GPU, they felt themselves to be the freest of the free. 

But the most important part of the system, the Party pyramid, was clearly 
unsatisfactory. In senior posts there were many disgruntled feudal barons, 
corrupted by their exorbitant power at the time of the Revolution and 
sadly cherishing the memory of fallen idols. The incipient rebellion of 
1932 had shown how precarious it all was. And the Seventeenth Congress 
had proved conclusively that in order to tame the country completely he 
would have to transform the Party. 

The necessary machinery had already been created. The successful trials of 
intellectuals were a splendid dress rehearsal, mounted by the very people 
with whom he must part company. 

Nevertheless, a breathing space was needed before the offensive began. 
The warm spell continued. Let the enemy enjoy themselves, let them 
become more brazen still. Ivan the Terrible was always pretending to be at 
death’s door, while his minions listened in to the treasonable talk of 
boyars who had begun to scent freedom. 

 

STALIN’S THIRD TEACHER 

In 1933 Hitler became chancellor of the German Reich. 

Ever since the beginning of the Bolshevik regime its leaders had, because 



of Russia’s international isolation, concentrated their minds almost 
entirely on internal policy. But Germany was, to the Bolsheviks, a special 
country. 

Once in power, with the aid of German money, they had conceived a 
paradoxical plan: they would abandon the “German imperialists” who had 
funded them and incorporate Germany in a Union of Proletarian 
Republics. Germany was assigned first place on the map of world revo-
lution. Germany’s crushing defeat in World War One made that dream 
realistic. At the Versailles Conference, where the Germans accepted hu-
miliating peace terms, Lloyd George had circulated a memorandum: “The 
greatest danger I see in the present situation is that Germany may link its 
destiny with Bolshevism and put its resources, its brains, and its 
enormous organizing abilities at the service of revolutionary fanatics who 
dream of conquering the world for Bolshevism by force of arms.” Since 
then Germany had been, in fact, threatened several times by proletarian 
revolution. 

Later, when the hope of revolution in Germany had faded, the two 
outcasts of Europe, Bolshevik Russia and defeated Germany, were grad-
ually drawn together by economic interests. Under the Versailles Treaty 
the Germans had no right to train tank crews and air force personnel on 
German soil. Hence they set up training establishments in Russia. There, 
too, secret branches of German arms firms were established, and top-
secret experiments leading to the creation of a German chemical weapons 
industry were carried out. Lach side had its own agenda: the Germans 
wanted to preserve their army, the Bolsheviks to create an army with the 
aid of the Reichswehr, in order to destroy at some later date imperialism 
of the German and all other varieties. In high military circles, 
Tukhachevsky often gave credit to the Reichswehr for teaching the Red 
army to handle the most modern weaponry. This collaboration went on 
until Hitler, who had declared himself a relentless enemy of Bolshevism, 
came to power. He seemed to embody the Bolsheviks’ old fear that 
military intervention by the imperialists was inevitable. Hitler had written 
that “if Germany needs lebensraum in Europe it can be found only in 
Russia.” 

The accession of Hitler, as some saw it, was the result of a grave 
miscalculation on the Boss’s part. He who had managed the Comintern as 
his own fief had forbidden the German Communists to ally themselves 



with the Social Democrats. The anti-Hitler coalition was split as a result 
and had lost to Hitler. 

In fact Stalin needed Hitler to expedite his next move. If Hitler had not 
existed Stalin would have had to invent him. The threat of Hitler, the 
threat of intervention, conferred on him enormous powers, justified the 
most extreme measures. It also compelled European radicals to support 
him in spite of everything. He, after all, was the focal point of opposition 
to fascism, the object of hatred for fascism. Hitler put an end to the 
international isolation of the USSR. The Entente nations had to seek 
alliance with the USSR. The Soviet rapprochement with America 
confirmed this trend. Furthermore, the large number of votes cast against 
Hitler in the elections to the Reichstag held the promise of future 
upheavals. The mirage of world revolution reappeared. Old Bolsheviks 
wrote in a letter to Pravda that “Hitler will hold on for a few months, 
followed by total collapse and revolution.” The ironies of history! These 
two leaders hated each other, yet there were uncanny coincidental 
resemblances. Like Stalin, Hitler was a third son, and his older siblings too 
had died. Hitler too was born in poverty, he too was, according to legend, 
illegitimate, and his father had even earned his living for a time as a 
shoemaker. Hitler’s only love, like Stalin’s, had committed suicide, though 
everyone would think that he had killed her. Their regimes exchanged 
expressions of hatred, and yet mirrored each other. For that reason, each 
had useful lessons for the other. After Lenin and Trotsky, Hitler was 
Stalin’s third teacher. 

In 1934, as he pondered his next move, he must have taken Hitler’s 
example into account. The way in which Hitler had settled the fate of 
certain Party comrades, after they had brought him to power, was in-
structive. They had been a bunch of unruly malcontents, very much like 
Lenin’s Party. Hitler, who had also created a mighty state subservient to 
its leader, found a drastic solution to the problem. He denounced his 
comrades of yesterday as traitors, and personally took charge of their ex-
termination. Stalin was able to observe that event in June 1934, while he 
was still digesting the results of the Seventeenth Congress, held in 
January and February. 

Meanwhile, he encouraged the growing “anti-German hysteria”—as the 
Germans called it—in the newspapers. What the Russians called “anti-
Bolshevik hysteria” was just as actively encouraged by the other side, to 



the advantage of both leaders. 

 

“RED RUSSIA Is BECOMING PINK” 

While he planned his murderous change of policy at home, he let the 
warm spell continue. 

An article in Komsomolskaya Pravda declared, “Not so long ago any music 
critic who saw a saxophone, or Utesov, in his dreams would wake up in a 
cold sweat... But now... there’s jazz wherever you go— Utesov, Rensky, 
Berezovsky, English jazz, Czechoslovak jazz, women’s jazz, even Lilliputian 
jazz.” The Days of the Turhins returned to the stage of the Arts Theater, and 
Stalin went to see his favorite show again. 

“Red Russia Is Becoming Pink,” proclaimed a headline in the Baltimore Sun. 

In 1934, when the warm spell was at its warmest, H. G. Wells arrived in 
the USSR. With Hitler ruling Germany, Wells, who hated Fascism, wanted 
very much to like Stalin. For Stalin too the visit had a special importance. 
Wells had met Lenin in 1920 and enthused over the “Visionary of the 
Kremlin” in a book. That had been a year of famine, but endless banquets 
were given in honor of Wells. They were learning already how to bewitch 
eminent Western friends, though the artist Annenkov quoted a quite 
unexpected speech heard by Wells at one such banquet: “We’ve been 
eating rissoles and cakes, and they have more of an attraction for us than 
meeting you, believe me. You see us here decently dressed, but not one of 
the worthy people here present would be prepared to unbutton his 
waistcoat, because he’d have nothing underneath except a scrap of dirty 
old rag which, if I remember rightly, once went by the name of ‘shirt.’” 

Now, in 1934, Wells would not be hearing anything of that sort. The Boss 
had taught the intelligentsia to behave themselves. 

Wells was delighted with all he saw. Or, to be more precise, with all that 
was shown him. “Something very significant is happening in the USSR,” 
he wrote. “The contrast with 1920 is striking. The capitalists must learn 
from the USSR... The financial oligarchy has outlived itself... Roosevelt is 
already intent on a thorough reorganization of society, and the creation of 
a planned economy.” 



The Boss received Wells, and succeeded in enchanting him—while making 
no concessions. He dismissed the possibility of a planned economy in 
capitalist conditions. He even defended revolutionary violence: 
“Capitalism is rotten through and through, but the old order will not 
collapse by itself. It is naive to hope for concessions from the power 
holders.” Wells did not give up completely. As president of the Pen Club, 
he expressed a wish to discuss with his old friend Gorky the possibility of 
Soviet writers joining that organization. He told Stalin that the Pen Club 
insisted on “the right of all to express their opinions, including the 
opposition, freely. I don’t know, however, whether such broad freedom can 
be permitted here.” The Boss answered laughingly, “We Bolsheviks call it 
self-criticism. It is widely practised in the USSR.” 

A mere two years later Wells would realize what freedom of expression 
meant in the USSR. The tragedy of 1937 would leave him stunned, and he 
would write a novel called The Wrath of God about a man who betrays a 
revolution. 

But for the time being Wells had served a purpose. He had confirmed that 
“Stalin is Lenin today.” 

 

BROTHER KIROV 

On June 2, 1934, the State Prosecutor’s Office of the USSR adopted an 
“order concerning the prevention of infringements of legality with special 
reference to technical experts and managers.” The terrible trials seemed to 
be a thing of the past. 

After the Seventeenth Congress it was rumored in the Party that Kirov 
was to be transferred to Moscow, where, as the Boss’s closest friend, a 
member of the Politburo, and a secretary of the Central Committee, he 
would shortly occupy the second place in the Party hierarchy. 

This raised the hopes of the Party and the intelligentsia, since Kirov was 
becoming more and more conspicuously the protagonist of the warm spell. 
He said in a speech in Leningrad that “the old enemy groupings have 
melted down in the course of the struggle for the Five-Year Plan, and we 
need no longer reckon with them.” (Kirov was referring to the program of 
intensive industrialization launched in 1929, and known as the Five-Year 



Plan.) 

The Boss loved Kirov and knew that he was loyal. But he had become 
dangerous. After all the blood spilled, all the slave laborers left dead 
during the construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal (his pet project), 
after his ruthless war on the kulaks, nobody could accuse Kirov of 
spinelessness. But he had taken the warm spell at face value. It came as no 
surprise that a maudlin Kalinin, in Leningrad and in Kirov’s presence, had 
interrupted a poet who was singing the praises of the Cheka and said, “We 
shouldn’t be extolling the Cheka, but looking forward to a time when the 
Cheka need no longer raise its punitive hand.” Kirov had applauded him. 
Kirov was being used more and more frequently by the Boss’s enemies. 
Stalin knew that Bukharin had grown fond of visiting Leningrad. In a 
letter written shortly before his death (now in the President’s Archive), 
Bukharin said, “When I was in disgrace and fell sick in Leningrad, Kirov 
came to see me, spent the whole day with me, wrapped me up warmly, put 
his own railroad carriage at my disposal, and sent me off to Moscow with 
such tender care.” The Boss knew about this “tender care” shown to an 
enemy of his. 

Gorky, too, was putting more pressure on him, pleading for someone or 
other all the time, and invoking Kirov’s name as he did so. Kirov’s latest 
charitable proposal was that Uglanov, one of the rightist leaders, should be 
allowed to resume an active career. The Boss, however, remembered very 
well what the penitent Uglanov had written in March 1933. The catalog of 
treacherous acts was endless: “We acknowledged our mistakes at the 
November plenum of the Central Committee in 1929... A few months 
went by ... in the course of collectivization and the liquidation of the 
kulaks a number of difficulties arose... and again ... we were in a mood to 
fight against the Party... At the Sixteenth Congress we acknowledged our 
mistakes and assured the Party that we would work conscientiously, but in 
autumn 1933 some of my supporters resumed the struggle. Discussing 
the situation in the country with them, I came to the conclusion that a 
leadership headed by Stalin was incapable of overcoming the immense 
difficulties... and that it was necessary to bring Rykov, Bukharin, Tomsky, 
Zinoviev, and Kamenev back into the leadership of the Party and the 
country.” And this was the man for whom Kirov sought forgiveness! 
Where would it end? Start forgiving such people and you would have 
another Seventeenth Congress—Congress of Traitors—on your hands. 



Stalin’s resolve had ripened. Further delay was pointless. It was time to 
attack. His enemies were writing Kirov’s name on their banner. He would 
have to sacrifice his loyal brother. They gave him no choice. 

Using the sort of logic he favored, he could say that objectively they were 
Kirov’s killers. Just as they had been Nadya’s killers. The killers of the two 
people dearest to him. They had earned his hatred and his vengeance. 

While the country still basked in the warm spell, preparations for the 
offensive went on at full speed. On July 10, 1934, the GPU was renamed 
the NKVD—People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs. This seemed to 
mean that the secret police was now detached from the Party and from the 
Politburo. As, of course, it had to be, with the destruction of the Party and 
of certain members of the Politburo imminent. Faithful Yagoda retained 
his post, now as People’s Commissar. He would lead the offensive. Yagoda 
had by then compiled a dossier on all those at the top of Lenin’s Party. The 
servants of important bureaucrats had to be approved by Yagoda’s 
department. Housemaids, chauffeurs, and other domestic staff reported 
several times a month. The amorous exploits of Kremlin boyars helped 
swell the dossiers. Jan Rudzutak, for instance, a candidate member of the 
Politburo, had raped the fifteen-year-old daughter of a Moscow Party 
official, and when in Paris had lavished money belonging to the state on 
prostitutes. Then there were the escapades of A. Enukidze, secretary of 
the Central Executive Committee, and of Karakhan, one of the senior 
officials in the People’s Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, among the 
ballerinas. This bawdy reading matter was sent regularly to the Boss. But 
what he evidently valued most was information on provocateurs. This 
must explain the fact that the obliging Yagoda inserted false accusations 
of collaboration with the tsarist security services in the dossiers of many 
old Bolsheviks. 

 

A DANGEROUS HOUSE 

Early in the thirties the architect B. Jofan designed a new building for high 
Party officials. It looked out on the Kremlin, across the Moscow River, and 
became known as the “House on the Embankment.” The most fashionable 
apartments were in Blocks 1 and 12. That was where N. Postyshev, a 
member of the Politburo, Marshal M. Tukhachevsky, Jan Berzin, head of 
military intelligence, and a number of other officeholders lived. 



Jofan, the architect, took one secret to the grave with him. The building 
had one unusual entrance. It was shown on all the plans and in all the 
documentation, but in reality it was nonexistent. Instead, there was a 
“back stairway,” approached from the kitchens of the enormous 
apartments in fashionable Block 12. You could go down these stairs to an 
underground passage leading to the Kremlin. This tunnel under the 
Moscow River, which still exists, was bored in the time of Stalin’s favorite 
tsar, Ivan the Terrible. Yagoda’s men could use the backstairs to 
materialize suddenly in the rooms of high-ranking tenants. 

The Soviet military intelligence chief, Jan Berzin, who had become famous 
under the name of General Grishin during the Spanish Civil War, was lying 
peacefully in bed one night with his Spanish wife, the beautiful Aurora, 
beside him. The Boss’s emissaries entered his bedroom from the 
backstairs. 

That would be at the end of 1937. But we are still in 1934, and they are all 
living undisturbed in the house reserved for them. Armed guards kept 
watch not only at each entrance but on every landing. They were there 
only to protect tenants, but they noted every step taken, eavesdropped on 
every conversation. 

O. Lepeshinskaya, daughter of one of Lenin’s comrades-in-arms, re-
membered when her family was moved into prestigious Block 1. The 
apartments had seven rooms, the balconies were two hundred feet long, 
there were solariums and double walls. That was where the eavesdropping 
devices stood. Stood is the right word: they were animate creatures. 
Lepeshinskaya recalled how she “once woke up at 3:00 A.M. and heard the 
silence broken with the words ‘that’s enough for today, let’s go home.’” 

All was ready for the offensive. Time to begin. At the end of 1934, he 
waited only until his birthday celebrations were over, and... began. 
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THE BLOODBATH BEGINS 

 

 

 

“REVOLUTIONARIES SHOULD BE SENT TO JOIN THEIR FOREFATHERS AT FIFTY” 

The events of 1935-1938, which led to the total destruction of the 
Leninist Party, remain the greatest riddle of Stalin’s reign. Why did he 
destroy the Party, now completely subservient to him, with such 
inordinate cruelty? The most frequent explanation is mental disorder. 
Stalin, it is said, was a schizophrenic. The story usually told by way of 
proof is that when in 1927 the great Russian medical scientist Vladimir 
Mikhailovich Bekhterev was called in to examine Stalin, whose withered 
arm was troubling him, he diagnosed advanced paranoia and 
recommended immediate retirement. Shortly afterward, Moscow 
witnessed the eminent scientist’s funeral. 

In August 1989, in the days of perestroika, a number of psychiatrists took 
part in an amusing roundtable discussion in the offices of the Literary 
Gazette. They were looking for an answer to the question: was Stalin 
mentally ill or not? One of those invited was academician N. Bekhtereva, 
daughter of the great Bekhterev. She said, among other things, “I myself 
do not know whether Vladimir Bekhterev decided that Stalin was 
paranoiac, but our family never heard anything to that effect.” That puts 
an end to a very popular legend. 

A number of interesting points were made in the course of the discussion. 
Kornetov, for instance, said that “such an illness is hardly compatible with 
his skill in manipulating personnel, recruiting supporters, and accurately 
timing his attacks on opponents.” Dr. N. Levin asked, “When were Stalin’s 
ideas out of focus, or abnormally dominant in his consciousness, as is the 
case with paranoiacs? Stalin was a cruel man, incapable of pity... but a 



pragmatist.” 

As Stalin contemplated the destruction of the old Party, he must surely 
have consulted the two men who had influenced him most—Lenin and 
Trotsky. He could have found in Trotsky’s works a complete answer, 
equally acceptable to Lenin: “Lenin often ridiculed so-called old 
Bolsheviks, and even said that at fifty revolutionaries should be sent to 
join their forefathers. This grim joke makes a serious point; at some 
critical stage every generation of revolutionaries becomes a hindrance to 
the further development of the idea which they have carried forward.” 

The Seventeenth Congress had finally convinced Stalin that they would 
never let him create the country of his dreams—a military camp where 
unanimity and subservience to the Leader reigned. Only with such a 
country could the Great Dream be realized. The Great Secret Dream. 

A tremendous task confronted him. The creation of a Party united in 
obedience to himself. Ilyich had seen the need for it, but experience 
showed that he had left the task unfinished. Now Stalin was resolved to 
complete it. 

The bloody purge was also designed to solve another problem. In the 
system he had created, Party bosses were all-powerful. But these were 
professional revolutionaries, with little understanding of technology and 
management. The course of industrialization had demonstrated their 
incompetence. 

In mid-February 1937, his protege, the young engineer Malenkov, now a 
secretary of the Central Committee, wrote a report which revealed that 
seventy percent of oblast Party secretaries had only an elementary 
education, and that for district secretaries the figure was even higher—
eighty percent. In the language of the Boss himself, “a very acute 
personnel problem has arisen.” 

Moreover, after twenty years in power, Party functionaries were showing 
their age, and had accumulated families, in-laws, mistresses. Two 
expressions used by Molotov in his character sketches of Party 
functionaries stand out in my mind: they were “beginning to go to pieces” 
and “manifesting a desire to rest.” In these words you hear the mocking 
voice of the Boss himself. 



The destruction of the semiliterate establishment, with its manifest “wish 
to rest,” would make room for a new, educated generation which had 
grown up under Stalin. 

But how was he to get rid of their predecessors, painlessly and without 
wasting too much time? Retire them? That would mean creating an 
opposition. His handling of the kulaks supplied the answer. He would do it 
by the same revolutionary method. He would annihilate them. Too cruel? 
Well, had they been any less cruel? Weren’t they always parroting Lenin’s 
murderous words “You can’t make a revolution in white gloves’T 

In the President’s Archive is Stalin’s visitors’ book, in which the duty 
officer meticulously noted the arrivals and departures of all the Boss’s 
visitors. “November 28, 1934. Kirov. Arrived 1500 hours, left 17.25.” The 
Boss’s “friend and brother” spent over two hours with him in his study. 
The Boss suggested that Kirov should move to Moscow, where he would 
become number two in the Party. Kirov left, intending to go Leningrad to 
wind up his affairs there. On November 29 he was still in Moscow, but was 
not granted an audience. 

Yagoda, however, was a daily visitor. 

On the evening of the 29th Bulgakov’s wife, Stalin, and Kirov were 
together at the Arts Theater. The Boss took Kirov to the station, and 
kissed him on the platform: it is no easy thing to renounce a brother. 

He would kiss Kirov once more—as he lay in his coffin. 

On December 1, Kirov was walking along a corridor in the Smolny 
Institute. The onetime headquarters of the October coup had been the 
seat of the Bolshevik leadership in Leningrad ever since. As he turned into 
the narrow passage leading to his private office a young man detached 
himself from the wall. Strangely enough, there were no security guards 
around. The young man pulled a revolver out of his briefcase and fired. 
Chudov, a secretary of the Leningrad City Party Committee, ran out of the 
office and rushed up to Kirov. But Kirov was dead. 

This assassination was the beginning of an enormous catastrophe which 
was to destroy millions of people. 

The evening of Kirov’s murder, the Boss dictated a decree of the Central 
Executive Committee of the USSR “on the procedure to be followed in 



dealing with terrorist acts against officials of the Soviet regime.” 
Investigation of such cases was to be completed in not more than ten days, 
cases were to be tried without a public prosecutor or counsel, and appeals 
and petitions for pardon were not allowed. The death sentence must be 
carried out immediately. 

That same night he set off for eternally rebellious Leningrad, together 
with faithful Molotov and the high executioners Yezhov and Yagoda. 
Medved, the head of the security police in Leningrad, met them at the 
station. Without a word Stalin struck him in the face—as much as to say 
“You should have looked after Kirov properly.” He then took over the 
investigation. 

A whole floor of the Smolny and a suite of rooms in the NKVD building 
were put at his disposal. He conducted the interrogations personally. 
Certain details began to emerge. According to the deposition of L. 
Nikolaev, Kirov’s assassin, he had been put up to the murder. Asked where 
he obtained the revolver he pointed to Zaporozhets, the deputy head of 
the Leningrad branch of the NKVD and said, “Why are you asking me? Ask 
him.” 

“Take him away,” Stalin commanded. And as soon as the door closed he 
barked at Yagoda, “That prick!” 

That is how the defector Orlov, an ex-general in the NKVD, described the 
scene. 

Stalin banished the Leningrad NKVD chiefs, Medved and Zaporozhets, to 
the Far East for “negligence.” There they would live in comfort until their 
turn came to play a part in the thriller Stalin was concocting. 

The preliminary examination of Kirov’s assassin was concluded in twenty-
seven days. The findings were signed by the Assistant State Prosecutor, A. 
Vyshinsky, and L. Sheinin, an investigating officer in especially important 
cases. 

I talked to Lev Romanovich Sheinin in the seventies. Fat Sheinin, who had 
sent so many people to their deaths in the years of terror, looked like a 
benevolent Mr. Pickwick. In retirement he had started writing plays, so he 
was a colleague of sorts. He liked showing off his knowledge of secrets, 
and was quite delighted when I asked him whether Stalin had ordered 



Kirov’s murder. He smiled, and answered amiably, “Stalin was the Leader, 
not a thug, my dear fellow.” 

During Khrushchev’s Thaw a commission was set up to decide once and 
for all whether Stalin really did order Yagoda to kill Kirov. They hoped to 
find documents—and of course found none. Not because they had been 
destroyed. I am convinced that they never existed. What Sheinin said was 
not untrue: Stalin gave Yagoda no direct instructions. He could not do so. 
True, he personally had asked for “evidence” everyone knew was false to 
be beaten out of unfortunate engineers and scientists. But that was 
different. For the good of the Party you could do whatever you liked to 
“non-Party scum,” as intellectuals were often called. Non-Party people 
were not regarded as human beings; they were the manure on which the 
society of the future could be grown. But Party members, those who were 
not criminal oppositionists of some kind, were quite a different matter. 
Lenin’s heir could not call on the head of the NKVD to murder a loyal 
Leninist. On the contrary—he summoned the head of the NKVD on a 
number of occasions and asked him to watch over Kirov as carefully as 
possible. Yagoda’s task could not have been simpler: he had only to 
translate the Boss’s wish from “in-depth language,”and then carry it out. 

Kirov’s assassin, Nikolaev, was a young Party member. He turned out to 
have a military background. He had gone to the front at the age of sixteen, 
when Yudenich and the whites were attacking, and had joined the 
Communist Youth Organization at the front. After working in the GPU he 
had moved to Murmansk, where he had held some minor post. Since then 
he had been a disappointed man, haunted by a sense of failure. He 
dreamed up an imaginary romantic period in the Party’s past. He wrote in 
his diary about the betrayal of former Party traditions, and said that 
someone must sacrifice himself to draw attention to the deadly dangers of 
the present situation. He interwove political and personal themes. 
Unnamed friends informed Nikolaev that his former wife was having an 
affair with Kirov. Yet another proof of the Party’s degeneration! 

The really surprising thing is that Nikolaev spoke openly about these 
fevered imaginings. The ears of Yagoda’s establishment missed nothing, 
and must have heard. Yagoda must have known, too, of Nikolaev’s mys-
terious friends, who aggravated the neurotic young man’s delusions. It is 
difficult not to suspect that someone encouraged the hysterical Nicolaev 
to make his mad decision. And then enabled him to act on it unhindered. 



It emerged in the course of the investigation that the Smolny guard had 
detained Nikolaev on a previous occasion and had found him armed. In 
spite of this, he was allowed into the Smolny again on the day of the 
assassination. 

The Museum of the Revolution contains the unpublished memoirs of Alex 
Rybin, a member of Stalin’s bodyguard in the thirties. Regarding Kirov’s 
assassination he wrote: “As someone who knows all the fine detail of the 
security arrangements for members of the Politburo ... I can see what 
must have happened. Who could have allowed Nikolaev to sit for some 
considerable time on a window ledge in the corridor? Why was Kirov not 
accompanied by a personal aide, waiting to receive orders? Why was 
Nikolaev released on a previous occasion, although he had a weapon?” 

The public asked similar questions. Hence the mischievous ditty “Stalin 
murdered Comrade Kirovin his office corridor.” 

The Boss was in no hurry to answer all the people’s questions. His mind 
was on the long and bloody crime in which millions would take part—and 
millions would perish. And, as in any good detective story, the questions 
would all be answered, but only at the very end. 

But the drama was only just beginning, and the dramatis personae, 
marked down by him to die, were eating, drinking, worrying, and pitying 
the man who had lost a “brother.” Maria Svanidze wrote in her diary, “I got 
back from the dacha at 9:00 P.M. and heard the shocking news. Everyone 
is terribly sad. Especially for J. [Joseph]. Kirov has been killed by an evil 
man... It was a staggering blow for me. J. is strong, he bore the pain of 
losing Nadya heroically. But two such trials in such a short time... A 
terrorist act of any sort is terrible enough... This White Fascist terrorism 
is frightening in the hatred it shows.” 

It was undoubtedly painful to him—two such shocks, two such losses! 
Now he had neither wife nor friend. They, his enemies, had deprived him 
of everything. Now he would rid himself of them. His faithful brother 
would serve him still, even in death. 

When Yagoda contrived Kirov’s death he had not realized that the Leader 
was thinking on the grand scale. He had envisaged no more than the 
removal of a single dangerous figure around whom hostile forces were 
beginning to rally. The Leader had not initiated him into his cosmic plan. 



As a result, Yagoda hurried to arrest priests, ex-landowners, and so on, 
intending to lay Kirov’s murder at the door of the usual culprits, the class 
enemy. Even the astute Radek missed the point, and started writing about 
the hand of the Gestapo killing a loyal Stalinist. 

The Boss had to point out to Yagoda precisely where the main blow should 
fall: among the Zinovievites. Yagoda was too set in his ways and remained 
unconvinced. The Boss saw that he would never overcome his pious 
inhibitions when faced with the Leninist old guard. So he harnessed him 
to a diminutive fellow with a quiet voice, one Nikolai Yezhov, the chairman 
of the Party Control Commission. 

Molotov described Yezhov as “Bolshevik from before the Revolution, 
worker by origin, never in any of the oppositions, Central Committee 
Secretary for some years, good reputation.” 

Secret file 510, in the archive of the former KGB, contains a curriculum 
vitae of this person of “good reputation”: “Yezhov, Nikolai Ivanovich. Born 
May 1, 1895. Resident in Moscow, Kremlin. Social origin—worker. 
Education—incomplete primary... In 1919 tried by military tribunal and 
sentenced to imprisonment for one year.” 

The Boss had first seen Yezhov during his excursion to Siberia to speed up 
grain deliveries and had subsequently introduced him into the apparatus 
of the Central Committee. By the beginning of the thirties Yezhov was 
already head of its Cadres Department. At the Seventeenth Congress he 
was elected to the Central Committee and to the vice-chairmanship of the 
Central Control Commission. In 1935 he became chairman of that body, 
and a secretary of the Central Committee. 

Yezhov was typical of those who rose from nowhere to high positions in 
this period: semiliterate, obedient, and hardworking. His dubious past 
made him particularly eager to shine. Most important of all—he had made 
his career after the overthrow of the October leaders. Yagoda now served 
Stalin, but until recently had been the servant of the Party. Yezhov had 
served no one but Stalin. He was the man to implement the second half of 
Stalin’s scheme. For him there were no taboos. 

At the height of the Terror Yezhov would be portrayed on thousands of 
posters as a giant in whose hands enemies of the people writhed and 
breathed their last. In the Central Asian republics, poets regularly de-



scribed him as the batyr (epic hero). The epic hero was in reality a tiny 
man, almost a dwarf, with a feeble voice. 

This was somehow symbolic. 

Like Zhdanov, Malenkov, and others whom the Boss would from now on 
co-opt to the highest offices, Yezhov was merely a pseudonym for Stalin 
himself, a pathetic puppet, there simply to carry out orders. All the 
thinking was done, all the decisions were made, by the Boss himself. 

While Yezhov familiarized himself with the way things were going, kept an 
eye on Yagoda, and gave him a prod when necessary, the Boss was 
drumming the plot of his thriller into the heads of his closest associates. 
And that is why afterward Bukharin said, “Two days after the murder 
Stalin sent for me and announced that the assassin, Nikolaev, was a 
Zinovievite.” 

Molotov understood at once the grandiose character of Stalin’s scheme. As 
he wrote, “Until 1937 we lived the whole time with opposition. After 
that—there were no more opposition groups! Stalin took the whole 
difficult business upon himself, but we helped... Stalin wanted 1937 to be 
a continuation of the Revolution ... in a complicated international 
situation.” 

A continuation of the Revolution necessary, it would be said, because the 
leaders had grown slack, bourgeois, degenerate. It was time to return to 
the old ideals, and open fire on degenerate cadres. This was made 
particularly important by Hitler’s menaces. For the Party, then, a 
continuation of the Revolution. And for those outside the Party? The end 
of the Revolution. The destruction of the Leninist old guard, associated in 
the minds of the people at large with October and the Red Terror. 

The newspapers were whipping up hysteria: new “terrorist outrages” were 
expected. Stalin returned to Moscow for “Brother Kirov’s” funeral. The 
ceremony took place in the Hall of Columns of the House of Unions. Maria 
Svanidze recorded in her diary that on December 5, 1934, 

 

Tverskaya Street was closed, trucks and groups of Red army men stood at 
the corner, blocking the entrance to it... Redens [head of the NKVD in 
Moscow, and Anna Alliluyeva’s husband] had us escorted to where the 



family and friends were standing. The hall was brilliantly lit, decorated 
with a profusion of plush banners and in the middle stood ... a simple 
coffin, lined with red calico... His face was a greenish yellow, his nose had 
become sharper... Retween the temple and cheekbone there was a bruise 
from his fall. His unhappy wife and sisters stood on the right of the coffin. 
His sisters are village schoolteachers and living out in the wilds they never 
even knew that their brother had become such a big man. They wrote to 
him when they saw his picture in the papers but could never get away to 
visit him... now they’ve seen him. The general public were excluded and 
admission to the hall was restricted to a small group of people... We all felt 
the tension, we looked around apprehensively, wondering whether 
everybody had been properly checked, whether there was anybody who 
didn’t belong there, hoping that it all would go off without incident. J. 
[Joseph] took his stand by the dead man’s head, surrounded by his 
comrades-in-arms... The floodlights were dimmed, the music stopped... 
The sentries were ready to screw down the coffin lid. Joseph went up the 
steps  of the  catafalque ... his  face  was  sorrowful.   He bent down and 
kissed the dead man’s forehead... It was a heartrending picture for anyone 
who knew how close they were... Everyone in the hall was weeping. 
Through my own sobs I could hear men sobbing loudly. J. is suffering 
terribly. Pavel was with him at the dacha a day or two after Kirov’s death. 
They were sitting in the dining room together. J. rested his head on his 
hand (I’ve never seen him do that) and said “now I’m all alone in the 
world.” Pavel says it was so moving that he jumped up and kissed him. J. 
told Pavel that Kirov used to look after him like a child. After Nadya’s 
death Kirov had of course been closer to Joseph than anyone, he could 
approach him with simple affection and give him the warmth he was 
missing and peace of mind. We all feel too shy to drop in just to see him 
and have a chat... I’m not shy myself, but Alyosha gets suspicious, and 
brings an element of jealousy into it, says he’s afraid he would be 
intruding, and J. doesn’t like women visiting him. 

Alyosha Svanidze, who knew his kinsman pretty well, evidently had 
misgivings and thought it best to keep his distance. 

Entries in Stalin’s visitors’ book recommence after his return to Moscow, 
on December 3. For a whole month the NKVD chiefs were in and out of his 
office, all day and every day. Yezhov, the eye of the emperor, was always 
last to leave, usually in the dead of night. 



Nikolaev shortly confessed that he had killed Kirov on the instructions of 
a Trotskyist-Zinovievite group. He was then shot in a hurry. 

Kirov’s vile murderers were branded at innumerable public meetings. 
Zinoviev joined in at a meeting of the board of the Central Council of 
Cooperative Unions in Moscow, unsparingly abusing the “foul killers.” Rut 
on December 8 supporters of Zinoviev and Kamenev in Leningrad were 
arrested and on December 16 Zinoviev and Kamenev themselves were 
arrested in Moscow. 

In the perestroika period a Politburo commission was set up “to further 
examine materials connected with the repressions which took place 
between 1930 and 1940 and at the beginning of the fifties.” The com-
mission retrieved the hapless Zinoviev’s letters from the depths of secret 
archives. 

Within minutes of his arrest Zinoviev wrote a hysterical note to Stalin: 

 

It is now December 16. At 7:30 this evening Comrade Molchanov and a 
group of Chekists arrived at my apartment and carried out a search. I tell 
you, Comrade Stalin, honestly, that from the time of my return from 
Kustanai by order of the Central Committee, I have not taken a single 
step, spoken a single word, written a single line, or had a single thought 
which I need conceal from the Party, the Central Committee, and you per-
sonally... I have had only one thought—how to earn the trust of the 
Central Committee and you personally, how to achieve my aim of being 
employed by you in the work there is to be done. I swear by all a Rolshevik 
holds sacred, I swear by Lenin’s memory ... I implore you to believe my 
word of honor. I am shaken to the depths of my being. 

 

Yagoda sent this letter to Stalin. He did not reply. But I can imagine him 
reading it with a smile. “Shaken to the depths of my being”! Zinoviev 
would discover what it was really like to be shaken when he heard of the 
role assigned to him in Stalin’s thriller. 

Stalin knew that in starting with Zinoviev and Kamenev he could not 
possibly lose. He never for a moment doubted they would cave in. 
Zinoviev’s nickname was “Panic,” and Kamenev was weak in misfortune, a 



timid intellectual. They were the best possible candidates for what Stalin 
had in mind. But Yagoda let him down. He simply could not rid himself of 
his subconscious respect for former leaders. Yagoda and his interrogators 
were obviously handling Zinoviev and Kamenev with kid gloves, and the 
two men refused to admit responsibility for the murder. 

The year was drawing to a close. Less than two decades had gone by since 
the October coup, and some of its leaders could look back on it from their 
prison cells. 

From Maria Svanidze’s diary: 

 

21.12.34. We celebrated the Boss’s birthday. We gathered at the nearer 
dacha around 9. All the close friends were there (the Molotovs—both of 
them, Voroshilov—alone, Enukidze, Beria, Lakoba, Kalinin—alone, the 
Svanidze relatives—the Redens couple—and the Alliluyevs). We were at 
the table till 1 A.M., then the party got noisy. The Boss got out the 
gramophone and some records, wound it up himself... We danced. He 
made the men partner the women and take a few turns. Then the 
Caucasians sang some doleful songs—the Boss took the lead with his light 
tenor... Then J. said, “Let’s drink to Nadya.” My eyes are full of tears again 
as I write this, just as they were at that moment. Everybody rose and 
silently went up to J. His face was full of suffering. He has changed greatly 
after his two heavy losses. He has become gentler, kinder, more human. 
Till Nadya died he was unapproachable, a marble hero... The Alliluyevs and 
the Bedenses... the only one of that quartet you can talk to is Zhenya. 
She’s clever, a live wire, interested in everything. Pavel, Zhenya’s husband, 
is in my opinion deteriorating intellectually, he never reads anything, it’s 
no good trying to talk to him. Nyura [Anna Alliluyeva, Nadya’s sister] is 
obsessively kind, and intellectually null. Her spouse [Bedens] is pompous, 
stupid, conceited, and bogged down in trivial chores... Alyosha has been 
promoted—appointed Vice Chairman of the USSR State Bank. 

 

The grief-stricken Marble Hero had become gentler and kinder. He sang in 
his light tenor. He danced and made merry with them. And all the time he 
knew what was in store for them. 



 

The New Year had arrived, and still Yagoda had not succeeded in linking 
Kamenev and Zinoviev with Kirov’s murder. The first version of the case 
for the prosecution is in the President’s Archive. It was drawn up on 
January 13, 1935. It states that Zinoviev and Kamenev had not admitted 
their guilt. But suddenly, on that very same day, Zinoviev wrote a 
“statement to the investigators”: 

 

The time allowed for the investigation is running out... and I want to 
disarm myself completely... After the Fifteenth and especially after the 
Sixteenth Congress I told myself on many occasions that I should leave it 
at that... the Central Committee and Comrade Stalin had been shown to be 
right about everything... but when fresh difficulties arose I started 
vacillating again: 1932 provides a vivid example—I have described the 
events of that year in detail in my depositions... Subjectively I had no wish 
to harm the Party and the working class. But I became in effect the 
mouthpiece of the forces which sought to disrupt the building of socialism 
in the USSB. [Objectively he admits that he is an “enemy.”] My speech at 
the Seventeenth Congress was meant sincerely... but in reality two souls 
still lived within me... We proved unable to submit fully to the Party, to 
merge with it completely... we continued to look backward and to live in a 
stifling atmosphere of our own... our whole situation condemned us to ... 
duplicity... I asserted under investigation that from 1929 “no center for 
former Zinovievites” had existed in Moscow. My thought was that you 
couldn’t really call it a center, it was just Zinoviev plus Kamenev plus one 
or two others, but in actual fact it was a center since Zinoviev’s former 
followers, or what was left of them, refused to merge fully with the Party 
and looked to that handful of people for leadership. My former adherents 
always voted for the Party line, but among themselves they went on 
talking in a criminal way that was hostile to the Party and to the state, so 
whether we wanted it or not, we remained in actual fact one of the centers 
of struggle against the Party and its great work... and the center’s role was 
of course anti-Party and counterrevolutionary... From the first 
interrogation onward I was outraged to find myself confused with the 
wretches who had sunk so low as to murder Kirov... But facts are stubborn 
things, and when I learned (from the newspapers) all the facts set out in 
the indictment I had to acknowledge the moral and political responsibility 



of the former Leningrad opposition, and myself personally, for the crime 
committed... After my return from banishment in 1933 I was criminally 
negligent in that I did not expose to the Party all the people involved in 
tentative conspiracies against it... I am full of repentance, the most fervent 
repentance... I am ready to do all I can to help the investigation... I am 
naming ... all those whom I remember as former participants in the anti-
Party struggle... and I will continue doing so to the end, mindful of the 
fact that this is my duty. I can only say that if I had the opportunity to do 
penance before the whole people it would be a great relief to me... Let 
others learn from my grievous example what deviation from the Party 
path means, and where it can lead... January 13, 1935. 

 

Kamenev, too, began by denying everything, but the next day, January 14, 
suddenly admitted that a central Zinovievite directorate had existed and 
remained active up to and throughout 1932. 

Something crucial must have happened to make both former leaders 
capitulate on the same day. Someone had succeeded where Yagoda and his 
investigators had failed. It is not hard to guess who that someone was. 
There are no entries in Stalin’s visitors’ book from January 11 to 17. He 
obviously had visitors of a variety best not recorded. They— Kamenev and 
Zinoviev—were brought before him. They spent the whole week 
bargaining. He could of course show them proofs of their secret meetings 
with his enemies. And he did what Yagoda had not been clever enough to 
do. He got them to admit their moral and political responsibility for 
Kirov’s murder, and to betray their supporters. In return he evidently 
promised to pardon them—soon—but demanded an act of contrition 
before the whole people. Hence Zinoviev’s plea “to dor” penance before 
the whole people.” 

Zinoviev, however, had not yet realized what he would have to do public 
penance for. The plot was only just beginning to unfold and it is doubtful 
whether anyone could have guessed the fantastic denouement the author 
had in mind. 

On January 16, 1935, Zinoviev was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment, 
Kamenev to five. The former leaders were now known as the “Moscow 
Center” of the conspiracy. The members of the Leningrad Zinovievite 
group were tried simultaneously. One of them was Georgi Safarov, who 



would say whatever the investigators required against his former friends. 
He was sentenced to five years’ imprisonment in 1935. In 1942, Safarov, 
one of those mainly responsible for the execution without trial of the 
imperial family, would be shot without trial himself. 

The wave of mass arrests continued over the winter months and 
throughout the spring of 1935. People outside the Party somewhat hu-
morously described this as the “Kirov stream.” Two of Koba’s old ac-
quaintances from 1917, the erstwhile young leaders of the Petrograd 
Bolsheviks, Zalutsky and Shlyapnikov, were among those arrested. Both 
were shown Safarov’s testimony that they had “carried on illegal work 
against the Party.” Shlyapnikov was given five years. But kind Joseph 
commuted his prison sentence to banishment to Astrakhan. Shlyapnikov 
still had a part to play: the Boss had thought up a suitable role for him in 
the thriller. 

As spring came to an end Kamenev and Zinoviev looked forward to the 
customary change in their fortunes. For Kamenev change was in fact not 
long delayed, but it was not at all the one he had expected. 

That carefree Lothario and aficionado of the Bolshoi ballerinas, Avel 
Enukidze, started grumbling about the arrest of Kamenev and Zinoviev. 
Avel, secretary of the Presidium of the Central Executive Committee of the 
USSR, was a close friend of the Boss. But he was also an old Bolshevik, 
completely tied to the old Party, which now had to disappear. So friend 
Avel was written into the plot of the thriller. What is more, he was—the 
Boss had a sense of humor—linked with Kamenev, whom he had tried to 
defend. In June 1935 Yezhov presented a report to the Central Committee 
“on the Secretariat of the Central Executive Committee and Comrade A. 
Enukidze.” It appeared that because of Enukidze’s criminal negligence 
several terrorist groups were active within the confines of the Kremlin 
itself. People were horrified to read the staggering news of plots to 
assassinate their Leader. Kamenev was declared to be the immediate 
organizer of an assassination attempt. The conspiracy had allied Trotsky 
and Zinoviev with monarchists who had wormed their way into the 
Kremlin thanks to Enukidze’s slackness. Certain garrulous witnesses of 
events surrounding Nadya’s death were added to the list of conspirators. 
Thus, Alekxei Sinelobov, the Kremlin commandant’s aide, was shot and his 
sister was jailed for four years. This was also when the Kremlin cleaner 
Korchagina was sentenced for “spreading defamatory rumors about 



government leaders.” Neither she nor Sinelobova returned from the 
camps. Yagoda added to the “terrorist group” Kamenev’s brother Nikolai 
Rozenfeld and his wife, who worked in the Kremlin library. Also, Trotsky’s 
son Sergei Sedov. For the “Kremlin affair” Kamenev was given an 
additional five years, so he was now Zinoviev’s equal, while Rozenfeld and 
his wife each got ten years, and Sergei Sedov five. Other “terrorists” 
included Kamenev’s wife, Olga Davidovna. She had once lived in the 
Kremlin and she was Trotsky’s sister—ideally suited, in short, for a part in 
the conspiracy story. Altogether 110 people were sentenced to various 
terms of imprisonment. Avel Yenukidze, Stalin’s friend for many years, 
and the godfather of his deceased wife, Nadya, was expelled from the 
Party because of his “political and moral degeneracy,” in the words of a 
Central Committee resolution dated June 7, 1935. The scale of things to 
come was already foreshadowed in the Kremlin affair. 

From Maria Svanidze’s diary: “I firmly believe that we are advancing 
toward a great and radiant future... Avel has received the punishment he 
deserved... This nest of treachery and filth terrified me. Now all is light 
again, all the evil has been swept away... and everything will get better and 
better.” 

He was, indeed, methodically working on that bright future, in which 
Maria too would meet her end. That same spring, in April 1935, a new law 
was promulgated: children twelve and older were to pay the same penalties 
for their crimes as adults. Up to and including the death penalty. So during 
future trials his victims would have not just themselves but their posterity 
to think about. 

Meanwhile, arrests were becoming less frequent. There were no public 
trials. People had been expecting something on the scale of the Red Terror, 
and after the mighty thunderclaps in the press they were rather 
disappointed. Things were settling down in the same old boring rut. 
Before long Gorky was making a nuisance of himself with pleas for 
Kamenev’s release. The Boss had fooled them all again. They supposed 
that the show was over, whereas the curtain had only just risen. The main 
events in his great work of imagination were all in the future. 

That spring was marked by a new entertainment for the people, onf which 
overshadowed the punishment of the old leaders. The Moscow 

Metro was opened, another token for all to see of what the future paradise 



held. Those magnificent underground palaces were intended to show the 
toilers what sort of homes their children would live in under communism. 

From Maria Svanidze’s diary: “29.4.35. We started talking about the 
Metro, Svetlana expressed a wish to take a ride and we all agreed to go 
with her—myself, Zhenya, the nurse. Suddenly there was a commotion. J. 
[Joseph] had decided to take a ride with us. They sent for Molotov. 
Everybody was terribly excited. There was a lot of whispering about the 
danger of such an outing without proper preparation. Kaganovich was 
more agitated than anybody... He suggested going at midnight when the 
Metro would be closed to the public... But J. insisted on going right away. 
In Okhotny Ryad... the public rushed to greet the leaders... They cheered, 
and ran along behind us. We got separated, and I was almost crushed 
against one of the columns. The enthusiasm and the ovations reached 
superhuman dimensions. J. was merry... the enthusiastic crowd 
overturned an iron lamppost... I think that, austere as he is, he was 
touched by the people’s love for their leader. There was nothing contrived 
or formal about it. He once said of the ovations he received, ‘The people 
need a tsar,’ i.e., someone to reverence, someone to live and work for.” 

He mentioned the need for a tsar on various occasions. N. Chagin, an old 
Bolshevik, has recorded an episode at a dinner given by Kirov. On this 
occasion Stalin said: “Bear in mind that in Russia the people were under 
the tsar for centuries, the Russian people are tsarist, the Russian people 
are used to having one single individual over them.” 

Now, as he prepared to destroy the refractory Leninist old guard, his mind 
was on the monarchy of the future. One emigre aptly remarked after yet 
another bloody purge that “a lot of blood has to be shed to give birth to a 
Russian autocrat.” 

 

“You’d HAVE DONE BETTER TO HAVE BECOME A PRIEST” 

At the end of the year he went at last to see his mother. Throughout the 
year, as always, he had written to her regularly: “11.6.35. I know that you 
are not well. You mustn’t be afraid of sickness, be strong and it will pass. 
I’m sending my children to see you. Make them welcome and give them 
lots of kisses. They are good children. If I can manage it I’ll try to come 
and see you.” 



It was indeed high time for him to pay her a visit. She was frequently ill, 
and he had to see her while he could, the sooner the better. 

After he’d arranged just what he intended to do, it would be difficult for 
him to go to Georgia. Difficult and dangerous. He decided to let his 
mother see her Soso in all his glory now. Before he became anathema. 

His mother had been moved to Tiflis some years ago and installed, as befit 
the mother of a tsar, in the former palace of the Viceroys of Georgia. 
Grand dukes had once resided there. With all the palace to choose from, 
his mother had chosen one miserable little room away from the main 
building, a room quite like the hovel in which they had once lived. 

He had provided for Keke generously. Two female hangers-on in black caps 
waited on her. She lived on a pension, and a special doctor kept an eye on 
her health: Lavrenti Beria, Party leader in the Caucasus, saw to it 
personally that Keke wanted nothing. 

Molotov recalled meeting the young Beria more than once in Lenin’s 
office. He had joined the Party in 1917, but his rise really began under the 
Boss. Stalin made the young Chekist Beria a leader, and valued him more 
and more as time went by. On the Boss’s last birthday Beria had been 
among his guests. 

Beria skillfully turned the Boss’s meeting with his mother into an occasion 
of ideological significance. With his shrewd guidance, the newspapers 
published touching tales of the radiant love between the Great Mother 
and the Great Leader; the image of the Virgin Mary was clearly discernible 
in the pages of the press. “Seventy-five-year-old Keke is cordial and lively,” 
Pravda reported. “She seems to light up when she talks about the 
unforgettable moments of their meeting. ‘The whole world rejoices when 
it looks upon my son and our country. What would you expect me, his 
mother, to feel?’” In fact he was with her only briefly. As their meeting 
ended she asked him, “Joseph, what exactly are you now?” And he 
answered, “Do you remember the tsar? Well, I’m something like the tsar.” 

“You’d have done better to have become a priest,” she replied. 

During all this time he had not stopped thinking about the wife who had 
gone. Even after her death he went on quarreling with her passionately. 
“We got talking about Yasha [his son Yakov],” Maria Svanidze wrote in her 



diary. “He remembered again his (Yasha’s) despicable treatment of dear 
Nadya, his marriage, all his mistakes, his suicide attempt. Then he said, 
‘Nadya was so down on Yasha for behaving like that—how could she then 
go and shoot herself? She did a very bad thing, she crippled me.’ [I said,] 
‘How could she leave two children?’ [And he said,] ‘Never mind the 
children. They’d forgotten her a few days later. But she left me crippled for 
life.’” 

After her death, as though to revenge himself upon her, he changed 
completely the former pattern of his home life. 

Agents of the secret police now took charge of the household. Nikolai 
Vlasik, who commanded his bodyguard, now supervised the upbringing of 
Stalin’s children. Vlasik had emerged from the depths of rural Russia to 
serve in the ranks of the Cheka, and from there had been seconded to 
Stalin’s bodyguard on Menzhinsky’s recommendation. Vlasik was assisted 
in his task of supervising the children by S. Yefimov, an NKVD officer and 
commandant of the dacha at Zubalovo, where Vasya and Svetlana spent 
the summer months. 

The effects of this regime on Vasya soon showed themselves. In the 
President’s Archive we find Yefimov’s reports to Vlasik, who promptly 
submitted them to the Boss. “22.9.35. Greetings, Comrade Vlasik. I write 
to inform you how things are with us. First, Svetlana and Vasya are in 
good health and feel well. Svetlana is taking her schoolwork seriously, 
Vasya is neglecting his lessons... He stayed away from school altogether, 
saying that he had a sore throat, but he would not let the doctor look at 
it.” 

From Maria Svanidze’s diary: “17.11.35. At dinner we talked about Vasya. 
He’s doing badly at school. J. [Joseph] has given him 2 months to show an 
improvement, and threatened to turn him out of the house and adopt 
three able lads instead.” 

Vasya was afraid of his father, but knew how to defend himself. Yefimov 
reported to Vlasik that “On 19.10.35 he (Vasya) wrote his name on a sheet 
of paper, and wrote down below: Vasya Stalin, born 1921, died 1935.’ This 
inscription is worrying. Has he got something in mind?” 

Vasya evidently knew (had probably overheard) something about his 
mother and was using this as a weapon to alarm his father. Maria 



Svanidze wrote in her diary: “J. knows them both [Svetlana and Vasya] 
inside out... What an analytical mind he has, what an exceptional 
psychologist he is.” For once her enthusiasm may have been justified. 

What follows is the Boss’s description of Vasily in a letter to Oleg 
Martyshin, his teacher (published in Uchitelskaya Gazeta, Teachers’ 
Newspaper, in 1988): 

 

To Comrade Martyshin, Schoolteacher. I have received your letter about 
the misbehavior of Vasily Stalin. I am very late in answering because of an 
excessive workload. Please forgive me. Vasily is a spoiled youth, of average 
ability, a little savage (a sort of Scythian), not always truthful, he likes to 
blackmail weak supervisors, is often insolent, has a weak, or rather 
disorganized will, has been spoiled by all sorts of “godfathers and 
godmothers” who sometimes make too much of the fact that he is “Stalin’s 
son.” I am glad that in you he has at least one teacher with self-respect, 
who insists on the impudent boy complying with general school rules. 
Vasily gets spoiled by headmasters like the one you mention, spineless 
creatures who do not belong in a school, and if Vasily does not succeed in 
ruining himself it will be because there are in our country some teachers 
who will not give way to young master’s caprices. My advice is to be 
stricter with Vasily, and not to fear a spoiled boy’s blackmailing threats of 
suicide. Unfortunately I have no time to spend on Vasily, but I promise to 
give him a good shaking every now and then—Yours J. Stalin. 8.4.38. 

 

The son about whom he wrote so pitilessly was the one he loved. His 
other—unloved—son also sprang a surprise on him. 

From Maria Svanidze’s diary: “17.11.35. Yasha has got married for the 
second time. To Yulia Isaakovna Bessarb. She is quite pretty, somewhere 
between thirty and thirty-two, a bit of a flirt, talks nonsense self-
confidently, she had made up her mind to leave her husband and make a 
career... and she has done just that... Her things are still at her former 
husband’s place. I don’t know how J. will take it! ... 4.12.35. J. now knows 
about Yasha’s marriage. His attitude is that of a loyal—but ironical—
father. After all, Yasha is twenty-seven or twenty-eight!” 



Stalin’s birthday had come round again. From Maria Svanidze’s diary: 
“26.12.35. Twenty-one of us wrote J. a little letter. (We congratulate dear 
Joseph on his birthday. There are no words to express all the beautiful 
things we wish him.) He was in a splendid mood. Everybody was noisy and 
full of fun at dinner. J. turned to Alyosha and said, ‘But for you none of 
this would be happening. I’d completely forgotten the day.’” 

How he enjoyed himself. With those soon to die! 
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“THE PEOPLE OF MY WRATH”  

DESTROYED 

 

 

 

Ah, Assyria, the rod of my anger, the staff of my fury. Against a godless nation I 
send him and against the people of my wrath I command him. 

—Isaiah 10:5-6 

 

I slew your young men with the sword... yet you did not return to me, 

says the Lord. 

—Amos 4:10 

 

 

 

A NECESSARY ILLUSION 

It was 1936. He was planning to hold bloody show trials at home, but his 
foreign policy seemed quite enlightened. He enjoyed moving in opposite 
directions simultaneously. While he was turning his country into a closed 
and unassailable fortress, he established diplomatic relations with the 
United States. He joined the League of Nations and became the main 
champion of collective security. The constitution then in preparation, with 
its promises of democratic freedoms, was intended to palliate the coming 



bloody purge. Against the background of the show trials the constitution 
served to create the necessary illusion that a democratic state, free of 
those terrible Leninists, was being created in Russia. He knew that the 
West would have to further that illusion. Hitler had lived up to his hopes: 
Germany had rearmed, and the West had fallen behind. They had realized 
at last that without that dreadful Stalin they would never defeat Hitler. 
Luck was on his side. During the trials, Hitler would be on the rampage all 
over Europe, and Franco would raise a rebellion in Spain. In the Spanish 
general election of 1936, victory went to the parties of the left, and 
General Franco, supported by Hitler, led a revolt against the government 
of the Republic. In the cruel Civil War which followed, antifascists all over 
the world helped the Republican army. Stalin’s reaction was instantaneous 
and, once again, enlightened: Soviet advisers, tanks, and planes were 
rushed to the aid of democracy in Spain—together with a large number of 
NKVD agents. All this coincided with a good harvest, and the people were 
getting their breath back after the years of upheaval. He had chosen a 
good year for his carefully planned offensive. Its objective was the 
destruction of the Party. 

 

“CONSPIRACY” 

The NKVD held a conference of its highest officials. They were informed 
that a gigantic conspiracy had been uncovered, with Trotsky, Kamenev, 
Zinoviev, and a number of other opposition leaders at its head. It appeared 
that they had set up terrorist groups in every large town. All those 
attending the conference were seconded to a secret political department of 
the NKVD to assist in the investigation. The Leader himself would 
supervise their work. The Leader would be assisted by Yezhov. 

The whole gathering of course realized that there was no conspiracy. But 
they also knew the “in-depth” language. They had been told that the Party 
must have a conspiracy. It was essential for success in the struggle with 
world imperialism and the schismatic Trotsky. 

In conclusion, a secret circular from Yagoda was read. The People’s 
Commissar warned them that the use of illegal methods of interrogation 
such as threats and torture would not be tolerated. In “in-depth language” 
this meant that such methods were necessary because the accused must 
be ruthlessly “broken.” 



Some hundreds of miscellaneous oppositionists were taken from prisons 
and places of exile and delivered to Moscow. They were required to admit 
their participation in terrorist acts and to play their parts in a show trial. 
After the recent trials of intellectuals the public would not be greatly 
surprised by the bloody theatrical event ahead. The great difference was 
that those cast as murderers and spies were the old Leninist guard, 
yesterday’s Party leaders. They would lead the way, marching as leaders 
should at the head of the old Party—leading it to its death. 

 

FOR THE PARTY’S SAKE 

Meanwhile Zinoviev, who was to play the lead in the forthcoming 
production, was writing letter after letter to his onetime ally, now the 
Boss. There is a well-known story that when Zinoviev and Kamenev were 
brought to Moscow, the Boss himself tricked them into performing at the 
trials by promising to spare their lives. And that Zinoviev was tortured by 
deprivation of air and so on. But we need only read Zinoviev’s harrowing 
letters, recently made available. 

 

April 14 [1936], In my soul there is one burning desire—to prove to you 
that I am no longer an enemy. There is no demand with which I would not 
comply to prove it to you... I have reached the point at which I spend a 
long time gazing on pictures of you and other members of the Politburo in 
the newspapers, and thinking, dear friends, look into my soul, surely you 
can see that I am no longer your enemy, that I belong to you body and 
soul, that there is no demand with which I would not comply to earn 
forgiveness, clemency. 

 

May 6. I am treated humanely in prison here. I get medical attention etc. 
But I am old and badly shaken. In the last few months I have aged twenty 
years. Help me. Trust me. Do not let me die in prison. Do not let me go 
mad in solitary confinement. 

 

July 12. My condition is very poor... I fervently beg you to publish the 



book I wrote in Verkhne-Uraisk. I wrote it with my heart’s blood... Also, 
may I be so bold as to put in a plea for my family, especially my son. You 
knew him when he was a little boy. He is a talented Marxist with a 
scholarly bent. Please help him. I am now yours heart and soul. 

 

Once he had lost power, tasted imprisonment, and undergone just a 
fraction of the torments to which he had doomed others, Zinoviev was a 
broken man. He was not tortured—on the contrary—”I am being treated 
humanely, I get medical attention etc.” There was no need, then, for 
further meetings with his onetime ally, the Boss. The old, formidable 
Zinoviev no longer existed. There was only this unhappy, sick slave 
yearning to serve his master. And willing to slander himself and others. 
“There is no demand with which I would not comply.” And no humiliation 
he would not accept: Zinoviev was ready for anything. 

In one of my articles I myself repeated the story that Zinoviev and 
Kamenev were tortured, and also that Stalin sent for them and used 
persuasion on them. I got one curious response: a letter amusingly signed 
N-K V.D.: 

 

You are mistaken, Comrade. No torture was used on Zinoviev. I don’t 
think that Stalin saw Kamenev and Zinoviev while the case against them 
was in preparation. I do know that his messengers talked to them. I have 
heard that Molotov was the one who talked to Zinoviev. He spoke in his 
usual cold, logical way. “How many times have you lied to the Party? How 
many times have your lies damaged the Party? You are now asked to 
calumniate yourself for the good of the Party. At a time when Trotsky is 
trying to split the workers’ movement, and the Germans are preparing to 
attack us, your lies will undoubtedly be of help to the Party. That is 
undeniable. So what is there to discuss? If the interests of the Party 
demand it, it is our duty to sacrifice not only our miserable reputations 
but our very lives. Although, objectively, you are not being asked to lie. 
Objectively, everything you did was a betrayal of the Party’s interests.” 
Zinoviev was, then, treated throughout with the greatest respect. He must 
have seen in that a possibility of forgiveness. He tried to persuade 
Kamenev. Kamenev was an intelligent man and he resisted for a while—so 
they did treat him roughly at times. But there was no torture. The setup 



was, I repeat, quite different. The prison was more like a clinic. The whole 
atmosphere suggested that they would surely be pardoned. All they 
wanted was to be allowed to live. And all those fine words about the Party 
helped them to preserve, shall we say, their self-respect. They were 
allowed to stand trial as though they were carrying out a secret Party as-
signment. Molotov, however, made a mistake. He really believed that they 
ought to be pardoned. And dared to say so. He very nearly found himself 
on trial as a result. Especially as all his old friends on the Petrograd 
Committee, Shlyapnikov and Zalutsky included, were already in jail. We 
took the point immediately: the official account of the trial of Kamenev, 
Zinoviev, and the rest of them listed those leaders whom the “Zinovievite 
assassins” had planned to destroy, including the whole Politburo except 
Molotov. So when he was sent on vacation before the trial began we were 
all waiting for something to happen. People were usually picked up en 
route to somewhere. But Molotov returned after his month off, and was 
even in time for the opening of the trial. He had learned his lesson. After 
that, he did occasionally have an opinion of his own. But only when the 
Boss wanted him to. 

 

Perhaps, with “Stone Arse” away, Stalin had realized how much that 
indefatigable worker had done for him, and decided to keep him on. At 

subsequent trials Molotov would be mentioned among other intended 
victims of the “Trotskyist butchers.” 

Kamenev was a little harder to handle than Zinoviev. Orlov tells us that 
his interrogator, Chertok, yelled at him: “You’re a coward... Lenin himself 
said so... you were a strikebreaker in October [1917]. You flitted from one 
opposition group to another... While real Bolsheviks were carrying on the 
fight underground you were swanning around in Western cafes... Do you 
imagine that you people are still icons to us, as you used to be? If we let 
you out the first Komsomol you meet will do you in on the spot. Ask any 
Young Pioneer who Zinoviev and Kamenev are and he’ll say ‘enemies of 
the people.’” 

The Young Pioneer in fact needed only to switch on the radio any day of 
the week to hear the frenzied indignation of the mob. An additional threat 
was brought to bear: “If you refuse to plead guilty in court a substitute will 
be found—your son. We have evidence that he monitored the movements 



of Voroshilov’s and Stalin’s cars on the highway.” When he heard that 
Zinoviev had agreed to make any statement required of him, Kamenev 
knew that he was doomed, and agreed to play the same role. 

The principal actors were now ready to take the stage. A number of other 
prominent Party members were put on trial with them. Among them were 
Ivan Smirnov, member of the Party since 1905, who had taken part in the 
defeat of Kolchak, and the former People’s Commissar for 
Communications, Sergei Mrachkovsky, a worker by origin, an old 
Bolshevik, and also a hero of the war with Kolchak. They were prepared 
for trial in the same way, enjoined to confess in the sacred name of the 
Party. In 1956, during the Khrushchev Thaw, A. Safonova, I. Smirnov’s 
divorced wife, testified that when she was asked to slander her former 
husband she was told that “it’s necessary for the Party’s sake.” 

 

END OF THE OLD BEAR 

In the hot summer days of 1936 something also had to be done about 
Gorky. “The old bear with a ring in his nose,” Romain Holland had sadly 
called him. But the bear had plainly ceased to be tame. He sought 
forgiveness for his old friend Kamenev. At the Academia publishing house 
over which Gorky had presided, Kamenev had been his deputy. The 
publishing house was, of course, savagely attacked. Gorky again expressed 
his indignation, and announced his decision to go back to Sorrento for his 
health. The Boss gave orders that he should not be allowed to leave. Just a 
little tug on the ring. From then on Gorky’s secretary, N. Kryuchkov, 
became in effect his jailer, openly taking note of all visitors to the house. 
At the same time Yagoda began an insultingly public affair with Gorky’s 
son’s wife. As a prelude to the coming catastrophe the Maxim Gorky, the 
world’s largest airplane, built to advertise the country’s industrial 
progress, had ignominiously crashed. 

Yagoda delivered to the Boss a letter from Gorky to Louis Aragon in 
France, in which Gorky begged the famous poet to come and see him 
immediately. With the scale of the impending trials in mind Stalin was 
bound to realize how dangerous a rebellious Gorky would be. Gorky re-
peatedly urged Aragon to visit him. “Gorky had been urging us to go there 
for the past two months... and every summons was more pressing than 
the last,” Aragon wrote later. This must have been when the Boss 



instructed Yagoda to take good care of Gorky, to do everything possible to 
prevent enemies from using the writer. Yagoda, of course, did just that ... 
by helping him to die. 

Yagoda first dealt skillfully with the Communist Aragon and his Russian-
born wife, the writer Elsa Triolet. When they arrived to see Gorky they 
were apparently advised not to be in any hurry to go to him but to stay 
with Elsa’s relatives in Leningrad for a while. Aragon wrote later that they 
should have hurried on to Moscow. He was right. But they didn’t. When 
they finally arrived in Moscow on June 15, Gorky already lay dying. He 
died on June 18. The easily persuaded poet had no opportunity to talk to 
him. 

Another visitor turned up at that time—the French writer Andre Gide, a 
friend of the USSR. He had been invited to extol the land of the Soviets, 
but first he intended to visit Gorky. When he arrived in Moscow on June 
18 his first question was about Gorky’s health. But Gorky had died that 
very day. 

Gorky was given a magnificent funeral. Molotov delivered an address at 
the memorial service. Gide also spoke: “To this day and in all countries of 
the world the great writer has almost always been a rebel and a mutineer... 
In the Soviet Union, for the first time... the writer, though a revolutionary, 
is no longer an oppositionist. On the contrary... the Soviet Union has lit 
new stars in a new heaven.” Gide remained in the USSR for a few months, 
and became the only European radical to write the truth about the terrible 
land of the “new heaven.” 

Another incorrigible grumbler died in 1936, the former Commissar for 
Foreign Affairs Chicherin, a very prominent member of the Party in his 
day. While so many old Bolsheviks were being shot in the years of terror, 
others died peaceful but convenient deaths. There existed in the NKVD a 
splendid toxicological laboratory—the creation of the pharmacist manque 
Yagoda. 

 

THE THRILLER STAGED: FIRST TRIAL OF LENIN’S ASSOCIATES 

For the trial of Kirov’s “murderers” Stalin chose the House of Unions, 
where not so long ago Kirov had lain in state. Another of history’s ironies: 



the leaders of the land of October were tried in a small hall called the 
October Room. And, amusingly enough, the premiere of his spectacle on 
August 19 coincided with the opening of the Moscow theater season. 

The stage designers had turned the October Room into a revolutionary 
court, decorated in different shades of red. The judge’s desk was covered 
with bright red cloth. There were monumental chairs embossed with the 
arms of the Soviet Union. The defendants were near the right-hand wall, 
behind a wooden barrier. In back of them stood Red army soldiers with 
rifles and fixed bayonets. Also behind the defendants was a door, beyond 
which was, shall we say, the “Wings of His Theater,” with a buffet, 
restrooms for the defendants, and an area for Yagoda and the prosecutor, 
Vyshinsky, to hold friendly discussions with the accused in the course of 
the trial, to criticize their performances and give them instructions. There 
were additional actors in the body of the hall, NKVD agents in mufti 
acting the part of “the people.” If the accused departed from the script as 
rehearsed, “the people’s” job was to drown their voices with cries of 
indignation. 

The charge against the defendants was that acting on Trotsky’s in-
structions they had organized a “center” for the purpose of assassinating 
the leaders of the Party and the state. They had succeeded in murdering 
Kirov and created a number of terrorist groups to kill Stalin and his loyal 
comrades-in-arms. 

The state prosecutor, A. Vyshinsky, demanded that these “mad dogs” (the 
sixteen accused) be executed by shooting. After that the accused, all 
famous Bolsheviks, eagerly confessed their guilt and declared themselves 
repentant. 

Zinoviev: “My perverted Bolshevism became anti-Bolshevism, and by way 
of Trotskyism I arrived at fascism. Trotskyism is a variant of fascism.” 
Kamenev: “I stand before a proletarian court for the third time. My life 
has been spared twice, but there is a limit to the magnanimity of the 
proletariat.” The accused unanimously asked to be shot. Once again, the 
trial could not have been running more smoothly. 

Kamenev: “I should like to say a few words to my children. I have two 
children, one is an army pilot, the other a Young Pioneer. Whatever my 
sentence may be, I consider it just. Do not keep looking back, keep going 
forward. Together with the people, follow where Stalin leads.” It was 



because he knew Koba that Kamenev made this attempt to save his 
children. It would fail. Koba’s plans were much too far-reaching. 

Kamenev’s son’s wife still has the official document which reached her 
from the NKVD in answer to her inquiry. 

 

Kamenev, Lev Borisovitch, died 25.8.36, aged 53. Cause of death [deleted]. 

Place of death—Moscow. 

Kamenev, Olga Davidovna, died 11.9.41, aged 58. Cause of death 
[deleted]. 

Place of death [deleted]. 

Kamenev, Alexander Lvovich, died 15.07.39, aged 33.  

Cause of death [deleted]. 

Place of death [deleted]. 

 

Kamenev’s younger son, the “Young Pioneer,” would also be shot, at the 
age of seventeen. 

The newspapers were full of deafening curses. But Stalin’s main concern 
was that famous old Bolsheviks still temporarily free should cast stones at 
their former comrades. The legendary Antonov-Ovseenko (who on the day 
of the October rising had declared the Provisional Government 
overthrown) in an Izvestia article with the eloquent title “Finish Them 
Off” spoke of “a special force of fascist saboteurs”: the “only way to talk to 
them,” he said, was to shoot them. Inevitably, he went on to praise 
Comrade Stalin, who with his “eagle eye” saw the prospect ahead, who 
ensured unity, who had turned the USSR into a “mighty granite cliff.” 

Antonov-Ovseenko’s turn would soon come. Till then, let him make 
himself useful! 

The ex-leaders were sentenced to death by shooting. Their last written 
words survive in secret files held by the former State Archive of the 
October Revolution. These are petitions from Zinoviev, Kamenev, I. 



Smirnov, and other defendants in the case of the united Trotskyist-
Zinovievite center. Kamenev wrote the necessary few lines calmly, in a 
steady hand. But Zinoviev! Zinoviev wrote in the illegible, childish scrawl 
of someone crazed by fear. 

On the night of August 24-25 visitors entered their cells. Among those in 
attendance at the execution of the old Leninist leaders were the NKVD 
chiefs Yagoda and Yezhov, and also the commander of Stalin’s personal 
bodyguard, Pauker. Pauker, once employed as a hairdresser at the 
Budapest Operetta Theater, had been taken prisoner by the Russians in 
the First World War. Then came the Revolution and a brilliant career with 
the GPU. Pauker was still a theater lover, and himself an inimitable clown. 
Orlov described Pauker’s performance of the Boss’s favorite turn—an 
impression of Zinoviev on his way to execution: Pauker’s Zinoviev clings 
helplessly to the GPU men’s shoulders, drags his feet, whimpers pitifully, 
then falls on his knees and howls: “Please, comrade, please, for God’s sake 
call Joseph Vissarionovich.” Stalin “laughed uncontrollably.” 

He laughed all the louder because he knew how the daring raconteur 
himself would end. Pauker too belonged to the old guard. A similarly comic 
role awaited the merry fellow in the Boss’s thriller. He would be shot, just 
like Zinoviev, and just like Zinoviev he would beg his murderers for mercy. 

Yagoda, who prized historical souvenirs, collected the bullets with which 
famous revolutionaries had been shot. When Yagoda was shot, his 
executioner, Yezhov, appropriated the historic bullets. When Yezhov him-
self was shot later, the bullets were preserved in his case record. The in-
ventory attached to his file lists “revolver bullets, blunted, wrapped in 
paper, inscribed Zinoviev, Kamenev...” 

The bullets were a sort of symbol, a baton zealously passed from one 
runner to another in a relay race with death at the winning post, while the 
Boss looked on and laughed. 

 

THE ONE AND ONLY RYUTIN 

While he was destroying the leftists, Stalin was already getting ready to 
settle accounts with the rightists, planning a new production with a new 
cast. On the interrogating officer’s insistence Kamenev had testified that 



Bukharin was also involved in their terrorist plot, but the evidence against 
him was for future reference, to be used in Act Two of the thriller. Nor, of 
course, had the Boss forgotten Ryutin. He was brought to Moscow, to the 
terrible “inner prison” of the NKVD. The only man who really had been 
brave enough to rebel, Ryutin would play an invaluable part in the coming 
production—the trial of the rightists. 

But here again Ryutin proved unique: he alone refused to play his part, 
and although—as he himself put it—he was “treated like an animal,” he 
stood his ground. Out of the whole cohort of Party notables one and only 
one preserved his honor—modest Ryutin. His file contains his last letter, 
written on November 1, 1936, and made public half a century later, to the 
Presidium of the Central Executive Committee: “I am not afraid of death, 
if that is what the investigative apparatus of the NKVD, in glaring 
contravention of the law, has in mind for me. I declare in advance that I 
will not plead for a pardon since I cannot confess to things which I have 
not done, things of which I am completely innocent. But I cannot endure 
the illegal treatment inflicted on me, and I request protection from it. If I 
am not so protected I must try again to protect myself by the only means 
left in such circumstances to a defenseless and innocently persecuted 
prisoner deprived of all rights, bound hand and foot, cooped up and 
completely cut off from the outside world.” Yezhov passed the letter to 
Stalin, after which Ryutin was tortured, to no effect, for a further two 
months. They got nothing out of him. He was shot on January 13, 1937. 

 

YAGODA’S TURN 

The Boss realized, not for the first time, that Yagoda was not up to the job. 
He was still “nannying” Party men, just as he always had. Once Stalin had 
decided to finish with Yagoda he, as was his habit, showered favors on the 
doomed man. Yagoda was given accommodation in the Kremlin, and told 
that he “had earned a place in the Politburo.” Much would be written later 
about the Boss’s sadism, as seen in the invariable promotion of a victim 
before liquidation. In fact, he simply wanted his prey to work harder, and 
to be unaware that the end was near. Above all, he promoted them at the 
last minute so that people could see how much he loved them, and how 
they had betrayed his trust. 

Happiness made the wily Yagoda stupid. Anticipating further reward, he 



took steps to speed up construction of the Moscow-Volga Canal. Starving 
and overworked prisoners died by the thousands. Yagoda hoped that the 
canal would bear his name. The Boss liked all things “imperial,” so Yagoda, 
eager to please, introduced a splendid dress uniform for the higher ranks 
of the NKVD: a white tunic with gold facings, pale blue breeches, and a 
gilded dagger, as worn by officers of the tsar’s navy. There was a public 
changing of the guard outside the NKVD building—like the old ceremony 
at the tsar’s palaces. The luxurious premises of the NKVD club became a 
replica of the officers’ club in one of the tsar’s guards regiments. Heads of 
NKVD departments gave balls. Soviet ladies, the wives of this new 
aristocracy, flocked to their dressmakers. In September 1936 Slutsky the 
head of the Overseas Administration, gave a fancy-dress party. A large, 
revolving crystal ball suspended from the ceiling created an illusion of 
falling snow in the darkened room. The men wore tuxedos or uniform; 
ladies were in long dresses. Masks and theatrical costumes had been 
borrowed from the Bolshoi for the use of the ladies. But this was a feast in 
time of plague. The executioners’ days were numbered. Their wives would 
not be wearing their new finery much longer. Slutsky would be poisoned, 
and nine out of ten dancing in that hall would be shot. 

On September 25, 1936, the Boss and his new protege Zhdanov sent a 
telegram from Sochi, where they were on vacation, to trusty Molotov and 
the Politburo: “We consider it essential and a matter of urgency to appoint 
Comrade Yezhov Commissar for Internal Affairs. Yagoda has shown that 
he is not up to his task of unmasking the Trotskyist-Zinovievite bloc. The 
GPU is four years behind in this.” Stalin made Yagoda People’s Commissar 
for Communications. But Yagoda knew the Boss and saw now where it 
would end. The torment of waiting for the denouement had begun. 

 

A GREAT ARMY 

Yezhov quadrupled NKVD salaries. They were now considerably higher 
than those in Party and government establishments. The NKVD were 
given the best apartments, rest homes, and hospitals. Yezhov’s people 
would enjoy these benefits for eighteen months. In 1937, preparing for 
the final destruction of Lenin’s old guard, Stalin converted the NKVD into 
an enormous army, organized in divisions and numbering hundreds of 
thousands. NKVD branches were all-powerful at the local level. NKVD 



“special departments” functioned in all large enterprises and in all 
educational establishments. A huge network of informers embraced the 
whole country. Ostensibly, they operated on a voluntary basis, but they 
received substantial rewards, in particular steady promotion in their 
professions. Best of all, they could exact a bloody reckoning from those 
whom they disliked. Their superiors at work trembled before them. At the 
height of the purges, informers enjoyed a measure of protection, though if 
their masters fell they might fall with them. 

People fought for the right to inform. 

Apart from the full-time informers, all citizens were obliged to join 
enthusiastically in the same activity. And even to inform on themselves. A 
Party member who learned that someone he knew had been arrested was 
obliged to report immediately on his relations with that person. Orlov 
cited an example: Kedrov, the investigator mentioned earlier, was the son 
of an old Bolshevik, a friend of Lenin. One day he buttonholed Orlov, to 
consult him on a “delicate matter.” It seemed that a certain Ilyin, now 
under arrest, had been a friend of Kedrov’s parents in exile. “What do you 
think—should my father write and tell the Central Committee that the 
Ilyins used to drop in to drink tea occasionally?” Kedrov asked, in acute 
anxiety. 

A special department of the NKVD now kept watch on all party bodies, up 
to and including the Central Committee. Appointments to Party posts 
were confirmed only with the approval of the NKVD. Within the NKVD, 
special secret sections were created to keep watch on NKVD personnel 
themselves. And there was a supersecret special section to keep an eye on 
the secret special sections. This section too kept files, innumerable 
dossiers. 

When Yezhov was arrested they found in his safe a dossier on Stalin! It 
included the reminiscences of some Georgian (who had of course vanished 
in the camps) showing that Stalin had been a provocateur. (So Malenkov, 
one of Stalin’s closest collaborators, told his son.) 

The year 1937 had arrived, and the reequipped NKVD under Yezhov set 
about the total destruction of the old Party. Another batch of Lenin’s 
comrades, identified for this purpose as the “Parallel Trotskyist Center,” 
were tried between January 23 and 30. Those involved included some of 
the most prominent Kremlin boyars, former supporters of Trotsky who 



had long ago deserted their idol. That did not help them. The star 
defendant was Yuri Pyatakov, a member of the Central Committee. Lenin 
had held him in high esteem, describing him in his Testament as 
“undoubtedly a person of outstanding strength of purpose and abilities.” 
He had been in the Party since 1905, taken part in the underground 
struggle, and commanded armies during the Civil War. He had joined op-
position groups, had, needless to say, repented, and had been forgiven. 

Ordzhonikidze, who was in charge of industry, had made him a vice-
commissar, and Pyatakov had become one of the main implementers of 
the cruel first Five-Year Plan in 1929. 

Pyatakov had originally been invited to act as the main accuser at the trial 
of Zinoviev and Kamenev. He had consented, and got ready to slander his 
old comrades. It was, he said, a task which showed how great was the 
Party’s trust in him, and he accepted it “with all my heart.” 

After they saw that Pyatakov was ready to collaborate in any way required, 
they gave him a more complicated role. In the 1937 trials he joined the 
defendants, those whom he had meant to blacken. He was arrested, but 
was at first recalcitrant. Ordzhonikidze in person urged him to accept the 
role assigned to him in exchange for his life. No one was so well qualified 
as Pyatakov to destroy Trotsky, his former god and now the Party’s worst 
enemy, in the eyes of the country and the whole world. He finally agreed 
to do it as a matter of “the highest expediency,” and began rehearsals with 
the interrogators. 

Alas, he found at the trial that he had been tricked. As scripted in the 
thriller, he informed the court that while visiting Berlin on business he 
had secretly met Trotsky in Norway. The Boss had made an exciting story 
of it: Pyatakov had flown to Oslo in a German plane to establish contact 
with Trotsky, Trotsky had told him that he had concerted plans for 
intervention with the Germans (one of the Boss’s favorite themes), etc., 
etc. Unfortunately, the personnel of the airport at which he was supposed 
to have landed announced that no foreign planes had touched down at 
that time. 

As might be expected, the Boss also found a star part in the trial for 
Trotsky’s one-time bard Radek. But, in his usual thrifty way he saw to it 
that the fullest use was made of Radek before his arrest. When Yezhov had 
asked permission to arrest Karl Berngardovich the Boss replied by 



telegram from Sochi on August 19, 1936: “I suggest we take Radek’s arrest 
off the agenda and let him write a signed article against Trotsky in 
Izvestia.” That was during Kamenev’s trial, and it enabled Radek to tram-
ple on Trotsky and other former acquaintances to his heart’s content. Af-
ter which the Author and Producer ordered him to take the stage himself. 

Bukharin, Radek’s chief at Izvestia, was horrified. He wrote to the Boss 
that “Radek’s wife came rushing to tell me that he has been arrested. I 
have none but positive impressions of Radek. Maybe I am wrong but my 
inner voices tell me that I must write to you. What a strange business!” 
Radek realized at once that he would have to play the part assigned to 
him. But he was clever enough to think of a way of saving his life. He took 
the investigator’s uninspired record of his statements, and instead of 
signing it said with a laugh, “This is no good. I’ll write it myself.” He then 
wrote a “confession,” an ingenious tissue of lies, which utterly damned 
Trotsky. He knew that his literary exercise would be sent to the Boss, and 
that the Boss would appreciate his servant’s cleverness. 

In court Radek scintillated. He exposed himself and his comrades 
unmercifully. It was largely thanks to his inspired performance that the 
trial was such a success. 

The German writer Lion Feuchtwanger, who was present at the trial, 
wrote that “those who faced the court could not possibly be thought of as 
tormented and desperate beings. In appearance the accused were well-
groomed and well-dressed men with relaxed and unconstrained manners. 
They drank tea, and there were newspapers sticking out of their pockets... 
Altogether, it looked more like a debate... conducted in conversational 
tones by educated people. The impression created was that the accused, 
the prosecutor, and the judges were all inspired by the same single—I 
almost said sporting—objective, to explain all that had happened with the 
maximum precision. If a theatrical producer had been called on to stage 
such a trial he would probably have needed several rehearsals to achieve 
that sort of teamwork among the accused.” 

It was simply that the play had such a great producer. And he had found 
such an excellent actor. The producer thought very highly of him. The trial 
ended with sentences of death for Lenin’s famous comrades-in-arms 
Pyatakov, Serebryakov, Muralov, etc. Radek got ten years. And Radek 
“gave the condemned men a guilty smile, as though embarrassed by his 



luck,” wrote Feuchtwanger. 

The Boss, however, after showing his gratitude to Radek for the trial, 
stuck to his original principle: the whole of the old guard must disappear. 
He needed neither clever Pouches, nor geniuses like Talleyrand. He needed 
only faithful servants. Faithful dogs. Radek too would be killed, in the 
prison camp to which he was sent. 

Maria Svanidze wrote in her diary on November 20, 1936: “[They ar-
rested] Radek and others whom I knew, people I used to talk to, and al-
ways trusted... But what transpired surpassed all my expectations of 
human baseness. It was all there, terrorism, intervention, the Gestapo, 
theft, sabotage, subversion... All out of careerism, greed, and the love of 
pleasure, the desire to have mistresses, to travel abroad, together with 
some sort of nebulous prospect of seizing power by a palace revolution. 
Where was their elementary feeling of patriotism, of love for their moth-
erland? These moral freaks deserved their fate... Poor Kirov was the key 
that unlocked the door to this den of thieves. How can we have trusted 
this gang of scoundrels so blindly? It’s beyond understanding!” 

And in a later entry she wrote: “My soul is ablaze with anger and hatred. 
Their execution will not satisfy me. I should like to torture them, break 
them on the wheel, burn them alive for all the vile things they have done.” 
Beyond understanding indeed! Can she really have believed it all? She, 
who knew these people? Or... ? “Top people were terrified,” wrote N. 
Kotov. “They vied with each other in accusing their former friends. And 
lied to each other—to friends, to fathers, to mothers, to children, just to 
demonstrate beyond doubt their loyalty to the mustachioed one. They 
expected to be arrested from day to day and lied even to themselves, in 
their diaries, hoping that their lies would be read by the investigators.” 

 

GRATEFUL SPECTATORS 

The trials, inevitably, met with incredulity in Europe. Trotsky, in exile 
abroad, helped to reinforce this skepticism. 

The Boss knew that the success of a show depends as much on the 
spectators as on the actors. He needed authoritative spectators, who 
would approve of his play, and—more important—say so in writing. 



He had faith in himself. All those whom he had previously invited to visit 
the USSR—H. G. Wells, Bernard Shaw, Emil Ludwig, Henri Barbusse, 
Romain Rolland—had left the country as its friends, full of praise for the 
Boss. Had they really noticed nothing? Or were they overwhelmed by the 
technique he had devised of nonstop flattery, dazzling receptions, lavish 
presents, and fulsome speeches? Was that all there was to it? 

Romain Rolland’s Journal, published many years after his death, shows 
that one great friend of the USSR understood everything. And saw 
everything: “I feel pain and indignation welling up within me. I am trying 
to suppress the need to speak and write about it.” But why? Because “rabid 
enemies in France and throughout the world will use my words as a 
weapon.” Rolland forbade publication of his diaries before 1985. The 
Communist ideal must not be besmirched. Stalin’s cause was more 
important than Stalin and his myrmidons. An extension of the false 
argument from expediency in which the Boss had grounded his monstrous 
trials. 

This time things were more serious. What Stalin needed was some 
eminent European to confirm that the old Party leaders, to a man, had 
become a gang of murderers and traitors. After long consultations with 
Comintern the candidate agreed upon was Lion Feuchtwanger, an an-
tifascist and the author of a number of well-known novels, who had been 
forced to leave Hitler’s Germany. He was invited to the USSR, where the 
Boss in person joined in the game of seducing him. “Comrade Stalin has 
received the German writer L. Feuchtwanger. They conversed for over 
three hours,” Pravda reported. 

 

How IT HAPPENED: KARAVKINA’S REPORTS 

The secret archive of VOKS (the Ail-Union Society for Cultural Relations 
with Foreign Countries) includes twelve reports, stamped “not to be 
divulged,” written by A. Karavkina, who acted as Feuchtwanger’s guide. 

I asked a former employee of VOKS to comment on these records. She 
laughingly told me, “I don’t know anything about Karavkina. But in those 
days any woman interpreter who acted as escort to an eminent foreigner 
naturally had connections with the NKVD, and was sometimes required to 
be not just a guide but a ‘close friend.’ So nothing would escape her notice, 



by day or by night.” 

From the Karavkina file: 

 

19.12.36. He talked about his visit to Dimitrov [head of the Comintern]... 
Went specially to talk to him about the Trotskyist trial. Said that Dimitrov 
was very agitated when talking about this, argued for an hour and a half, 
but “couldn’t convince him.” Feuchtwanger informed me that people 
abroad took a very hostile view of this trial, and that nobody would believe 
that fifteen high-principled revolutionaries, who had so often risked their 
lives by participating in conspiracies, would all suddenly and of one accord 
confess and voluntarily do penance. 

 

22.12.36. He informed me that he had finished an article on Andre Gide 
for Pravda. The copy typist will be here tomorrow. 

 

27.12. Today was a difficult day, as Fekht Vanger [sic] couldn’t wait to pour 
out to me his indignation about the article on Gide. It shows, he said, that 
Gide was right, and that we don’t have freedom of opinion, that people 
cannot say openly what they think, etc. The editors asked him to rewrite 
certain passages, especially about the “Stalin cult.” I explained to him the 
true nature of Soviet people’s attitude to Comrade Stalin, and where it 
springs from, and told him that it was utterly false to call it a “cult.” He 
went on fuming for some time, saying that he would change nothing but... 
finally cooled off, sat down quietly in his study, and made the corrections 
they’d asked for. 

From early this morning Fekht Vanger has been talking interminably 
about the discomforts of life in the Soviet Union, complaining about 
service in the hotel, etc. “I should like to see somebody in the USSR print a 
piece in which I described how uncomfortable your lives here are.” He 
went on to say that however splendid life in the Soviet Union may be, he 
still prefers to live in Europe. 

 

But what did our author finally have to say about it in his book Moscow 



37? “To explain the Zinoviev and Radek trials by Stalin’s ambition to reign 
unchallenged and his thirst for vengeance would be simply absurd. When I 
was there in Moscow, at the trial, when I saw and heard for myself ... I felt 
my doubts dissolving like salt in water.” And this is what Feuchtwanger 
wrote about the cult of Stalin’s person which he had found so irritating: “It 
cannot be doubted that the excessive veneration ... is sincere. People feel 
the need to show their gratitude, their boundless admiration... The nation 
is grateful to Stalin for bread, meat, education, and the creation of an 
army which safeguards its well-being... Add to this that to the people 
Stalin really is flesh of their flesh... When I remarked on the tastelessly 
exaggerated veneration shown to him he shrugged and excused his 
peasants and workers by saying that they were too busy with other 
matters to develop good taste.” 

The arrests continued without interruption. Black cars scoured the city 
every night, picking up Party members and their families and friends. 
There were no more sensational trials for the present. The victims were 
picked up quietly, quickly supplied the testimony required, and were 
quickly put up against the wall. Yezhov’s new investigators felt no pious 
respect for Party members. Moreover, the NKVD had been given a new 
weapon by the Boss. It was allowed to use torture. 

Many works about Gulag, Stalin’s system of labor camps, have described 
the forms of torture used. They were the brainchild of cruel NKVD 
officers. They were officially authorized. In this twentieth century of ours, 
torture was given documentary authority. In the President’s Archives I 
read the stenographic record of a Central Committee plenum in 1957, 
adorned with a number of “top-secret” warnings: 

 

Molotov. The use of physical means was decided upon by the whole 
Politburo. Everybody signed. 

[A voice]: There was no such decision. 

Molotov: There was such a decision. It was secret, I don’t have a copy. 

Khrushchev: Kaganovich said on the eve of the Twentieth Congress that a 
document exists in which everybody signed his agreement to the beating 
of a prisoner... We haven’t found that document, it has been destroyed. 



 

But it proved impossible to destroy everything. Copies of the following 
telegram, signed by Stalin, were found in the secret safes of many 
provincial Party Committees: “The Central Committee of the CPSU... 
wishes to make it clear that the application of physical pressure by the 
NKVD has been authorized by the Central Committee since 1937... It is 
well known that all bourgeois agencies use physical pressure on repre-
sentatives of the proletariat. The question is why should socialist coun-
tries have to be more humane with sworn enemies of the working class?” 
The angry voice dictating that telegram is easily recognized. 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF FEAR 

He had decided to speed up the process of destroying the Party. That 
meant speeding up the confession stage. Logic dictated the use of torture. 
The new generation of Yezhov interrogators quickly mastered the use of 
the fist and more refined methods. Torture really began before the victims 
entered the interrogator’s office, immediately after their arrest. It began 
with “cell torture.” As one witness described it, “There were sixty people in 
the cell. It was June, and hot outside. We laid our faces on the cracks in 
the floor, trying to suck in a little fresh air. And took it in turns to crowd 
around the door, where a slight draft could be felt through the cracks. Old 
people succumbed almost immediately.” Then came torture by the 
interrogator: “The first interrogation in the Sukhanov Prison often began 
with a savage beating, to humiliate the prisoner and break his resistance 
right from the start. Ordzhonikidze’s wife was whipped to death in that 
place. In the NKVD torture chambers in Leningrad, prisoners were made 
to sit on the cement floor and covered with a box with nails sticking 
inward from all four sides. Army commander P. Dybenko, a giant of a man, 
was covered with a box of this kind one cubic meter in size.” Depositions 
of whatever sort were now signed quickly. Women sometimes put up more 
resistance than men. The wife of Nestor Lakoba, the deceased dictator of 
Abkhazia, was taken along for questioning every evening, and dragged 
back to her cell next morning unconscious and covered with blood. But she 
answered every demand that she should put her name to “evidence” 
against her late husband with the same short sentence: “I will not defile 
my husband’s memory.” She held out even when they thrashed her son, a 



sixteen-year-old schoolboy, before her eyes and told her that they would 
kill him if she did not sign the protocol. She still had not signed when she 
died in her cell. 

Blows and lashes were only the beginning—the entrance to hell. After that 
the notorious “conveyor belt” was set in motion. Interrogators worked in 
shifts, while prisoners were kept awake day and night. Kicks, blows, and 
insults were sustained throughout. The prisoner’s mind would be so 
fogged by sleeplessness that he was ready to sign absolutely anything—
usually a version made up by the interrogator himself. 

Orlov, an intelligence officer, told this story: “One evening Boris Berman 
[an NKVD chief] and I were walking along a corridor. We were pulled up 
short by heart-rending screams coming from the office of an investigator 
called Kedrov. We opened the door and saw Nelidov sitting on a chair. (He 
taught chemistry at the Gorky Pedagogical Institute, and was the nephew 
of the tsar’s ambassador in France.) Kedrov was beside himself with rage. 
He tried to explain. Nelidov, he said, had confessed that he wanted to kill 
Stalin, and now he had suddenly gone back on it. ‘Look!’ Kedrov kept 
yelling hysterically, ‘Look at this! Here’s what he wrote.’... Kedrov was 
behaving as if he was Nelidov’s victim—not the other way round. There 
was a phosphorescent glow, sparks of madness in his eyes.” 

The next stage was that of “consolidation.” The prisoner was fed, given 
cigarettes, and told that it was now his turn to think what more he could 
add to his testimony. He was given paper, and told what direction his 
thoughts should take. His progress was carefully monitored. 

If he had to appear in court—most prisoners were condemned in 
camera—he would be carefully rehearsed first: “Bear in mind,” the in-
vestigators would say, “that if you make a mistake in court we shan’t just 
shoot you, we shall torture you, we shall tear you limb from limb.” They 
might also suggest that he not be shot at all, that this was just for the 
press, that all those condemned were in fact spared. During the trial, the 
investigators sat under the prisoner’s nose. Yet as they were at their cruel 
work the torturers never stopped talking about the nobler motives for a 
prisoner to slander himself. It was all for the good of Party and the 
Motherland. To preserve something of their self-respect, the accused 
would often join in the game. But, as one victim of Gulag wrote, “Behind 
all the lofty arguments of an ideological and political character I saw a 



little imp of fear with a hideous face jigging away.” 

By then, the country was no longer ruled by the Party, nor even by Stalin. 
It was ruled by fear. The Roman historian wrote of the age of Nero that “in 
the city of fear people ceased to exist—nothing but human flesh and 
bones was left.” Ready to do whatever he bade them. 

It was now the turn of Trotsky’s old friend Alexander Beloborodov, 
onetime head of the Urals Soviet, who had arranged the execution of the 
tsar and his family. Terminally ill with cancer of the throat, holding on to 
his trousers (they had taken his belt from him), the former head of the 
Red Urals stood before the interrogators and obediently testified against 
his former friends, the Trotskyists. But he refused to confess to terrorist 
activities himself. “Stalin to Yezhov. 26 May 37. Isn’t it time to put 
pressure on this gentleman and force him to tell us about his filthy deeds? 
Where is he supposed to be—in prison or in a hotel?” They “put pressure” 
on him. They tortured him. They shot him. Did the former boss of the Red 
Urals ever remember in those terrible days the cellar in the Ipatiev house, 
where the tsar’s wounded son crawled on the floor, while they bayoneted 
the tsar’s daughters? 

At last Yagoda himself was arrested. The Boss had not forgotten that back 
in 1928 Bukharin, talking to Kamenev, numbered Yagoda among his 
supporters. Later, Yagoda had done a splendid job of betraying Bukharin. 
And in doing so had inspired a brilliant twist in the Boss’s plot. He would 
unite Bukharin and Yagoda in one and the same conspiracy. A role in the 
Boss’s thriller had been reserved for Yagoda long ago. An unexpected role. 
And a very useful one. 

Yagoda’s arrest enabled the Boss to rid himself of the Leninist intake in 
the NKVD—the old Chekists. They had of course endured in silence the 
execution of old Party members. They had always carried out orders 
without a murmur. But they could not have approved. He saw the need for 
young personnel, with a contempt for all that outworn Party nonsense. 
People who did their jobs unthinkingly. That was why the old Cheka had to 
perish together with its creator, the old Party. 

Yezhov carried out a general purge of the NKVD with feverish haste. The 
Boss’s sense of humor was at work again: a great number of the Cheka 
personnel from Lenin’s time now had to meet the same fate as the old 
Party members whom they had so recently written off. Some of them 



would encounter their recent victims in the camps. The majority would 
not get that far, but would meet their deaths against the old, familiar 
Lubyanka wall. The usual itinerary was to the wall to be shot, to the 
crematorium, then to the bottomless grave number 1 in the Donskoi 
cemetery, with the ashes of all the other victims. The Boss had another 
joke up his sleeve: Yagoda had to confess to the innumerable poisonings 
which he had loyally carried out for the Boss—the murders of 
Menzhinsky, Gorky, and others. 

Yagoda is traditionally supposed to have said in prison, “God does exist 
after all. From the Boss I deserved nothing but gratitude for loyal service, 
from God I must have earned the severest possible punishment. Look 
where I am now, and judge for yourself whether there is a God.” He signed 
everything they put before him. Then he lapsed into a strange state of 
apathy. Occasionally he wept. 

Yagoda’s words were reported to the Boss. He laughed. The former 
seminarist remembered his history, how Attila was called “God’s Scourge.” 

A new constitution was adopted at the end of 1936. Bukharin, traveling 
abroad that year, took out his fountain pen and solemnly said, “This is the 
one the Constitution was written with,” adding that dear Karl (Radek) had 
helped him. 

It was true. The Boss had entrusted the task to his two most gifted 
publicists. Their turn to take the stage came only when they had finished 
this work. The constitution they drafted, proclaiming freedom of speech, 
universal franchise and the usual civic rights could come into effect only 
when no one would even think of invoking it. The object of the Terror was 
to create just such a society. And of course there would be no place in it for 
those two oppositionists and demagogues. 

They had to go. Radek had been first. Now it was Bukharin’s turn. Little 
Bukharin, favorite son of Lenin’s Party. Lenin’s vanishing Party. 



 

 

 

17 

THE FALL OF  

“THE PARTY’S FAVORITE” 

 

 

 

All this bloodshed wearies the soul and crushes the heart with grief—I ask one 
favor of the reader: to permit me not to feel revulsion for these people who so 
basely allowed themselves to be destroyed. 

 —Tacitus on Nero’s reign of terror 

 

 

 

BUKHARIN Is TRAPPED 

The first warning bell rang on February 10, 1936, when Pravda published a 
harsh critique of Bukharin’s views. Yet two weeks later the Boss allowed 
Bukharin to take his wife abroad, to Paris. He went with a delegation sent 
to acquire the archives of the German Social Democratic Party, which 
Hitler had destroyed. They were in the keeping of an emigre Menshevik, B. 
Nikolaevsky. 

In making this move the Boss risked nothing. Letting Bukharin leave the 
USSR together with his wife obviously made it possible for him to remain 
abroad. But if he did so, the leader of the rightists would become a 
“defector,” that is, a declared enemy of the USSR, and this would help to 
justify past and future criminal proceedings against old Leninists. 



Whereas if he did return, there could be great advantage in that too. 
Knowing what a peacock Bukharin was, the Boss felt sure that he would 
not be able to govern his tongue while he was abroad. He would be 
working with Nikolaevsky, and would not try to avoid meeting other 
Mensheviks. He and they had too much in common. 

It happened just as he had foreseen. Anyone who has lived in the USSR 
will remember that dangerous sensation of freedom when he finds himself 
abroad. Bukharin behaved like a free man. There was even an unscheduled 
meeting with the Menshevik leader F. Dan, during which Bukharin called 
Stalin “a vicious little man, not a man but a devil.” “So how did you come 
to trust him with your own fate, the fate of the Party, and the fate of the 
country?” Dan asked him. “It wasn’t entrusted to him, but to the man 
whom the Party trusted... He is a sort of symbol of the Party... that’s why 
we all put our heads in his maw knowing that he will surely devour us.” “So 
why are you going back?” “I couldn’t live as an emigre, like you do ... no, 
whatever happens... and perhaps nothing will happen anyway.” 

Dan made a note of this conversation, and would certainly have told his 
friends about it. Bukharin prattled endlessly to Nikolaevsky, who recorded 
it all for future historians. He destroyed his notes after Bukharin’s arrest 
for fear of damaging him, but by then he was certainly not the only one 
who knew about them. While in Paris, Bukharin secretly met the U.S. 
ambassador to the USSR, William Bullitt, and told him about the strange, 
pro-Hitler sentiments which were getting more and more of a hold on 
Stalin. 

Paris was flooded with Stalin’s agents: NKVD spies, French Comintern 
activists, former tsarist officers who had come to believe in the 
Bolsheviks. Stalin’s secret service continued to spirit former tsarist gen-
erals out of Paris in broad daylight, and it would be ridiculous to suppose 
that he would have let Bukharin off the leash without an attendant. He 
was, of course, watched closely. All in all, Bukharin’s trip to Paris supplied 
a great deal of additional material for his future trial, at which he would be 
reminded, among other things, of his conversations with Nikolaevsky. 

Bukharin returned, and that autumn the Boss sent him on vacation for six 
whole weeks. While he was enjoying the mountains of Central Asia, his 
name and those of other rightists began to be heard in the Zinoviev-
Kamenev trial. They were accused of complicity in terrorist acts, including 



Kirov’s murder. The state prosecutor, Vyshinsky, announced officially that 
an investigation was under way. Tomsky interpreted Caesar’s command 
correctly, and on August 22 he committed suicide. Pravda announced: 
“Tomsky, hopelessly entangled in his ties with the Trotskyist-Zinovievite 
terrorists, has committed suicide at his dacha.” Bukharin cut short his 
vacation and flew back to Moscow immediately. 

 

THE GODS ARE ATHIRST 

I am sitting in the President’s Archive reading letters written by Bukharin 
shortly before his death. They might be an epistolary novel, written in 
collaboration by Kafka and Dostoevsky. Everything else that has been 
written about the Stalinist trials—the most mysterious trials of the 
century, in which the victims consented to slander themselves in public 
and glorify their executioner—is no more than myth-mongering, mere 
guesswork. 

In these letters the enigma of the century is unraveled completely. 

As soon as he got back Bukharin addressed written statements to the 
Politburo and to the prosecutor Vyshinsky: “Not only am I not guilty of 
the crimes attributed to me, I can proudly claim that for the past several 
years I have defended the Party line and Stalin’s leadership with all the 
passion and sincerity I can command... In this context I have to say that 
from 1933 I broke off all personal relations with M. Tomsky and A. Rykov, 
who formerly shared my ideas. This can be confirmed by questioning 
drivers, analyzing the journeys made by them, questioning sentries, 
NKVD agents, servants, etc.” It was true. Fear had prevented him from 
meeting old comrades. There had been only one or two meetings with 
oppositionists, and these he scrupulously listed. “Kamenev— once only ... 
I asked him whether he would like to go back to editing the literary pages 
of Pravda, in which case I would speak to Comrade Stalin about it... [But 
Kamenev said] ‘I just want to be forgotten, I don’t want Stalin even to 
remember my name.’ (After this philistine declaration I withdrew my 
suggestion.)” He wrote also about the “Bukharin school”: “Stalin 
personally showed me a number of documents from which it was evident 
that I could no longer ‘keep these people in hand’ (as he put it). They had 
lost confidence in me long ago, and some of them called me a traitor.” No 
links, then, with his devoted pupils either. After this he enthused over the 



trial. “The trial will have en enormous international significance... So the 
scoundrels have been shot—excellent: the air has immediately become 
cleaner.” 

That is how he spoke of former close associates and friends. But his mind 
raced feverishly—had he forgotten this or that criminal meeting? He 
remembered a few more—one of them with a former leader of the 
Petrograd Bolsheviks. “Some additional facts. I tried as hard as I could to 
avoid a visit from A. Shlyapnikov, but he managed to catch me. [This was 
in 1936, shortly before his arrest.] He asked me, in the Izvestia office, to 
pass a letter to Stalin. I told my staff not to let him in again, because 
‘politically he stinks.’” So much for Shlyapnikov. 

He remembered yet another criminal meeting—with the man who had 
once been number two in the Bolshevik Party. “On one occasion I met 
Zinoviev in Radek’s apartment... He had come to collect a book... We made 
him drink to Stalin’s health. He complained of heart trouble. Zinoviev 
then sang Stalin’s praises (the two-faced rogue!). Let me add that people 
like Radek and myself sometimes find it difficult to throw out uninvited 
callers.” He was clean. He had betrayed them all, as the Boss required. At 
the same time, he wrote a hysterical letter to Voroshilov: “As I write I have 
a feeling of unreality. Is it a dream, a mirage, am I in a lunatic asylum, 
hallucinating... Poor Tomsky may have got involved in something, I don’t 
know. I don’t rule it out, he lived by himself. [He was perfectly ready to 
regard even his dead friend as a traitor.] I’m terribly glad that those dogs 
have been shot. The trial means political death for Trotsky, and that will 
soon become clear... I advise you to read Remain Rolland’s play about the 
French Revolution. I embrace you, for I am clean.” 

At the end of his letter he couldn’t resist an oblique reference to the way in 
which the Jacobins had exterminated each other. When they picked off 
Zinoviev and Kamenev, when they gave short shrift to Smirnov, 
Shlyapnikov, and other former colleagues, he had not been thinking of 
Rolland’s plays. Now it was too late. He himself was a character in a banal 
revolutionary drama bearing the hoary epigraph “Revolution, like Saturn, 
kills its children. Beware! The Gods are a-thirst.” 

The semiliterate Voroshilov, once a metalworker and now a member of the 
Politburo, had not read Rolland’s plays, but he did know the Boss’s ways. 
And just as Bukharin feared the plague-stricken Shlyapnikov and his own 



pupils, so Voroshilov now feared Bukharin. And was just as eager to throw 
him out. His reply was atrociously rude. Bukharin had branded his own 
former friends, now Voroshilov branded Bukharin. In the best tradition of 
the time he promised his onetime friend to “keep as far away from you as I 
can, irrespective of the outcome of your case” and added that he would 
henceforth consider Bukharin “a scoundrel.” Nevertheless, the “scoundrel” 
was so terrified that he wrote again: “I got your dreadful letter. My letter 
ended ‘I embrace you,’ yours ends with the word ‘scoundrel.’ Every man 
has, or rather should have, his own self-esteem. But I should like to 
remove one political misunderstanding. I wrote a letter of a personal 
nature (and now regret it) in a state of distress... like a beast at bay... I was 
going out of my mind at the mere thought that someone might genuinely 
believe in my guilt... I am in an extremely anxious state. That was the 
reason for my letter. However, I must await the end of the investigation as 
calmly as I can, since it will, I am sure, prove that I have nothing 
whatsoever to do with those gangsters.” Hunters will recognize the squeal 
of the hare cornered by dogs and about to die. 

The Boss decided that it was too early for the kill. It was as though the 
second act in the spectacular trial of Pyatakov, Radek, and others was still 
in rehearsal, and Bukharin’s entrance was not due until Act Three. The 
Boss knew, of course, the reasons for Bukharin’s hysterical fear. As soon as 
he got back to reality, to the USSR, he would have realized how much 
damage he had done himself abroad. Now he was in agonies at the 
thought that his friend Koba might know the things he had been saying. 
The Boss, of course, did know, but he pretended not to. Back from Sochi, 
he magnanimously and of his own accord halted the investigation, thereby 
condemning Bukharin to the worst torment of all: waiting for inevitable 
imprisonment is worse than prison itself. The Boss knew that waiting 
would crush the spirit of this intellectual. On September 10, 1936, Pravda 
announced that “the investigation has established that there are no 
grounds for prosecuting Bukharin and Rykov.” 

Meanwhile, the investigation which was supposed to have been closed was 
collecting more and more damning evidence against Bukharin and the 
rightists. “24.9.36. Bukharin to Stalin. I did not ask to be seen before the 
investigation ended, because I thought it politically awkward. But now I 
beg you with my whole being not to refuse me... Interrogate me! Turn me 
inside out! But dot the ‘i’s so that nobody can put the boot in anymore and 



generally poison my life.” Poor Bukharin even spent one of his sleepless 
nights writing a “poem about Stalin” which he submitted to his hero for 
comment. His hero modestly advised against publication. 

At a Central Committee meeting in December 1936 Yezhov was allowed to 
accuse Bukharin outright of counterrevolutionary activity. But the Boss 
played the part which he had written for himself—that of the Trusting 
Leader—to the end: “We must not jump to conclusions. The investigation 
goes on.” 

This was when Bukharin’s life really became hell. Between sessions at the 
Central Committee, Bukharin and Rykov were confronted with Pyatakov, 
Radek, and other convicts who had once been comrades of Lenin, brought 
from their prison cells for the purpose. In the presence of members of the 
Politburo Bukharin’s closest friend, Radek, among others, obediently 
accused him of complicity in their conspiracy. He hysterically contradicted 
their statements. But fresh evidence was always obtainable. 

 

“To SEE HIM, SIMPLY TO SEE HIM, MADE Us ALL HAPPY” 

Immediately before the new year Stalin managed a great holiday for his 
people: at the Extraordinary Eighth Congress of the Soviets, he pro-
mulgated the constitution drafted by poor Bukharin. The newspapers each 
devoted a special section to letters from delegates to the Congress. A. 
Sukov, a worker, wrote: “Amid a storm of enthusiastic applause for the 
creator of the constitution, the great Stalin, the... Congress... unanimously 
resolved ... to accept the draft as the basis for discussion. It is difficult to 
describe what happened in the Kremlin hall. Everybody rose and hailed 
the Leader with prolonged applause. Comrade Stalin, standing on the 
platform, raised his hand, calling for silence. He invited us several times to 
be seated. It was no good. We sang the ‘Internationale,’ and the ovation 
started all over again. Comrade Stalin turned to those on the platform, no 
doubt asking them to call us to order... He took out his watch and showed 
it to us, but we had lost count of time.” 

These letters had little enough to say about the constitution itself, but a 
worker named P. Kalinin spoke of the “unforgettable moments when I saw 
the bright face of our beloved Leader, the genius who has created the 
constitution.” N. Lozhechnikova, a textile worker, hastened “to share with 



you my immense joy. In the Kremlin palace I saw the man dearest to us of 
all on earth. I sat as though bewitched, and could not take my eyes off 
Comrade Stalin’s face.” Another textile worker, A. Kareva, confided that 
when “Dusaya and I were told that Comrade Stalin would talk to us next 
day, I don’t know what I looked like, but Dusaya turned bright red, her 
face lit up, her eyes literally glowed.” It wasn’t just propaganda, or the 
ravings of the obtuse crowd. To see him, a god on earth, had become a 
tremendous event, and not just for deluded workers. 

This is how the popular children’s writer Kornei Chukovsky described 
Stalin’s appearance at a Komsomol Congress: “Something extraordinary 
had happened to the audience! I looked round... every face was full of love 
and tenderness, inspired... For all of us, to see him, simply to see him, 
made us all happy... We reacted to every movement of his with reverence, I 
had never supposed myself capable of such feelings... Pasternak kept 
whispering rapturous words in my ear. Pasternak and I went home 
together, both reveling in our own happiness.” This was written in his diary 
by one of Russia’s cleverest and most highly educated men! 

Stalin had by now created a unique image of himself: he was Tsar and God 
in one. He was the Boss. So what he was about to destroy in 1937 was not 
Lenin’s Party, but all those miserable degenerates who had cherished 
sacrilegious designs against their Tsar and God. Their Boss. 

Living in that deafening medley of panegyrics for the Leader and 
anathemas for the traitors, in that all-pervading atmosphere of insane 
idolatry and equally insane fear, the highly strung Bukharin felt that he 
himself was losing his mind. On the threshold of the new year fresh blows 
were aimed at him. He wrote at once to his friend Koba: “15.12.36... An 
article in Pravda today [stated] that ‘the rightists’... ‘were hand in glove 
with Trotskyists, the saboteurs, and the Gestapo.’” 

The kindly Boss responded, and angrily rebuked the editor of Pravda: “To 
Comrade Mekhlis. The question of the former rightists (Rykov, Bukharin) 
has been postponed till the next plenum. Vilification of Bukharin (Rykov) 
should therefore cease. It does not take great intelligence to understand 
this elementary truth.” 

Mekhlis, however, was not only intelligent but familiar with “in-depth 
language.” He knew that what the Boss wrote and what the Boss wanted 
were not the same thing. So Pravda went on baiting Bukharin. 



 

MOURNING DRESS 

The year 1936 was nearing its end. Maria Svanidze recorded in her diary 
for December 21: “The big event was that we celebrated J.’s [Joseph’s] 
birthday. Lots of guests, all dressed up, noisy, dancing to the radio, went 
home at 7:00 A.M.” He had granted them the happiness of looking upon 
their god twice. And for the last time. Maria Svanidze: “On the 31st we 
saw the New Year in at J.’s. Members of the Politburo with wives, and 
ourselves—relatives. Flat and boring. I was overdressed (long, black frock) 
and didn’t feel quite well... It was all more modest than on the 21st, I 
thought it would be the other way round.” This was their farewell party. 
They had fun, or tried to, but their god knew their future. For most of his 
guests, that New Year would be their last. Maria Svanidze’s funeral dress 
was quite appropriate: 1937 was to be the most terrible year in Russia’s 
history. 

He sent little Bukharin a New Year’s gift: “1 January 37. Bukharin to 
Stalin. Late in the evening of December 30 I received a whole series of 
depositions made by Trotskyist-Zinovievite gangsters (Pyatakov, 
Sokolnikov, Radek, Muralov, etc.).” There follows a long and desperate at-
tempt to defend himself: villains are trying to blacken him because of his 
devotion to Koba, etc. This time there was no answer. But little Bukharin 
went on writing: “I am becoming a martyr to myself and making martyrs 
of all my family. None of us can sleep, we are all so exhausted that we are 
sick of life... Tell me what to do, send for me!” 

He was not sent for. On January 16 Bukharin was dismissed from hvestia. 
Yet still he went on sending interminable letters to his tormentor: 
“24.1.37. The whole world has now heard me defamed as a criminal. What 
am I to do, how can I go on?” 

The newspapers stepped up their persecution, and his friend Koba was 
suddenly helpless, quite unable to stop Mekhlis. Rightists were arrested 
daily. On the Boss’s orders, the “evidence” beaten out of them was sent 
directly to Bukharin’s apartment. He was deluged with accusations against 
himself. On February 16 he received twenty such statements. And still he 
wrote and wrote interminable replies, to the Politburo and to friend Koba. 
When they started evicting little Bukharin from the Kremlin he rang the 
Boss: “Now they’ve come to turn me out of the Kremlin.” “You tell them to 



go the Devil,” his friend said, and let him stay. For the time being. 

Preparations for a plenum of the Central Committee—Bukharin’s last—
were in hand. The time was drawing near for the friends to part. Bukharin 
lost his head and said that he would not attend the plenum until the 
charges of espionage and sabotage were withdrawn, and began a hunger 
strike in protest shortly afterwards. “7.2.37. I have received the agenda for 
the plenum of the C.C. Originally it read ‘the case of Comrades Rykov and 
Bukharin.’ The word ‘Comrades’ has been omitted. What does this mean?” 

 

ABRAHAM’S SACRIFICE: ORDZHONIKIDZE’S SECRET 

The plenum, however, was postponed. Sergo Ordzhonikidze had died. 

The noose had been tightening round his neck for some time. Yezhov had 
arrested his deputy, Pyatakov, and all his immediate entourage, and had 
ended by arresting Sergo’s brother Pavel (Papulya). Ordzhonikidze rang 
the Boss in a rage, but the only answer he got to his angry shouting was a 
sigh and “the way that organization is, they might come and search my 
place.” Ordzhonikidze still didn’t get the point. He began shouting and 
raging again. Why had Pyatakov been shot, when he had been promised 
his life in return for a confession? 

What happened on Ordzhonikidze’s last day, February 17, has now come 
to light, thanks to information supplied by his secretary and recently 
discovered in the Party Archive. Sergo discussed matters with the Boss 
that morning. They talked for hours, just the two of them, and their 
meeting seemed to have ended amicably: it would not have been like the 
Boss to risk a breakdown of relations with one of the main speakers on the 
eve of the plenum. After that, Ordzhonikidze’s workday went smoothly, 
with no sign of nervous tension. He met Molotov and lunched at home. 
He left the Commissariat around midnight, after signing a routine 
telegram expressing his anxiety about a shipment of piping. A man 
contemplating suicide would hardly get worked up about a few pipes. As 
soon as he got home he went to lie down. Soon afterward a shot was heard 
from his bedroom. His wife ran in and found him dead, in his underwear, 
which was covered with blood. Had he killed himself? Or was the bullet 
the result of his meeting with the Boss? Had the Boss realized that the 
ungovernable Ordzhonikidze might spring some unpleasant surprise on 



him at the plenum? Perhaps Yezhov had taken care of things: perhaps 
when Ordzhonikidze went to bed his own bodyguard had crept into his 
apartment through the back entrance. 

The Boss, I believe, genuinely grieved for Sergo, just as before he had 
grieved for Kirov. This was a horrifying trait in his character—he could 
sincerely grieve for those whom he murdered. (We shall find him grieving 
again when we come to the story of another of his friends, Kavtaradze.) 
How indeed could he fail to grieve for loyal Sergo? So many of his 
memories were associated with Sergo. So many of his best memories. 
Unfortunately, however, Sergo was part of that Party which had to 
disappear. Significantly, Sergo had interceded for Pyatakov. The Boss 
would tell the plenum how Sergo had felt honor-bound not to show his 
letters from “the vicious oppositionist Lominadze.” Could he afford the 
luxury of such a noble knight, who kept his enemies’ secrets? Determined 
as he was to create a unified society, subject to a single will? For only such 
a society could carry out the great tasks known to him alone. It was for 
this great cause that he had to sacrifice his friend. Once again “as Abraham 
sacrificed his son Isaac.” 

Maria Svanidze noted in her diary, “I went to see Zina, she has borne her 
husband’s death heroically... She herself took charge of the funeral 
arrangements, she stood by the coffin throughout.” Poor Zina, she was 
afraid to show her suspicions. But Sergo’s relatives showed less restraint, 
and almost all the Ordzhonikidzes were arrested as a result. 

On February 28, 1937, the Boss’s relatives were all together in the Kremlin 
for the last time, at Svetlana’s birthday party. Maria Svanidze observed: 
“Yasha [Stalin’s son Yakov] was there with his wife for the first time. She is 
quite pretty, older than Yasha. He is her fifth husband, not counting other 
relationships. She trapped him, of course. J. [Joseph] didn’t come. Stayed 
away, on purpose, I think. I’m sorry for J.” Maria then detailed a list of 
“half-wit” and “stupid” relatives of Stalin’s late wife Nadya and his own 
“lazy” and “weak-willed” sons, saying that “the only normal people 
present” were Alyosha, Maria’s husband; Zhenya, Nadya’s sister-in-law; 
and Maria herself. “And Svetochka [Svetlana] who makes up for all the 
rest.” Stalin did not turn up because he was busy at the plenum. The 
terrible plenum at which he would bid farewell to yet another friend, little 
Bukharin. Bukharin and Rykov attended the plenum, and were arrested on 
the spot. 



 

BUKHARIN’S LAST LOVE 

Before the plenum Bukharin went on writing Stalin hysterical letters, full 
of love: “20.2.37. Sergo’s death has shaken me to the depths of my soul. I 
sobbed and howled for hours. I loved that man very much. I wanted to go 
to Zina, but what if she said, ‘No, you are our enemy now.’ I really do love 
you ardently now, though my love is belated. I know that you are 
suspicious and that you are often wise to be suspicious. I know that events 
have shown that the level of suspicion should be many times higher than 
it is.” The Boss was not simply torturing him by making him wait for the 
end. The Boss was being supremely merciful, giving him time to commit 
suicide. But Bukharin wanted to live. He had a beautiful wife, who had 
recently borne him a child. Well, the choice was his own. 

The plenum opened. Yezhov made a statement on the criminal activity of 
the rightists. Legend had it that some speakers tried to defend Rykov and 
Bukharin. This, of course, was untrue. They spoke with one voice, 
furiously calling for severe punishment. The faithful Molotov was at the 
fore: “Refusal to confess will prove that you are a fascist hireling... They 
are the ones who say that our trials are rigged.” Mikoyan also invited 
Bukharin and Rykov to confess at once to activity against the state, and 
provoked an angry outburst from Bukharin: “I am neither Zinoviev nor 
Kamenev, and I will not slander myself.” (Little Bukharin knew all along, 
then, that those he had labeled “gangsters” were in fact innocent.) 

The most tolerant person present, doing his best to keep the heat down, 
was of course the Boss. A commission was set up to draft a resolution. Its 
thirty members included some whom the Boss would allow to live 
(Khrushchev, Mikoyan, Molotov, Kaganovich, Voroshilov) and others 
whom he had marked for a speedy end (Yezhov, Gamarnik, Peters, Eikhe, 
Chubar, Kosarev). These future victims were particularly cruel, 
particularly violent, in their insistence that Bukharin and Rykov must be 
shot. Again, it was the Boss who made the most moderate proposal, to 
“expel them from the Central Committee and the CPSU, but instead of 
committing them for trial pass the case to the NKVD for investigation.” 
This moderation meant certain but slow death. And torture in the 
meantime. He had made Lenin’s widow, Krupskaya, and sister, Maria 
Ulyanova, members of the commission: both supported his proposals, and 



joined in sending Lenin’s favorite to Golgotha. 

Incidentally, Krupskaya was at the center of a bizarre episode in the course 
of the plenum. Yezhov declared, “Bukharin writes in his statement to the 
Central Committee that Ilyich died in his arms. That is rubbish! You’re 
lying! It’s utterly false!” “Well, those present when Ilyich died were Maria 
Ilyinichna, Nadezhda Konstantinovna [Krupskaya], and I myself,” 
Bukharin responded.  “Is  that correct,  Nadezhda Konstantinovna?” 
Neither woman said anything. Bukharin continued: “Did I take Ilyich’s 
dead body in my arms, and kiss his feet?” Both women remained silent, 
and the audience guffawed at the “liar.” Poor Bukharin appealed in vain to 
the women. Like Bukharin before them, they had lost their voices. 
Everybody wanted to earn the right to live. It was no time for principles. 

In accordance with the plenum’s decision,  Bukharin and Rykov were 
arrested. They turned up for one session, and were handing in their 
overcoats at the cloakroom, when a number of young men surrounded 
them. The plenum ruled that Bukharin and Rykov had at the very  least  
known about the terrorist activities of the Trotskyist Zinovievites and 
that all their letters to the Central Committee were “slanderous.” By then 
they were already in the Lubyanka, undergoing their first interrogation. 

At this bloodstained plenum the Boss delivered a famous and terrifying 
speech, with a typically uninspiring title: “On Defects in Party Work and 
Measures for the Liquidation of Trotskyists and Other Double-Dealers.” It 
contained in fact his last-minute instructions to the inquisition. 

 

LIQUIDATION: REVOLUTION’S FAVORITE WORD 

“We must remember that no successes can cancel the fact of capitalist 
encirclement, that while there is capitalist encirclement there will be 
sabotage, terrorism, diversions, and spies infiltrated behind Soviet lines. 
We must smash and jettison the rotten theory that with every advance we 
make, the class struggle in our country will grow less acute... We lack the 
will to liquidate our own laxity, our own complacency... Surely we can 
shake off this ridiculous, this idiotic, malady—we, who have overthrown 
capitalism, completed the foundations of socialism, and raised high the 
banner of world communism.” 



This is from the stenographic record of this plenum and remained hidden 
in the President’s Archive for many years. Throughout the proceedings 
participants eagerly competed in exposing “wreckers.” Fear had now 
become insanity. One delegate, T. Bogushevsky, exposed a group of 
saboteurs in the broadcasting service: “On a day of mourning, the an-
niversary of Lenin’s death, they broadcast gypsy love songs, pretending 
that it was for testing purposes... and on January 23, the day when the 
verdict of guilty against the Trotskyists was broadcast, they played 
Chopin’s Funeral March.” 

One after another they spoke to the same effect. Yezhov himself spoke of 
his successes in hunting down human beings and enumerated those 
arrested in the People’s Commissariats. “Those condemned in recent 
months include 141 from the People’s Commissariat for Light Industry, 
228 from the People’s Commissariat for Education.” His audience was 
indignant that so few Light Industry officials had been arrested. Molotov, 
called upon to lead the attack, said sarcastically, “Comrade Lyubimov sits 
there saying nothing. I wonder why.” 

Yezhov replied: “As far as the Commissariat of Light Industry is concerned 
we’ve only just got going. But we have already obtained the conviction of 
141 active wreckers and saboteurs. A quite significant number of them 
have been shot.” His audience noisily rejoiced to hear it. Not out of 
bloodlust—from fear. Fear compelled them to demonstrate their zeal. 

R.I. Eikhe boasted: “We have exposed many wreckers in Western Siberia. 
We exposed wrecking activities earlier than other regions did.” The trusty 
Eikhe had indeed understood the Boss’s instructions. But he had not 
understood their purpose. For Eikhe, who joined with such zeal in 
exterminating his oppositionist comrades, had been in the Party since 
1905 and was doomed to perish with the rest of the old Party. He would 
do so a little later, in 1940. Two members of the Politburo who spoke, 
Kosior and Postyshev, were themselves to die shortly. Maria Ulyanova also 
spoke. They all joined in the general chorus: crucify them! 

The Boss could view this contest with satisfaction. And when one speaker 
mounted the platform and began “angrily” reporting (one couldn’t just 
speak, one had to speak “with uncontrollable anger”) progress in the 
liquidation of enemies, the Boss interrupted him with a joke: “So how are 
things at your place? Have you driven all our enemies out? Or are there 



still a few left?” They laughed heartily. With relief. Believing that since he 
was in such a good mood, perhaps it was all over? They laughed. And the 
Boss must have laughed with them. For he knew their fate. 

The heads of all the branches of the economy reported on their success to 
date in liquidating enemies, confessed that they had been insufficiently 
vigilant (this was called “self-criticism”), and fulsomely praised the Boss’s 
speech. After this it was Voroshilov’s turn. The People’s Commissar for 
War told them that “happily, we have not as yet discovered many enemies 
in the army. I say happily in the hope that there are not very many 
enemies in the Red army. That is how it should be. For the Party sends its 
best cadres into the army.” No, People’s Commissar Voroshilov, not a very 
clever man, had not understood the situation. Molotov, one of the 
initiated, and leader of the offensive, spoke up sharply: “If we have 
wreckers in every branch of the economy, can we imagine that in one place 
alone, the War Department, there are none? It would be absurd to do so.” 
His next words were ominous: “The War Department is a very large affair, 
and its work will be checked not now but a little later. And it will be 
examined very rigorously.” 

 

“... EXAMINED VERY RIGOROUSLY” 

After the Party, the army was Stalin’s main concern. And his main target. 
Trotsky had controlled the army for several years. When he had replaced 
Trotsky with Voroshilov he had ruthlessly dismissed former commanders. 
He had resumed the process in the early thirties, and 47,000 were 
dismissed. But there were several who could not be touched: Yakir, 
Uborevich, Shmidt, Blyukher, Kork. Volumes had been written about 
them, their names were in history textbooks. Yakir, the youngest of his 
marshals, son of a Jewish pharmacist, was renowned for his bravery and 
his obscene language. The bearded giant Uborevich who had, together 
with Frunze, conquered the supposedly impregnable Crimea, was now in 
command of the Belorussian military district. Shmidt, the son of a Jewish 
shoemaker, had taken part in the bloody massacres of the Civil War from 
the age of fifteen. He was monstrously ugly, but famous for his amorous 
conquests. Marshal Blyukher had smashed the White armies in the South 
and the East, was the first to be awarded the Order of the Red Banner, and 
now commanded the Far Eastern army. Kork, whose head was as bald as a 



billiard ball, had defended Petrograd together with Trotsky, had completed 
the destruction of Wrangel in the Crimea, and was head of the Military 
Academy. They despised him. They remembered what a poor figure Koba 
had cut in the Polish campaign. Informers let him know what they said 
about him. Could he rely fully on the army while they and their associates 
were still around? The biggest worry was that as they saw the Party being 
destroyed they would unite against him. Out of fear. Could stupid 
Voroshilov read Tukhachevsky’s mind? Time was getting short. He must 
act. So, in the Boss’s thriller, the high command had to form part of a 
military-political conspiracy. Yagoda and the NKVD could be thrown in for 
good measure. Plus his old friend Enukidze, onetime keeper of the 
Kremlin. The leader of this whole gang was of course Trotsky. And behind 
them all, needless to say, stood Hitler. The army, the Kremlin, the Party, 
the NKVD were all accomplices of Hitler and Trotsky. This was as good as 
anything he had written so far. It was not difficult to find proof of 
espionage, since the army had previously had close connections with the 
Reichswehr. To arrest a few senior commanders and force them to supply 
the necessary testimony was a mere “technicality.” So while little Bukharin 
was in jail the Boss’s thriller provided him with new comrades-in-arms—
the military chiefs, German spies, and minions of Trotsky. 

Extermination of the former commanders had, of course, to begin with 
the most dangerous of them, Tukhachevsky. 

A typical tsarist officer, well groomed and self-possessed, Tukhachevsky 
had some sort of mysterious power. He was born to command. During the 
Civil War his appearance on the scene was enough to pacify mutinous 
units. His thunderous command of “Attention!” brought insubordinate 
soldiers to their senses. He was as cruel as the bloody times he lived 
through. 

Voroshilov hated Tukhachevsky, who despised him in return. He was fond 
of telling stories which showed Voroshilov—”our Klim, the Eugansk 
metalworker, as Kliment Efremovich Voroshilov likes to call himself—in a 
ridiculous light. During the First World War Tukhachevsky was for some 
time in a German POW camp. In the period of military cooperation 
between the USSR and Germany after the war, and before Hitler came to 
power, he had often sung the Reichswehr’s praises. The impending 
investigation would have no difficulty in producing compromising 
material. 



At the same time, Hitler’s intelligence service, taking advantage of the 
atmosphere created by the purges, had set out to weaken the Soviet army 
by forging a letter in which Tukhachevsky announced his intention of 
carrying out a Napoleonic coup. Whether this occurred to German 
intelligence spontaneously or was inspired by Stalin’s agents is a matter 
for conjecture. V. Krivitsky, a high official of the NKVD who later defected, 
claimed that the scheme originated with the Boss himself. The forged 
letter reached him in January 1937, but by then it was superfluous. V. 
Primakov, second in command of the Eeningrad military district, and V. 
Putna, Soviet military attache in the United Kingdom, both arrested in 
autumn 1936, had already provided the necessary evidence against the 
“German spy Tukhachevsky.” 

A. Kork, head of the Military Academy, was arrested first, in May 1937. 
Tukhachevsky himself was arrested on May 27. By the 29th, as his case 
record shows, the hero had confessed to all the false charges brought 
against him. There are reddish-brown marks on some pages of his 
deposition. Forensic examination has shown that they are bloodstains. 
When he introduced torture, the Boss had been thinking ahead. Since the 
military were bound to be a bit tougher than civilians, torture should 
prove useful. It did. 

On May 29 I. Uborevich was arrested at a railway station. Marshal I. Yakir 
was arrested next. 

The arrested officers had to be tried quickly. Marshal Blyukher arrived, 
and asked Gamarnik, head of the army’s Political Administration, to help 
with the trial. But Gamarnik never got there. Next day when he was 
expecting Blyukher, NKVD men arrived to seal his safe, and ordered him 
to stay at home. In “in-depth language” this was an invitation to take a 
certain action. Gamarnik went into the next room and shot himself. The 
Boss liked to allow his victims this alternative. 

In May 1937, the journalist Mikhail Koltsov, who had fought heroically in 
Spain, spent three hours with the Boss. When he got home he told his 
brother, “Stalin stood near me, put his hand on his heart, and bowed. 
‘What should one call you in Spanish, Miguel?’ ‘Migel, Comrade Stalin.’ 
‘Right then, Don Migel. We noble Spaniards heartily thank you for your 
interesting report. Goodbye for now, Don Migel.’” But when he reached 
the door the Boss called to him and a strange conversation followed: 



“Have you a revolver, Comrade Koltsov?” 

“Yes, Comrade Stalin.” 

“But you aren’t planning to shoot yourself with it?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Well, that’s just fine. Thank you again, Comrade Koltsov, goodbye for 
now, Don Migel.” 

On December 17, 1938, Koltsov was arrested, and later shot. 

The Army Council met in the People’s Commissariat of War from June 1 
to 4. Stalin arrived with the Politburo. More than a hundred military 
chiefs had been called in from the provinces because the ranks of the 
Military Council itself had by then been thinned out catastrophically: a 
quarter of its members had been arrested as conspirators. 

Before the council began work, folders containing documents were 
distributed to the participants. Their comrades of yesterday, the army’s 
idols—Tukhachevsky, Kork, Uborevich, Yakir, and the rest of them— had 
confessed that they were spies for Hitler’s intelligence service. Voroshilov 
reported to the council on the discovery of an extensive 
counterrevolutionary conspiracy by the NKVD: “I am very greatly to 
blame. I did not detect these base traitors. But I cannot point to a single 
warning signal from you.” His audience realized that they were being 
accused of complicity. After this, what was left of the council, and all the 
others in the hall, eagerly denounced their former friends and superiors. 

The Boss himself spoke on June 2. He never published this terrible, tense 
speech, but the stenographic report is in the President’s Archive. He spoke 
of spies, of the skillful way in which German intelligence had “recruited 
malcontents,” who had become “slaves in the hands of the Reichswehr.” 
This speech added one lurid touch to his thriller. “A certain woman” made 
her appearance, a perfidious beauty by the name of Jozefina Genzi. “She is 
a beautiful woman. A spy. She recruited people with her woman’s wiles. 
She recruited Karakhan [onetime Vice-Commissar for Foreign Affairs]. 
She was also the one who recruited Enukidze. She had Rudzutak in her 
clutches.” The names were those of Party members well known for their 
amorous exploits. Yagoda’s dossiers had proved helpful. 



Stalin called the unmasked military chiefs “spies,” contemptuously 
denying them the appellation “counterrevolutionary.” He explained the 
distinction: “If, for instance, the suicide Gamarnik had been a committed 
counterrevolutionary—in his place I would have asked to see Stalin, 
bumped him off first, and then killed myself.” The former terrorist could 
never forget how easy it is to kill people. 

A summary trial took place on June 11. Stalin staged his favorite show: 
friends sent friends to their deaths. Tukhachevsky, Uborevich, Yakir, 
Primakov, and the others were tried by their army comrades—Dybenko, 
Blyukher, Belov, Alksnis. The sentence, of course, was death. Stalin knew 
that the judges who passed sentence ultimately would also perish. All 
those old commanders were part of the old Party, and must therefore 
disappear. 

The destruction of the old command went on throughout 1937 and 1938. 
This wholesale massacre left the army weak. That at least is the generally 
accepted view. But Marshal Konyev, one of the heroes of the Second World 
War, was of a different opinion. He wrote in his memoirs: “Of the 
commanders destroyed—Tukhachevsky, Yegorov, Yakir, Kork, 
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This speech added one lurid touch to his thriller. “A certain woman” made 
her appearance, a perfidious beauty by the name of Jozefina Genzi. “She is 
a beautiful woman. A spy. She recruited people with her woman’s wiles. 
She recruited Karakhan [onetime Vice-Commissar for Foreign Affairs]. 
She was also the one who recruited Enukidze. She had Rudzutak in her 
clutches.” The names were those of Party members well known for their 
amorous exploits. Yagoda’s dossiers had proved helpful. 

Stalin called the unmasked military chiefs “spies,” contemptuously 
denying them the appellation “counterrevolutionary.” He explained the 
distinction: “If, for instance, the suicide Gamarnik had been a committed 
counterrevolutionary—in his place I would have asked to see Stalin, 
bumped him off first, and then killed myself.” The former terrorist could 
never forget how easy it is to kill people. 

A summary trial took place on June 11. Stalin staged his favorite show: 
friends sent friends to their deaths. Tukhachevsky, Uborevich, Yakir, 
Primakov, and the others were tried by their army comrades—Dybenko, 
Blyukher, Belov, Alksnis. The sentence, of course, was death. Stalin knew 
that the judges who passed sentence ultimately would also perish. All 
those old commanders were part of the old Party, and must therefore 
disappear. 

The destruction of the old command went on throughout 1937 and 1938. 
This wholesale massacre left the army weak. That at least is the generally 
accepted view. But Marshal Konyev, one of the heroes of the Second World 
War, was of a different opinion. He wrote in his memoirs: “Of the 
commanders destroyed—Tukhachevsky, Yegorov, Yakir, Kork, Uborevich, 
Blyukher, Dybenko—only Tukhachevsky and Uborevich can be regarded 
as modern military leaders... Most of them were on a level with Voroshilov 
and Budenny. Those heroes of the Civil War, cavalry army men, living on 
their past. Blyukher bungled the Khasan operation, Voroshilov would 
bungle the war with Finland. If they had remained at the top the war 
would have turned out quite differently.” The Boss, indeed, knew that the 
repressions would weaken the army for the present but strengthen it in 
the long run. It was another example of his favorite, murderous method of 
selecting personnel. The mass murder of former officers meant that on 
the eve of war, command passed to men much more up-to-date in their 
training and their thinking, men for whom the Civil War was just a heroic 
myth. 



Bukharin, then, while in jail, became one of the leaders of a military-
political conspiracy. All that remained was to obtain his consent. For, 
unlike the soldiers, who were tried in camera, Bukharin was to be granted 
the favor of a magnificent public trial. There are many legends about the 
tortures which induced him to take part in this ignominious farce. It is a 
pity to debunk a good legend, but let Bukharin’s letters speak for 
themselves. 

 

Night of April 15, 37. Koba! ... I have been meaning to write to you for 
several nights now. Simply because I want to write to you, cannot help 
writing to you, since I now feel you to be someone so close to me (let those 
who want to laugh up their sleeves)... Everything that is most sacred has 
been turned into a game by me (so it was said at the plenum). In my 
despair I swore by Ilyich’s dying hour. And I was told that I was trading on 
his name, and even that I was lying when I said that I had been present 
when he died... I could barely stand on my feet and they accused me of 
clowning and play-acting. [His thoughts wandered. He seemed now to be 
remembering his visit to Koba, when Koba said “I’ll kill you” and he 
decided that Koba was jealous of him and Nadezhda.] I want to tell you 
honestly and openly about my private life. Let me say that I have known 
only four women intimately. [There follows a minutely detailed account of 
his excruciating disputes with them.] You were wrong in thinking that I 
had “ten wives.” I never lived with more than one at a time. [“He’s lying 
again,” Koba might have told himself. “He’s settled down now that he’s got 
a young beauty for a wife. But earlier on...” Every step he took, every one 
of the “womanzer Bukharin’s women had been accounted for by the 
NKVD.] All my dreams recently have come down to one thing — to stick 
closely to the leadership, and to you in particular ... to work with all my 
strength, subordinating myself completely to your advice, instructions, 
and requirements. I have seen the spirit of Ilyich rest upon you. Who else 
could have resolved upon Comintern’s new tactics? The resolute 
implementation of the Second Five-Year Plan, the arming of the Far 
East,... the organization of reform, the new constitution? No one ... I had 
an unusual feeling when I was fortunate enough to be with you... Even 
fortunate enough to touch you... I began to feel toward you as I felt toward 
Ilyich — a feeling of close kinship, of tremendous love, unbounded trust, 
the feeling you have for someone to whom you can say anything, write 



anything, complain of anything... Is it at all surprising that in recent years 
I have even forgotten the times when I fought against you, when I was 
embittered... [I can imagine Stalin reading this and remembering all that 
Bukharin had so recently said about him abroad. Stalin was too down-to-
earth to understand that Bukharin did now really love him, with the love 
of a hysterical intellectual, the love of a victim for the executioner, of 
weakness for strength. How Bussians love these Dostoevskyan perversi-
ties!] 

I have it in my mind to write a book. I should like to dedicate it to you and 
to ask you to write a short foreword, to show everyone that I consider 
myself entirely yours. How horribly contradictory my situation here is. I 
regard every warder, every Chekist in the prison as one of my own people 
while he looks upon me as a criminal, though he treats me correctly. I 
think of the prison as “my own.”... Sometimes I find myself dreaming, why 
can’t they plant me somewhere outside Moscow, in a little cottage, give me 
a different passport and two Chekists to watch over me, let me live with 
my family, make myself useful to society by working on my books, on 
translations (using a pen name, or anonymously), let me dig the ground so 
as not to disintegrate physically (never going farther than my own 
backyard). And then, one fine day, X or Y will confess that he has 
slandered me. [Poor romantic!] 

As it is I am perishing here. The rules are very strict, you can’t even talk 
loudly in your cell, or play checkers or chess, when you go out into the 
corridor you aren’t allowed to talk at all, you can’t feed the pigeons at your 
window, can’t do anything at all. On the other hand, the warders, even the 
very junior ones, are always polite, reserved, correct. We are well fed. But 
the cells are dark. Yet the lights are on day and night. I swab floors, clean 
my slop pail. Nothing new in that. But it breaks my heart that this is in a 
Soviet prison. My grief and anguish know no bounds. 

 

With the letter went a request that “no one should read it before J. V. 
Stalin.” But Stalin wrote on it “circulate,” and sent it by special messenger 
to all members of the Politburo. It was as if the benevolent Boss was 
asking, “Ought we to pardon him in spite of everything?” His henchmen 
could be under no misapprehension. Heads were falling daily. They did 
their duty, vied with each other in ruthlessness: 



“Read it. In my view written by a con man”—Molotov. 

“Con man’s spiel”—Chubar. 

“I’m not me and the horse isn’t mine!”—Kaganovich, Kalinin. 

“Undoubtedly a con man’s letter”—Chuba. 

Once again, the Boss was forced to bow to the collective. 

Little Bukharin went on writing to him, forty-three letters, forty-three 
unanswered declarations of love. 

 

Greetings, Joseph Vissarionovich! [The familiar “Koba” had vanished.] ... I 
have been talking to you for hours in a hallucinatory state—I have spells 
like that. (You were sitting on my bunk, so close I could touch you.) 
Unfortunately, it was just my delirium... I wanted to tell you that I would 
be willing to carry out any demand of yours without the least hesitation or 
reservations. I have already written (besides an academic book) a large vol-
ume of verse. All in all, it is an apotheosis of the USSR... Byron said that to 
become a poet you either have to fall in love or be a pauper. (Both are true 
of me.) My first efforts now seem infantile (but I am rewriting them, 
except for my “Poem on Stalin”)... I have seen neither my wife nor my child 
in the past seven months. I have made several requests, but without suc-
cess. I have lost my sight twice because of nerve trouble, and have had two 
or three attacks of hallucinatory delirium... J. V! Give them permission to 
visit me! Let me see Anyuta and my littie boy! Anything may happen! So 
let me see my dear ones... 

Or if that is impossible at least let Anyushka bring a photograph of herself 
and our child for me. I know that it may seem ludicrous to you when I say 
that I love you with all my soul but I can’t help that. You must think what 
you will of me. 

 

So the prison regime was strict, but they were perfectly polite, and the 
food was good. No, there was no torture. And it seems unlikely that the 
delicate and hysterical Bukharin would have written so many literary 
works in the intervals of torture. He tortured himself—with his despair, 
his fear of being shot, the anguish he felt for his family. His was too 



delicate an organism for prison life. He was a poet, not a politician. 
Nervous strain gave him hallucinations and caused him to lose his sight. 
He knew already that he could not hold out, that he would consent, as 
Kamenev had, to “lie about himself,” even without being tortured. “I 
wanted to tell you that I would be willing to carry out any demand of yours 
without the least hesitation or reservation.” Almost word for word what 
that other unfortunate, Zinoviev, had said. 

Early in June Bukharin did accept, and put his name to, all the charges 
made against him. His wife, Anna Larina, was convinced, and later wrote, 
that in return the Boss promised him his life and then went back on his 
word. She did not know that there exists a letter in which the hapless 
Bukharin told the whole story himself. 

It is Bukharin’s forty-third, and final, letter to Stalin. 

 

Top Secret, Personal, Please do not read without permission from J. V. 
Stalin. 

10.12.37. I am writing what may be my last letter before I die. Let me 
therefore write it without formalities, especially as I am writing to you 
alone... the last page of my drama, and perhaps of my physical life, is 
about to be turned. [“Perhaps” shows that he still had some hope, 
remembering that at the previous trial neither Radek nor Sokolnikov had 
been sentenced to death.] I am trembling all over in agitation, and from a 
thousand emotions. I can scarcely control myself. But precisely because 
the end may be near I want to say goodbye to you before it is too late... To 
avoid all misunderstandings let me tell you right away that for the sake of 
peace (social peace) (1)1 am not going to retract any of the things to which 
I have signed (2) I do not intend to ask you for anything, to beg you for 
anything that might throw the whole affair off the rails along which it is 
rolling. I write only for your personal information. I cannot leave this life 
without writing these last lines to you, because I am a prey to torments of 
which you should know. I give you my word of honor that I am innocent of 
the crimes which I acknowledged under interrogation. 

 

Why then did he acknowledge them? As it happens he was the first of all 



those self-slanderers to explain in detail why. 

 

I had no recourse except to confirm the accusations and depositions of 
others: if I had not done so it would have meant that “I was not laying 
down my arms.” I thought over what was happening and reached roughly 
the following conclusion: that there is some great and bold political idea 
behind the general purge, that because of (a) the fact that we are in a 
prewar period and (b) the transition to democracy—the purge embraces 
(a) the guilty, (b) the suspect, and (c) the potentially suspect. I could not 
hope to be left out. Some of the above are rendered harmless by one 
means, others by another, others still by yet another... For heaven’s sake 
do not think that this is a roundabout reproach. I have been out of diapers 
long enough to recognize, even in my private thoughts, that great plans, 
great ideas, and great interests overshadow all else. It would be petty of 
me to put the fortunes of my own person on the same level as those tasks 
of world-historical importance, which rest above all on your shoulders. 

 

So then, it was all in the name of the higher expediency, of a world-
historical task. What had once been the excuse for killing outsiders was 
now an excuse for killing one another. Now that he had discovered the 
great idea Bukharin calmed down. It was no longer anything as petty as 
fear for his life and for his family that had made him betray himself. It was 
the great idea! In the world of ideas he felt at home. He was no longer a 
coward, but almost a hero: sacrificing his honor, going to his death for the 
sake of something great. Enraptured, he soared above the real world. He 
longed now to do penance. 

 

I am not a Christian. But I have some peculiar notions... and one of them 
is a belief that I am paying for the years when I really was fighting against 
you... that is what weighs on me most heavily. When I was with you once 
in summer 1928 you said to me, “Do you know why I am friends with you? 
It’s because you are incapable of intrigue, aren’t you?” I said yes. And that 
was the very time when I was running to Kamenev. That fact haunts me as 
original sin haunts an observant Jew. God, how infantile and idiotic I was, 
and now I’m paying for it with my honor and my life. For that—forgive 



me, Koba. I weep as I write, I have no more need of anything. When I was 
hallucinating I saw you several times, and on one occasion Nadezhda 
Sergeevna. She came up to me and said, “What have they done to you, 
Nikolai Ivanovich? I’ve told Joseph to get bail for you.” It was so real that I 
nearly jumped up to write and ask you to get bail for me. I know that N.S. 
would never believe that I ever meant you any harm, and it’s not 
surprising that my subconscious self produced this hallucination. 

 

He hopes against hope that Koba will forgive him! If only he had known 
how it would infuriate Koba to see words put into his dead wife’s mouth in 
a letter from her “murderer.” 

 

With you I converse for hours on end. Lord—if only there was some 
instrument with which you could look into my lacerated and tormented 
soul! If only you could see how devoted I am to you... but all that is just 
psychology, forgive me. There is no angel now to deflect Abraham’s sword, 
and what is fated will come to pass. Permit me finally to turn to my last 
small requests. 

(a) To die would be a thousand times easier for me than to go through the 
coming trial: I simply do not know how I shall manage to control myself... 
If I could, I would beg you on bended knees, abandoning all shame and 
pride, not to let it happen, but that is probably now impossible ... so I 
should like to ask you to make it possible for me to die before the trial, al-
though I know what a strict view you take on such matters. 

(b) If [some words deleted] you have already decided on the death 
sentence, let me ask you in advance, let me urge you by all that is dear to 
you to let me, instead of being shot, take poison in my cell (give me 
morphine so that I can go to sleep and never wake up again). Take pity on 
me, let me spend my last minutes in my own way. You know me well 
enough to understand: I sometimes look death in the face with clear eyes... 
I am capable of brave actions, yet sometimes the same me is so panic-
stricken that there is nothing left of me... So if I am condemned to death I 
ask you to let me have the poisoned cup (like Socrates). 

(c) Let me say goodbye to my wife and son before the trial. My reason for 



this is that if my family see the things I have confessed to, the shock might 
drive them to suicide. I must somehow prepare them. This would, I think, 
be a help to the case and its official interpretation. 

If my life is to be spared my request is—either send me to America for x 
years. Arguments in favor: I could mount a publicity campaign about the 
trials, wage war to the death on Trotsky, win over large sections of the 
vacillating intelligentsia. I would be in effect an anti-Trotsky, and I would 
do all this with great energy and enthusiasm. You could send a trained 
Chekist with me, and as an additional guarantee I would leave my wife 
here for six months while I show how good I am at bashing Trotsky. Or if 
there is the slightest doubt about this, banish me, for 25 years if you like, 
to Pechora or Kolyma, to a camp, where I could start a university, learned 
institutes, a picture gallery, zoological and photographic museums. 
Though to tell the truth I have little hope of that. 

Joseph Vissarionovich! You have lost in me one of your ablest generals, 
and one of those really devoted to you. But I am preparing myself 
spiritually to depart from this vale of tears, and I feel, toward you, toward 
the Party, toward the cause as a whole nothing but great and boundless 
love. I embrace you in my thoughts, farewell forever, and think well of 
your unhappy N. Bukharin. 

 

This letter gives us the final key to the trials. It tells us everything. No, 
Stalin had not promised to pardon him. Bukharin went on hoping, but the 
Boss was silent. Bukharin had consented to everything, endlessly 
professed his love for his torturer, and the Boss had remained silent. 

So we see Bukharin, the Party’s greatest theoretician, voluntarily in-
venting a rationale for the trials on Stalin’s behalf—”the great and bold” 
political idea behind a general purge—although he did not know whether 
there really was such a thing. To have acted simply out of fright would 
have been too disgraceful. And so he cooperated to the full with his 
interrogator, although the God Stalin promised nothing. We must try to 
understand the mentality of this Russian intellectual: the upright liar, the 
helpless strongman, the noble scoundrel, the bold coward—and at the 
same time immensely talented even in his humiliation. Incapable of 
saying, “I simply dread the wrath of these hideously cruel people,” he has 
to invent a “great idea” to justify his behavior. How well I understand 



and—yes—love him. For I too am a child of fear. My whole conscious life 
has been lived in that land of fear. Have pity on me. “You, who know me so 
well, will understand.” 

Yes, Stalin knew them all so well. Which was why he had devised the trials. 

 

“THE FORTUNES OF INDIVIDUALS ARE TRANSIENT AND TRIVIAL”  

The Boss granted none of his prostrate enemy’s requests. He allowed 
Bukharin only to write to his wife immediately before the trial. 

 

My dear, my precious Annushka, my darling. I am writing to you on the 
eve of the trial, and I write for a particular purpose, which I underline 
three times: whatever you read, whatever you hear, however horrible the 
implications, whatever they say about me, and whatever I say, take it all 
bravely and calmly. Prepare the family for it, help them, I’m afraid for you 
and for the others, but above all for you. You must not in any event 
become embittered, remember always that the great cause of the USSR 
lives on, that is the main thing, the fortunes of individuals are transient 
and trivial in comparison with that. A great ordeal awaits you, I beg you, 
my own, do everything you can, tighten the strings of your soul, but do 
not let them snap. Don’t talk to anyone unnecessarily about anything. You 
are nearer and dearer to me than anyone. I implore you by all that was 
good in our life together to brace yourself by a supreme effort so that you 
can help yourself and the family to live through this terrible phase. I don’t 
think my father and Nadya ought to read the newspapers for those few 
days: let them pretend to be asleep for a while... If I ask you this believe me 
that I have arrived at my present state of mind, and this request, through 
suffering, and that it will all be as great and supreme interests demand 
that it should be. I am tremendously anxious for you, and if you were 
allowed to write and give me a few reassuring words on what I have just 
said some of the weight at least would be lifted from my mind. Please try, 
my dearest. This is no place to carry on about my feelings, but you know, 
and will read between the lines, how immense, how profound my love for 
you is. 

 



No one was prepared to pass this letter to his wife. Bukharin’s infinitely 
dear Annushka was already under arrest. Not until she was an old woman, 
fifty years later, would she be given the letter which her husband had once 
written to the young and beautiful Anna Larina. For almost half a century 
her husband’s name was an obscene word in the country which he had 
helped to found. “Great and supreme interests” demanded that it should 
be. 

Then came the trial—in March 1938—the last in the series of trials of 
famous Bolshevik leaders. The work of exterminating Ilyich’s comrades-in-
arms was nearing completion. This trial was the climax of the Boss’s 
thriller. As all storytellers should, he drew all the story lines together and 
left nothing unexplained. It now emerged that Bukharin and Rykov had 
collaborated simultaneously with the Trotskyist-Zinovievites, with 
Tukhachevsky and the other German spies in the high command, with the 
nationalist underground, and with wreckers in the NKVD represented by 
Yagoda and his associates. The main organizer of the previous trials, 
Yagoda, thus became one of the stars of the Bukharin trial. “Murdering 
doctors” who had allegedly helped him to carry out his “perfidious 
schemes” were tried with him. These were eminent physicians 
unfortunate enough to have treated Kremlin leaders—Pletnev, Levin, and 
Kazakov, among others. The Boss exerted himself to answer all the 
people’s questions. One of the accused, for instance, was the former 
People’s Commissar for Agriculture, Chernov, famous for his reign of 
terror in the countryside during collectivization; the ironical author now 
invited this enemy of Bukharin’s ideas to take part in the trial—side by 
side with Bukharin. What accounted for the horrors of collectivization? 
Chernov was contrite and told the court how he had deliberately misin-
terpreted the correct policy of collectivization on instructions from 
Bukharin and Rykov! What could account for the unavailability of butter 
and the continual interruptions in the supply of bread in a country of 
victorious socialism? This was the cue for Zelensky, head of the Central 
Council of Cooperatives, to confess: it was all caused by acts of sabotage 
which he had carried out on the instructions of the rightists. 

There is a widely reported story that the Boss watched the trials—that 
behind one of the heavily curtained windows overlooking the platform in 
the hall, one could occasionally see puffs of smoke from his pipe rising 
behind the cloth. It was of course quite possible. The chief producer ought 



to see how the show is going. One weakness of previous spectaculars had 
been the suspicious readiness of the accused to agree with every charge 
against them, and it was evidently in recognition of this that a few 
“surprises” were introduced into the Bukharin trial. N. Krestinsky, a 
member of the Central Committee in Lenin’s time, suddenly declared, “I 
do not plead guilty... I did not commit a single one of the crimes of which I 
am accused.” The audience was stunned. But the author saw to it that the 
sensation was short-lived. On the very next day Krestinsky said, “I ask the 
court to record my statement that I acknowledge myself to be completely 
and utterly guilty... Yesterday, in a moment of false shame caused by 
finding myself in the dock, I was incapable of telling the truth.” 

Bukharin also exerted himself at the trial and thoroughly revised a chapter 
of history. Lenin’s favorite told the court how in order to obstruct the 
Brest treaty, he had been ready to cooperate with the Left SRs in arresting 
his beloved Lenin. Bukharin not only called himself a despicable fascist 
but carried out the promise in his letter and stoutly defended the 
authenticity of the trials against Western critics. But he could not sustain 
his role. As the trial went on the Boss saw more and more clearly that 
Bukharin was playing a double game. Admitting everything was his way of 
admitting nothing in particular. Stalin also appreciated another crafty 
move of his “most talented general.” Bukharin suddenly mentioned that 
he had an understanding with Nikolaevsky, who had undertaken to 
organize a public protest if there should be a trial. This was the cunning 
Bukharin’s way of reminding European socialists that he had once 
organized a campaign in defense of the Left SRs and asking them to repay 
their debt by organizing a campaign in his defense. The Boss realized yet 
again that some people never learn. Only the grave would teach them. 

A campaign in defense of Bukharin was, of course, organized, but times 
had changed. Some people were suborned by the NKVD, while others 
believed that Stalin was the last bulwark against Hitler and were afraid of 
“playing into the hands of the fascists.” As Nikolaevsky wrote, “a number 
of very influential organs of the Western press suddenly became 
apologists for Stalin’s terrorist policies.” Remain Rolland, however, did 
send Stalin a message: “An intellect of the Bukharin type is a treasure for 
his country. We are all to blame for the death of the chemist of genius 
Lavoisier, we, the bravest of revolutionaries, who cherish the memory of 
Robespierre—nonetheless profoundly regret and grieve. I beg you to show 



clemency.” Stalin did not deign to reply. 

After sentence of death had been passed, the defendants appealed for a 
pardon. Rykov confined himself to a few formal lines. Bukharin, of course, 
went into much greater detail, but ended with the words “On bended knee 
before my Motherland, my Party, my people and its government, I plead 
for forgiveness.” The interrogators evidently told them that petitions were 
not enough. They had to work a bit harder. So the next day, March 14 
Bukharin wrote another, very long petition: “I have mentally disarmed 
and have rearmed myself in the new, socialist style... Give this new, this 
second Bukharin a chance to grow—we’ll call him Petrov if you like. This 
new man will be the complete opposite of the one who has died. He has 
been born already, give him the chance to do some sort, any sort, of work.” 
He had reverted to his favorite romantic notion. Shoot Bukharin, he must 
be shot in the name of Great Interests—but let me go on living under the 
name of Petrov. 

Yagoda also submitted a petition: “Before the whole people and the Party 
on bended knees I beg you to forgive me and spare my life.” The 
interesting thing is that the policeman Yagoda and the aesthete Bukharin 
both use the words “on bended knees.” This prayerbook language gives the 
editor of petitions away. 

They came for him. Only then did Bukharin realize that the business of 
the petitions was merely the final torture—torture by hope. All were 
executed as sentenced. Friend Koba had not granted Bukharin’s request 
for the poisoned cup. Instead of dying like Socrates, Bukharin died at the 
hands of “our people.” They shot him last. Stalin had not forgiven him for 
his behavior at the trial. And abroad. Nor for his wife. He let him 
experience the full torment of waiting for death. 

There is an extraordinary feat of proofreading in the President’s Archive: 
Stalin personally prepared the stenographic record of the trial for 
publication and edited the speeches, deleting words used by the deceased 
and writing in others. The fastidious author worked away at his thriller to 
the very end. 

FREE OF THE PAST 

He had been writing to his mother all this time: “I’m told you are well and 
in good spirits. Is it true? We are obviously a hardy breed. Keep well, and 



live for many years, Mama dear.” He knew that it was not true, i” His 
mother was sick. Tiflis was a small city, and she had heard about 
Ordzhonikidze and his brothers. There were arrests every night. Old na-
tionalists as well as the old Bolsheviks who had fought them were doomed 
to die. Horror gripped the city. 

In that terrible year his mother fell mortally sick. “Greetings, Mama dear. 
I’m sending you a shawl and some medicines. Show the medicines to the 
doctor before you take them. It’s for him to decide on the dosage.” In the 
middle of the red hot summer of 1937 he was informed that “on June 4 at 
23:05 after a long and grave illness Ekaterina Georgievna Dzhugashvili 
died at home in her apartment.” 

This was at the height of the repressions. He knew that Caucasians were 
skilled in vengeance, and he did not dare go to Georgia for her funeral. 
This was something else he would never forget: that his enemies had 
prevented him from saying farewell to his mother. 

Stubborn Keke had departed this life without ever forgiving him for her 
dear Soso, murdered by the revolutionary Koba. I found among his papers 
a pathetic list of the things left by the mother of the man who ruled half 
the world. She had lived the life of a solitary pauper. And died poor, and 
alone. After her death his letters, which she had carefully preserved, were 
returned to him. 

Now he was completely free of the past. 
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CREATION OF A  

NEW COUNTRY 

 

 

 

Reading this tedious catalog of never-ending arrests and trials, we are 
bound to imagine that the country’s state of mind in that terrible year 
1937 was one of deep depression. Not a bit of it! The great majority of the 
population woke up happily to the relentless blare of loudspeakers, sped 
eagerly to work, participated enthusiastically in the daily public meetings 
at which their enemies were anathematized, and read skimpy newspaper 
reports of the trials which showed how very reliable the secret police were. 
They knew how hard the lot of workers was in the West. They felt pity for 
persecuted blacks in the United States and for all whose lot it was not to 
live in the USSR. Our nearest neighbor, in our communal apartment, was 
a young professor of biology at Moscow University, sharing a single room 
with his wife, mother, and daughter. He always hummed happily as he 
stood perusing the newspaper in the queue for the communal lavatory. 
During the October Revolution holiday the whole family took part in a 
“demonstration”: they went to Red Square and later told the professor’s 
paralyzed mother how they had seen Stalin. The old lady was deaf, and 
they shouted so loud that the whole apartment heard them. Were they 
afraid of the NKVD? The question would have aroused their indignation. 
They knew that only enemies feared the NKVD. Did they know about the 
arrests? Of course they did. Many people they knew had been arrested. 
But they had subsequently turned out to be enemies. Anyway, arrests took 
place after midnight. Moscow’s peculiar night life was not something they 
knew about. It didn’t concern them. At night they slept the sleep of the 



just. To wake up happily again in the morning, and sing as they stood in 
line for the lavatory. 

The public trials, with their magnificent ritual of retribution, were one of 
the distractions from everyday life. As a true Caesar should, Stalin 
arranged many such diversions for his fortunate fellow citizens. Ruby-red 
stars, for instance, appeared over the Kremlin, and the country exulted—
whole families trooped to Red Square to watch them light up at night. 
Everyday life resounded with the thunder of marching music, for this was 
the land of victors. Monarchists, Mensheviks, Socialist Revolutionaries, 
Kadets, 

the White Guard—all beaten by them in the Civil War. And now they were 
winning peacetime victories. In the space of two or three Five-Year Plans 
they had caught up with the rest of the world and would soon leave it 
behind. Every day the papers reported the victory of some champion 
worker and the country rejoiced. They had vanquished religion. Nothing 
was left of Holy Russia except its decapitated churches. And at every 
political trial the Boss’s Chekists were defeating enemies and spies. They 
had conquered death itself: Ilyich lay incorruptible in his Mausoleum, 
waiting to receive his fellow citizens. Every day Stalin presented the 
inhabitants of the world’s first socialist state with some new victory. The 
aviator Chkalov and his crew were driven round the city in open cars; they 
had been the first in the world to fly nonstop from Moscow to the United 
States. Then there were the annual military and gymnastic parades on Red 
Square. And finally the ceremonies in honor of the greatest victors of all—
the heroes of labor. 

In 1935 when Stalin was launching the “wrecker” trials, he had arranged 
for the “discovery” of a miner able to produce an enormous quantity of 
coal; the miner would, moreover, have to dig at a mine where intellectuals 
engaged in sabotage would inevitably obstruct his heroic labor. This was 
the Master’s script, and it was quickly put into production. The miner was 
a nice-looking country boy called Stakhanov. A record-breaking shift was 
organized, and the Stakhanovite movement spread all over the country. 
Very high output rates were obtained with unmodified equipment. 
Industrial accidents were put down to wreckers, who had been found at 
the mine. The records set by Stakhanovites were supposed to spur on 
others. From time to time, the Boss organized festive congresses of 
Stakhanovites. The masses, the collective, were everywhere in evidence. 



He had created a country of collectives. Everything was collective. You 
worked collectively, lived collectively in a communal apartment, enjoyed 
your leisure collectively, perhaps on a collective excursion into the 
countryside. Holidays were collective—Miners’ Day, Construction 
Workers’ Day, Metalworkers’ Day. Every profession had its own holiday, so 
that on that one day its collectives could drink and frolic to their hearts’ 
content, and—most important—all together. 

Stalin opened Parks of Culture and Rest all over the country. There, under 
the guidance of specially trained leisure organizers, people could enjoy 
themselves—as always—collectively. At the height of the Terror, in 1938, 
there were carnivals for workers’ collectives in the Moscow Central Park of 
Culture and Rest. One hundred thousand happy, carefree people joined in 
the revels. He was right when he spoke the words afterward quoted on 
millions of billboards: “Life has become easier, life has become more 
joyful.” In making each park a center for collective amusement, he 
personally took care that it was furnished with “visual propaganda.” Every 
avenue was lined with quotations from himself and the God Lenin and 
with current Party slogans. Statues of his new saints and martyrs—Pavlik 
Morozov, the Young Pioneer murdered by kulaks, and Sergei Kirov, 
murdered by Trotskyist-Zinovievites—shone white among the foliage. On 
the central square of each park were statues of the God Lenin and the God 
Stalin. Along remoter paths were plaster gymnasts with swelling thighs, 
buttocks, and bosoms. Like Hitler in Germany, the Boss wanted the next 
generation to grow up strong. On his orders, shooting galleries and 
parachute towers were set up in the parks for mass target practice and 
mass parachute jumping. He was already preparing a new generation to 
make the Great Dream a reality. This constant emphasis on the mass—
mass congresses, mass holidays— this dissolution of the individual in the 
mass produced something which he prized above all else: a collective 
conscience. Personal responsibility died; there was only collective 
responsibility: “the Party has ordered it,” “the country has ordered it.” This 
collective conscience enabled people to enjoy life unconcernedly when the 
Terror was at its most cruel. Woe to anyone troubled by a conscience of his 
own. The writer A. Gaidar found himself in a psychiatric hospital. He 
wrote to a writer friend, Ruvim Fraerman, “I’m troubled by my thoughts... 
I no longer know whether I’m telling the truth or not... sometimes I come 
very close to it ... then sometimes... just as the truth is about to slip off my 
tongue I seem to hear a voice peremptorily warning me—beware! Don’t 



say it! Or you’re done for!” He wasn’t done for. The psychiatric hospital 
helped him. The truth stopped “troubling” him so acutely. His private con-
science happily fell asleep. 

The most popular holiday from everyday life was football. It was, in-
cidentally, the favorite entertainment of the intelligentsia. At a football 
match, the anger and resentment normally suppressed by fear spilled out 
in noisy displays of emotion. At the stadium you could find relief from the 
suppressed terror in your unconscious. The main rivalry in the football 
world was between the NKVD’s club, Dynamo, and the Trades Union 
team, Spartak. All the intelligentsia were fanatical supporters of Spartak. 
It was a tolerated form of dissent. 

When these two teams met, the head of the NKVD was always in the 
government box at the stadium. At first it was Yagoda. Yagoda was i” shot, 
and Yezhov appeared in the box. When Yezhov was shot, a third People’s 
Commissar, Beria, would be seen there. They all hated Nikolai Starostin, 
founder and manager of Spartak. 

The whole country knew Starostin. After Lenin’s and Stalin’s, his was the 
most popular name. The brothers Starostin were the country’s four most 
famous footballers. When the oldest, Nikolai, gave up playing, he founded 
Spartak. It was he who started the great Spartak-Dynamo rivalry. His 
three famous brothers played for his team. Nikolai’s inventiveness as an 
organizer of sport was inexhaustible. When in 1936 the annual gymnasts’ 
parade was due to take place on Red Square, Alexander Kosarev, the head 
of the Young Communist League and organizer of this ceremony, decided 
that it should include a demonstration of football skills right there on the 
square. Spartak was chosen to provide it. Dynamo’s devotees were 
indescribably jealous. In the course of the parade Kosarev gave a signal 
and a gigantic carpet was thrown over the whole of Red Square: it was 
meant to represent an emerald-green field with a cinder path around it. 
Spartak’s players raced onto the field and began demonstrating their 
skills. Kosarev stood next to Stalin, who was clasping a white 
handkerchief. It had been agreed that if the game was not to the Boss’s 
taste a wave of the handkerchief would put a stop to it immediately. The 
Boss did not like football: perhaps he was jealous of its popularity as a 
spectacle. But that day he chose to like it. His comrades-in-arms up on the 
Mausoleum were insanely enthusiastic. Voroshilov jumped up and down 
and even shouted. 



Below their feet lay the unburied God Lenin. 

Stalin, then, did not wave his handkerchief and the footballers interpreted 
this to mean that they had found favor. They were mistaken. The Boss was 
simply allowing these pathetic, puny creatures to amuse themselves. For 
the last time. Kosarev, Chubar, Postyshev, Rudzutak, and most of those 
who had so childishly enjoyed the football game would vanish together 
with the old Party. 

He exploited his fellow citizens’ foolish weakness. The national sensation 
of 1938 was not the trials: the country had no thought for anything except 
the visit of the Basque footballers. Yet another holiday for his people: he 
himself had sent for these famous footballers, at that time the best in the 
world. The country was overjoyed. The Basques played Dynamo and 
thrashed the NKVD’s team twice. The country was plunged into 
mourning. The Boss turned nasty, and ordered a win. Yezhov then 
recommended letting Spartak take the field. His thought was that losing 
to the Basques would be the end of them. 

The Spartak players were driven into Moscow with ceremony, in open 
Lincolns. On the way tires started bursting: the NKVD had not been 
asleep on the job. If Spartak arrived late, they were finished. They arrived 
just in time. As the referee ran onto the field, they changed on the spot, in 
the cars, watched by delighted fans, and hurried onto the field. For the 
Basques it was just a game of football, for Spartak it was a matter of life 
and death. When the match ended, the incredible figures on the 
scoreboard were Spartak 6, Basques 2. 

The country went wild, people kissed each other in the streets, Starostin 
became the country’s idol, and the NKVD gnashed its teeth. 

In 1937, 1938, and 1939 Spartak did the impossible: they won both the 
championship and the cup. They had gone too far. 

After shooting Yezhov, Beria began occupying himself with Dynamo in 
earnest. He had been a footballer himself in his youth, had even played for 
a major Georgian team, and was fanatically devoted to the game. From 
that moment Starostin was doomed. But he was too popular, and the Boss 
at first said no. 

It would happen during the war, when football was unimportant. On May 



20, 1942, Starostin was awakened by a bright light, a pistol was held to his 
face, and a harsh voice ordered him to get up. He was taken outside, 
shoved into a car, and driven to the Lubyanka. There they confronted him 
with depositions made by Kosarev, who had already been shot. He had 
been forced to confess that he was planning to liquidate the Party and 
government leaders at the next athletes’ parade, and that for this purpose 
he had organized a hit squad headed by Nikolai Starostin. The three other 
Starostin brothers were arrested on the same night. They were all given 
ten years in the camps—a very lenient sentence by the standards of the 
time. 
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NIGHT LIFE 

 

 

 

From that moment Starostin had entered that other life—the Life after 
Dark—which everyone tried not to talk about or even think about. 

Those black cars used to drive out onto the streets of Moscow after 
midnight. Everything to do with that other life existed in the dark, and 
was secret. If someone was arrested in a communal apartment, the 
neighbors would pretend not to hear, however much noise was made, and 
would not leave their rooms. Next morning, standing in line for the 
lavatory, they would avert their eyes from the family of the man who had 
vanished in the night, and his family would avert their own tearful eyes. 
They were like plague victims. The whole apartment waited expectantly. 
They did not have long to wait. As a rule the whole family vanished soon 
afterward, and a new resident appeared in the communal apartment, 
humming as happily as the rest as he stood in line for the communal 
lavatory. 

There were no communal apartments in the government House on the 
Embankment. This was where the new elite—old Bolsheviks, high-ranking 
officers, Comintern leaders, and not least the Boss’s in-laws, the Alliluyevs 
and Svanidzes—lived in enormous self-contained flats. But fresh blobs of 
sealing wax now began to appear every morning on the high doors of 
those magnificent dwellings. The population of the house was dwindling 
from day to day. 

This hectic Night Life went on throughout 1937. Prosecutors signed blank 
forms, on which NKVD investigators could enter any name they pleased. 



The prisons were overfull, but the Boss found a solution for the problem. 
From July 1937 “troikas” began operating in all major NKVD directorates. 
These three-man boards comprised the head of the local branch of the 
NKVD, the head of the local Party organization, and either the head of the 
local Soviet or the district public prosecutor. The troikas had the right to 
pronounce sentence of death without observing the normal rules of legal 
procedure. The accused was not present to hear sentence passed. The 
deadly conveyor belt began its work. A ten-minute trial was followed by 
execution. The trial of the Boss’s friend Enukidze was one of the longest: it 
lasted fifteen minutes. The Boss urged the troikas on with telegram after 
telegram: “The established practice is that sentences passed by the three-
man boards are final. Stalin.” He was always in such a hurry. 

 

SELF-DESTRUCTION OF THE PARTY 

The troikas showed such zeal that in 1938-1939 they were ready, to the 
last man, to share the fate of their victims. 

The minutes of the 1957 Central Committee plenum contain the following 
exchange: 

 

Khrushchev: Every single member of these troikas was shot.  

Kaganovich: Not every one.  

Khrushchev: The great majority. 

 

In his haste to build a monolithic society Stalin inaugurated a self-service 
system of elimination: each victim killed his predecessor, and was killed by 
his successor. Thousands of senior Party officials were members of troikas 
which passed sentence. But Stalin wanted to involve as many people as 
possible in the work of destruction. At hundreds of public meetings, 
millions of citizens welcomed the orgy of arrests and voted for death 
sentences for “enemies of people.” Newspapers printed daily appeals from 
workers demanding the execution of Trotskyist-Zinovievite-Bukharinite 
murderers. In 1937 he involved hundreds of thousands of others with the 
powers of darkness: warrants for the arrest of senior officials now had to 



be countersigned by the heads of their departments. 

The irony of history! In 1937 the Cheka, pioneer of Night Eife, celebrated 
its twentieth anniversary. The Boss turned the occasion into a great 
national occasion. Poets sang of the people’s love for the secret police. The 
panegyrics went on all through the year, in tandem with the savage 
destruction of the heroes of the occasion, the old Chekists who had 
worked with Yagoda. There were mass arrests every night in the luxurious 
homes of the NKVD. A ring at the door—the occupant is awakened and 
the man who only yesterday was master of other people’s destinies is led 
out of his apartment. Knowing what their institution was capable of, 
many did not open up: the nocturnal ring at the door was answered by a 
shot within. Gorky’s friend Pogrebinsky, head of the NKVD in the city of 
Gorky, and founder of labor communes for criminals, shot himself, and 
was followed soon afterward by Kozelsky, a well-known Ukrainian 
Chekist. Such a listing could be prolonged endlessly. There were 
innovators in the art of escape. The Moscow Chekist F. Gurov threw 
himself out of his office window, and jumping was soon all the rage: 
Chertok, Kamenev’s inquisitor, jumped from a twelfth-story balcony as 
soon as they came for him. 

They fell into the street by night, in full view of the occasional 
dumbfounded passerby. Dying like flies: a pandemic. Many of them must 
have echoed their chief Yagoda’s words: God does exist after all! 

The Boss forbade Yezhov to touch Yagoda’s prize executioners ... for the 
time being. Pending their disappearance, these outstandingly competent 
executioners were sent, on the Boss’s orders, to work for a while in the 
republics. The Chekist M. Berman (whose brother was in charge of Gulag) 
had worked for years in Germany, and had tried to organize a revolution 
there on orders from the Comintern. This Cheka romantic hated Stalin 
but nonetheless brought back from the West material compromising to 
Bukharin, whom he loved. Berman was one of the team of investigators 
who had prepared the case against Zinoviev and Kamenev, and he had 
played a part in the Ryutin case. Early in 1937 the Boss promoted him to 
the post of People’s Commissar for the Interior in Belorussia. Berman saw 
danger looming, and exerted himself to “repress” some 85,000 
oppositionists, together with their families. But his time had come—”the 
Moor has done his work”—and the powerful Berman, who possessed all 
the secrets of the Kremlin trials, went home to the Lyubanka, this time as 



a prisoner. He had shown particular zeal in destroying rightists. The Boss, 
whose sense of humor was intact, had Berman shot as a member of a 
“conspiratorial organization of rightists in the NKVD.” 

Berman too had discovered that God does exist after all. 

It was now the turn of another nocturnal star: the Boss’s chief bodyguard, 
Pauker. Pauker had done a lot to strengthen the Boss’s security. Stalin’s 
bodyguard now resembled an army. The route to his nearer dacha was 
guarded by more than three thousand agents, as well as patrol cars. 
Whenever his car left the Kremlin the whole twenty-mile route was on a 
war footing. Pauker sat beside him in the car, ready to take an assassin’s 
bullet in his breast. The Politburo had decided, on Pauker’s suggestion, 
that the Boss should be forbidden even to walk around the Kremlin 
unguarded. And Stalin, of course, always bowed to Party decisions without 
a murmur. But the buffoon and lickspittle Pauker was unfortunately a 
Chekist of the old school. Besides which, crafty Pauker had served all 
members of the Politburo, including those who had now begun to 
disappear. He had supplied them with cars, dogs, clothes for their wives, 
toys for their children, and, unfortunately for him, had become their 
friend. Pauker, tightly corseted and with the Order of Lenin on his chest, 
still rode around in his Lincoln, a present from the Boss, but his fate had 
been decided. He vanished into the darkness quietly and without a trace, 
following his friends, the mighty Chekists of Dzherzhinsky’s day. 

The Boss forgot no one, even the legendary organizers of the original Red 
Terror who had retired from the Cheka: Peters, Latsis, and the famous 
Latvian riflemen, Lenin’s faithful bodyguard, all would be shot. 

Into the night went Nikolai Krylenko, the first Bolshevik commander-in-
chief, and later the dread state prosecutor who had sent so many to 
execution—gentlefolk, SRs, and Bolsheviks alike. Krylenko first lost his 
post as People’s Commissar for Justice. But the Boss wanted everyone to 
know that he was fighting for the life of the faithful commissar who had 
unflinchingly betrayed so many of his old friends. Stalin therefore 
telephoned the dacha in which Krylenko was living in fear to say a few 
kind words. Happy Krylenko slept peacefully, until on one peaceful night 
he was arrested. Now they could all say God does exist after all. 

Krylenko’s place as state prosecutor was taken by A. Vyshinsky. This was 
another of history’s jokes. This former enemy of the Bolsheviks, a man 



who had called for Lenin’s arrest in 1917 as a traitor and a German spy, 
was now accusing the victorious leaders of the Bolshevik Party of 
betraying Lenin and of spying. This time the charges stuck and all the 
accused were executed. At the trials Vyshinsky showered insults on the 
former Bolshevik leaders in a sort of sadistic ecstasy: “stinking heap of 
human garbage,” “wild beasts in human form,” “degenerate specimens of 
the human race,” “mad dogs,” etc. Vyshinsky’s own career to some extent 
explains his bloodthirsty frenzies and his sinister personality. He had been 
a Menshevik, but became a Bolshevik in 1920 because only by doing so 
could an ambitious young man make a career. Orlov (the previously 
mentioned NKVD general who decided to remain in the West) described in 
his memoirs his experience of working with Vyshinsky in the public 
prosecutor’s department in the 1920s. Orlov, who hated the man, 
obviously relished the contempt with which Vyshinsky’s old Bolshevik 
colleagues treated the ex-Menshevik. They despised everything about him, 
even his “polite manners, recalling those of tsarist officers.” Vyshinsky 
was, however, as Orlov acknowledged, “one of the ablest and best-
educated prosecutors.” 

Throughout the twenties the former Menshevik lived under constant 
threat of exclusion from the Party. Orlov tells us how Vyshinsky wept in 
his office on one of several occasions when he was in danger of losing his 
Party card. Expulsion from the Party would mean the end of his career, 
and perhaps of his life. We can, then, easily imagine how he hated old 
Bolsheviks, and what dark passions festered in that ambitious soul. The 
Boss had, in his own words, “found the man he needed for the job he 
needed done.” 

Orlov, in his memoirs, contrasted Lenin’s public prosecutor, the honest old 
Bolshevik N. Krylenko, with Stalin’s man, the unprincipled careerist 
Vyshinsky. The former NKVD general forgot that all the great public trials 
of the twenties—the wreckers’ trials and the trial of the “Industrial 
Party”—were conducted jointly by Vyshinsky, as presiding judge, and 
Krylenko as leader for the prosecution. It was from those same old 
Bolsheviks that Vyshinsky had learned to hold human life cheap. 

The dread prosecutor Vyshinsky lived all his life in a torment of fear. He 
knew that if ever he lost the Boss’s favor, his past would be held against 
him. At every turn he saw reminders of the doom which might be in store 
for him. Even the dacha in which he lived had belonged to one of those 



whom the Boss had sent to his death—A. Serebryakov, a member of 
Lenin’s Central Committee. So he served his master slavishly, like a 
devoted dog. 

Stalin gave Vyshinsky the task of formulating new principles of Bolshevik 
legal procedure. Dzherzhinsky had asked, back in 1918, “What better 
proof can there be than the accused’s confession?” In semiliterate Russia, 
unaccustomed to the rule of law, the fact that “he admitted it himself was 
conclusive. The Boss understood this very well, and all his show trials were 
based on this “popular principle.” Vyshinsky’s numerous works are a 
scholarly exposition of the Boss’s ideas: “the confession of the accused is 
the basis of the case for the prosecution,” “the confession of the accused is 
the empress of proofs.” Such were the terms in which Vyshinsky 
formulated the principles of legal procedure in the “land of socialism.” 

Throughout 1937 the Boss was busy casting out veterans of the 1905 and 
1917 revolutions. M. Spiridonova, B. Kamkov, and other Left SRs, Right 
SRs, aged survivors of the People’s Will Party, anarchists. He brought 
irreconcilable foes together in the cells: Mensheviks, Bolsheviks, SRs, 
previously untouched aristocrats. They had fought each other for so many 
years, only to meet in the same prison. The story is told of a half-mad 
Kadet who rolled on the floor laughing when he saw this revolutionary 
Noah’s Ark. A bullet in the night would end all their troubles. 

He liquidated the famous Society of Former Political Prisoners and Exiles, 
which was a rallying point for old Bolsheviks. The famous journal Prison 
and Exile was also suppressed. He gave members of the society and the 
staff of the journal an opportunity to study prison and exile at first hand 
in the state which he had founded, and to compare them with their tsarist 
counterparts. 

Throughout 1937, the elevator in the House on the Embankment was 
busy every night, all night. Old Party members arrested included the 
People’s Commissars of Heavy Industry, Finance, Agriculture (two of 
these), Trade, Communications, War Industry, State Farms and Education, 
as well as the whole board of the State Bank. Molotov, chairman of the 
Council of People’s Commissars, lost all his vice-chairmen, Kaganovich 
lost all his railroad chiefs. Nameplates were wrenched off doors in the 
commissariats, waste paper littered office floors, and younger people were 
appointed to senior posts. 



One of those arrested was Jan Rudzutak, who had tasted all the highest 
Party offices, including associate membership and full membership of the 
Politburo. He was tortured, but refused to slander himself and insisted on 
seeing members of the Politburo. A fascinating feature of the times was 
that though in the end law counted for nothing, the letter of the law was 
observed. Since the request had come from a candidate member of the 
Politburo, the Boss sent Molotov (his usual proxy) to see the battered 
Rudzutak, fresh from the torture chamber. 

In old age, Molotov recalled in an interview that “Rudzutak admitted 
nothing. He showed strength of character. We—several members of the 
Politburo—went along to the headquarters of the security services. He 
complained about the Chekists, said they’d beaten him badly, and 
thoroughly tormented him.” 

“Surely you could have spoken up for him—after all, you knew him well,” 
Molotov was asked. 

“You couldn’t just go by personal impressions. They had proofs. He was 
one of my deputies. I used to meet him at work, he was pleasant and 
clever, but at the same time ... he was always getting mixed up with 
somebody or other, hell, I mean with women. I couldn’t completely vouch 
for him. He was friends with Antipov and Chubar. We interrogated 
Chubar—also one of my deputies... He had personal ties withr” Rykov. 
Antipov, another of my deputies, and a member of the Central Committee, 
testified against him.” They would both perish—the denouncer Antipov 
and Chubar, whom he denounced. 

“Was Stalin told?” 

“He was.” And was, we may be sure, told what he wanted to hear. Men 
fighting for their lives strained every nerve to condemn their former 
comrade. That was why Caesar had sent them to him. 

 

LAST DAYS OF THE FUNCTIONARIES 

Life in the night world was hectic. From dusk to dawn, enemies were 
flushed out. The following is from a letter written to his wife by E. 
Shchadenko, a member of the Special Commission for the Liquidation of 
the Consequences of Sabotage among the Troops of the Kiev Military 



District: “July 18, 1937. My dear, darling Marusyenka. I am writing to you 
from the ancient Russian capital, Kiev. I have so much work that I can’t 
away from headquarters before two or three in the morning. The swine 
have been up to their filthy tricks for years, and we have not only to clear 
up the results in a matter of weeks, or at most a month, but also to go on 
from there as quickly as we can.” That month Shchadenko personally sent 
tens of thousands to their deaths. 

One doomed Party boss was P. Postyshev, candidate member of the 
Politburo, who had been so “irresistibly jolly” and “danced (with Molotov!) 
with such abandon” at the “infinitely kind Joseph’s birthday party,” as 
Maria Svanidze noted in her diary. We have recently learned about 
Postyshev’s last days from his son’s reminiscences. They enable us to 
imagine what former Kremlin officials went through on the eve of their 
destruction. 

Postyshev, now fifty years old, had, as leader of the Communist Party of 
the Ukraine, supported Stalin against all those who had opposed him. But 
unfortunately for him he had been a member of the Party since 1904 and 
had connections with all the old Bolsheviks now on the way out. So 
Postyshev too had to depart into the night. In 1937 in an organized 
campaign Ukrainian Communists wrote to the Central Committee to 
inform it of the “unhealthy situation in the Party” and the “conceited” 
behavior of Postyshev. Postyshev was removed from the Ukraine and sent 
to run the Kuibyshev province. He did his best, carried out his duties 
diligently, but to no avail. The old Bolshevik Postyshev failed to realize 
that no amount of murderous zeal could save him. In fact, when the Boss 
decided that the time had come, this very zeal would be held against him. 

At a plenary meeting of the Central Committee in January 1938 
Postyshev’s subordinate, the second secretary of the Kuibyshev Provincial 
Committee, N. Ignatov, was put up to denounce him. His speech gives us 
an insight into the atmosphere of homicidal madness in the province 
during those years of terror. 

“Comrade Postyshev,” said Ignatov, “has acquired a style of his own: he 
started saying everywhere and anywhere, at the top of his voice, that there 
are no decent people to be found, that there are enemies everywhere. 
Postyshev often summoned representatives of district Party committees, 
picked up a magnifying glass, and began examining schoolchildren’s 



exercise books. The covers were torn off all the exercise books, because 
Postyshev imagined that he could see a fascist swastika in the ornamental 
design. All the city and district Party secretaries armed themselves with 
magnifying glasses. Postyshev dissolved thirty district committees, 
declaring their members enemies of the people.” 

Postyshev repented, but was accused by the Boss of “politically damaging 
and obviously provocative activities.” Summing up at the plenary meeting 
of the Central Committee, the Boss said that “some measures must be 
taken with regard to Comrade Postyshev. The prevalent opinion is that he 
should be removed from the panel of candidate members of the Politburo.” 
Postyshev was replaced in the Politburo, and in the Ukraine, by a new 
protege of the Boss, Nikita Khrushchev. 

There followed days of total isolation. And of waiting. Days during which 
the unfortunate Postyshev must have realized what his own recent victims 
had gone through, all those nameless district secretaries, as well as 
Kamenev, Bukharin, Zinoviev. At this stage, he was evidently summoned 
by the Party Control Commission and confronted with information about 
his wife’s activities: she had allegedly initiated gatherings of rightists at 
his apartment. Postyshev was called upon to betray his wife, but he 
preserved his dignity and defended her. He was expelled from the Party. 
Then—more waiting. In acknowledgment of his past services the Boss 
gave him the right to avoid further suffering. “They want me to commit 
suicide, shoot myself. But I’m not going to be their assistant,” Postyshev’s 
younger son recalled being told. The son, a test pilot, had arrived on a visit 
to his parents on February 21, 1938. “Look,” his father went on to say, 
“this meeting is most probably our last. We shall never see each other 
again. Your mother and I will be arrested, and there is no coming back. My 
well-wishers think I’ve made a mistake, that I shouldn’t have tried to save 
your mother from arrest... nor certain others. But a man who sends some 
other, completely innocent Bolshevik to his death just to save himself 
should not remain in the ranks of the Party.” 

Thus spoke Postyshev, who had betrayed so many! That is how the 
unhappy man wanted his son to remember him. “My mother listened to 
this long monologue in silence,” the son recalled, “then said quietly: ‘If 
they try to make you disown us—disown us, and to hell with them. We 
won’t hold it against you.’ Only then did I look into her tear-filled eyes. 
‘How can you talk like that?’ was all I could say.” 



They were arrested the following night. Postyshev said “I’m ready” and 
went as he was, in his slippers. He, his wife, and his older son were all 
shot. His younger son, author of the memoirs, got ten years. 

At last it was the legendary P. Dybenko’s turn. A member of the first 
Soviet government, and now an army commander, Dybenko had obeyed 
the Boss’s every order. He had conscientiously betrayed everyone, taken 
part without demur in the trials of other military leaders who had been 
his friends, loyally exposed “wreckers,” but... But now he was accused of 
being an American spy! The semiliterate army commander tried to defend 
himself. “I don’t know the American language, Comrade Stalin. I beg you 
to look into it thoroughly,” he pleaded in a note to Stalin. But it was all 
over. This hero of the Revolution, now a craven, heavy-drinking, aging 
boyar, had not understood the situation. It was not just he who was 
leaving the scene—the Boss was consigning Dybenko’s whole world to 
oblivion. Marshals Yegorov and Blyukher, who had the misfortune to 
belong to that same world, were sent into the darkness with him. 

Stalin spared only two of them—Voroshilov and Budenny. Budenny, 
however, encountered serious problems. In July 1937 Yezhov told the 
Marshal that his wife, the beautiful Mikhailova, a singer at the Bolshoi 
Theater, faced arrest. The charges against her were typical of that mad 
time: she was accused of visiting foreign embassies, which put her under 
suspicion of being a spy. Budenny knew what he had to do. The only way 
in which he might earn the right to live was by betraying his wife. The 
intrepid cavalryman, holder of the St. George Cross in the tsar’s army, 
participant in all the wars of the twentieth century, obediently took his 
wife for questioning to the Lubyanka, from which she was not released. 
Only after Stalin’s death did Budenny write to the public prosecutor’s 
office pleading for his wife’s rehabilitation and demonstrating how 
nonsensical the case against her had been. She returned, and told how she 
had been the victim of gang rape in the camp. Budenny called her stories 
crazy. 

At the top, the Boss was working tirelessly, looking through endless “lists,” 
with recommended sentences alongside the names of people who had once 
run the country, or won fame in the world of the arts. I saw these lists 
when I worked in the President’s Archive. Such lists were regularly 
submitted to the Central Committee for confirmation by Yezhov. The Boss 
scrupulously observed Party rules. He examined the lists in consultation 



with his comrades-in-arms. Molotov was his most frequent cosignatory. 

He never got tired, reading those thousands of names, and even 
sometimes added comments of his own. He had a truly diabolical memory. 
“Comrade Yezhov. Pay attention to pages 9-11. About Vardanyan. He is at 
present secretary of the Taganrog district Party committee. He is 
undoubtedly a crypto-Trotskyist.” Attention was duly paid, and Vardanyan 
vanished. He remembered his enemies. Every one of them. But while he 
mercilessly stepped up the repressions, it was Yezhov who always had to 
supply proof of the treachery of old Party members. The Boss’s role was to 
resist the evidence, to show surprise that people could sink so low, to call 
for further inquiry. 

One should not make the mistake of taking the Boss seriously, though. In 
one of his memos, reporting the arrest of yet another batch of Party 
officials, Yezhov writes that “information on another group of suspects is 
being checked.” This is peremptorily rebuked by the Boss: “You should be 
arresting, not checking.” 

Only he, only the Boss, was allowed to play at legality. His servant Yezhov 
had a job to do: quickly and efficiently destroy the old Party. He was trying 
his hardest. 

On November 12, 1938, Yezhov, writing in haste on scraps of dirty paper 
(he was short of time—shootings were going on night and day), sent 
Stalin a list of people arrested on capital charges. It is marked “all 3,167 
persons to be shot,” and signed by Stalin and Molotov. Occasionally, but 
not very often, he crossed names off these terrible lists—those of 
Pasternak and Sholokov, among others. They might still be useful to the 
Party. 

His signature appears on 366 such lists, totaling 44,000 names. 

They went meekly to the scaffold, and died fervently praising the Leader. 
The old Bolshevik Eikhe, who had taken such an enthusiastic part in the 
repressions himself, accepted all the false accusations leveled at him, and 
died shouting “Long live Stalin!” Yakir, a Civil War hero 

denounced as a German spy, wrote in his last letter: “My dear, my own 
Comrade Stalin! ... I am dying with words of love for you, the Party, and 
the country on my lips, and fervently believing in the victory of 



communism.” On this declaration of love, the Boss wrote, “villain and 
prostitute. Stalin.” Afterward he circulated the letter among his associates: 
“A completely accurate description. Molotov.” “For this scum, bastard, and 
whore there’s only one punishment: the death penalty. Kaganovich.” 
(Kaganovich had to show special indignation. Yakir was his friend.) 

 

MADNESS BORN OF BLOOD 

At the beginning of 1938 the Bolshoi Theater was making preparations for 
a state concert. No one slept—the rehearsals went on through the night. 

A. Rybin, who had been transferred from Stalin’s bodyguard to guard the 
government box, later wrote that “half of the officers of the government 
guard were arrested in the theater on the eve of the concert.” Rybin lay 
down for a doze in the course of the nocturnal rehearsal and “woke up to 
find that more than half of my superior officers were already behind bars. 
So I became overnight military commandant of the Bolshoi Theater.” 

In these years of terror, the NKVD went completely mad. Junior officials, 
seeing their comrades destroyed, decided that their best hope of survival 
was active involvement. In an excess of zeal they arrested even children as 
spies. They discovered Trotskyist agents in the most unlikely professions. 
In Leningrad, for instance, they arrested all the eminent astronomers—
almost the whole staff of the Pulkovo Observatory, among them the 
brilliant young astronomer Nikolai Kozyrev. In the terrible Dmitrov jail, 
and in the cattle truck that took him to the prison camp, Kozyrev 
continued his work. He was preoccupied with lunar volcanoes. He was sent 
to hell—to the camps in the Turukhansk region where “kind Joseph” had 
once lived in exile. Even in that hell Kozyrev went on thinking and talking 
about science. One night, in conversation with another prisoner, also an 
intellectual, he casually remarked that he completely disagreed with 
Engels’s description of Newton as “an inductive ass.” Alas, the other 
intellectual was a stool pigeon, Kozyrev was sent for by the prison 
authorities, and after a brief ideological debate he was sentenced to death 
for insulting a classic Marxist. The firing squad was overworked at the 
time, and he had to take his place in the queue. While he was waiting, 
Moscow canceled the order to shoot him and contented itself with an 
extension of his sentence. He continued meditating on lunar volcanoes 
and after his release became famous for his work on the subject. 



Meanwhile, something rather comic but also rather frightening happened 
to those of the astronomers who were still at liberty. The Boss had finally 
transformed day into night. He himself did all his work at night, and so 
the heads of all institutions had to stay awake with him. Late one night 
the Moscow Planetarium got a telephone call from the Boss’s dacha, where 
the usual midnight junketing was in progress. Comrade Molotov and 
Comrade Kaganovich had got into an argument. Molotov asserted that the 
star over the dacha was Orion, Kaganovich identified it as Cassiopeia, and 
the Boss in his wisdom ordered them to ring the planetarium. 
Unfortunately, the director, who was keeping vigil, was, unlike his 
disgraced predecessor, not himself an astronomer, but an NKVD officer. 
He begged for a little time to ask the astronomers—those of them still 
left—about the star. To avoid discussing a matter of such moment on the 
telephone, he sent someone to fetch the eminent astronomer A. Now A. 
was a friend of the recently arrested Leningrad astronomer Numerov, and 
while he waited his turn he no longer slept at night. When he heard a car 
pull up outside he thought the end had come. There was a ring at the door. 
A terrifying, peremptory ring. A. went to open up—and died of a heart 
attack in the doorway. The car had to be sent for a second eminent 
survivor. Astronomer B. heard the car drive up at 2:30 A.M.—the hour at 
which night life was in full swing. He looked through the window and saw 
it: the same black car. When they rang the doorbell he had already made 
up his mind. He was sixty years old, and had no wish to be tortured. He 
opened the window, and flew toward his beloved stars. Only downward, 
not upward. It was 5:00 A.M., and they had lost yet another astronomer, 
when the director discovered the name of the star. He rang the dacha: 
“Please tell Comrades Molotov and Kaganovich...” “There’s nobody to tell, 
they all went to bed long ago,” the duty officer said. A writer named Kapler 
told me this story, laughing heartily. He himself had spent several years in 
the camps because Stalin’s daughter had fallen in love with him. 

Many people denounced each other in writing, sometimes simply out of 
fear, to affirm their loyalty, and not get involved with the night people. 
Informing became synonymous with good citizenship. Mikoyan, in a 
speech at a meeting held in the Bolshoi Theater to celebrate the twentieth 
anniversary of the Cheka, put it like this: “In our country, every worker is 
on the staff of the NKVD.” 

This was the time when serious consideration was given to the erection on 



Red Square of a gigantic statue of Pavlik Morozov, the Young Pioneer who 
had denounced his kulak father. The former seminarist, however, knew 
the story of Ham, and limited himself to erecting a monument in every 
park. An enormous number of Pavlik statues were required, and the 
demand resulted in tragicomedy. The frame used by the sculptor, Viktoria 
Solomonovich, who specialized in Pavliks, proved unreliable. One of the 
plaster Morozovs collapsed and killed her with its plaster bugle. 

 

NIGHT MADNESS 

 

We know of cases in which an enemy hand has skillfully introduced into an 
ordinary photograph pictures of enemies of the people which are clearly visible if 
you examine the newspaper or photograph from all angles.  

—Bolshevik magazine, August 1937 

 

Party secretaries in every oblast armed themselves with magnifying 
glasses, and many successes were reported. The secretary of the Party 
committee at the Ivanovo Textile Combine, for instance, took out of 
production a material it had been making for many years because “with 
the aid of a magnifying glass he detected a swastika and a Japanese hel-
met in the design,” repeated Komsomolskaya Pravda in January 1938. 

Wherever he looked, laudable zeal was all that the Boss could see. 

 

EXPORTING TERROR 

Stalin was simultaneously cleaning up abroad. The biggest wasp’s nest was 
outside the USSR. At one time he had sent oppositionists abroad, to 
disqualify them from the political contest; now he wanted them back. 

He was compelled, of course, to dismantle the intelligence service, which 
had such close ties with all those diplomats and Comintern officials. The 
service had been set up when Zinoviev and Bukharin lorded it over the 
Comintern, and Yagoda ran the NKVD. Its members must surely fear that 
their fate would be the same. How could he possibly rely on them? How 



could he trust them? They must all disappear. He treated them all alike. 
Summoned to Moscow for promotion, they were suspicious—but they 
hoped—and went. 

Antonov-Ovseenko was recalled from Spain to be appointed People’s 
Commissar of Justice—and was duly appointed, to reassure his colleagues 
abroad. Lev Karakhan was recalled from Turkey, with an offer of the 
embassy in Washington. Both were arrested and shot in Moscow. One of 
Antonov’s cellmates remembered that he knew just what was happening 
when they came to take him for execution: “He said goodbye to us all, took 
off his jacket and shoes, gave them to us, and went out to be shot half-
undressed.” Twenty-one years earlier in the Winter Palace—hair down to 
his shoulders, artist’s hat at a rakish angle—he had announced the 
overthrow of the Provisional Government. Now he was led barefoot to the 
execution cell. 

Karakhan, a former ambassador and Vice-Commissar of Foreign Affairs, 
was shot in distinguished company, that of Avel Enukidze, former 
Secretary of the Supreme Central Executive Committee. These two aging 
Adonises were very fond of the ballet, or, rather, of young ballerinas. Their 
names were often mentioned together in tales of the court theater’s love 
life. Stalin’s arrangement for them to be shot together shows kind Joseph 
in a playful mood. They were executed on the eve of the Boss’s birthday, 
which had so often been an enjoyable occasion for his friend Enukidze. 

The extermination of diplomats and intelligence agents continued 
throughout 1937. The head of the Soviet intelligence service, Slutsky, was 
poisoned and given a lavish funeral, so as not to alarm agents in the field. 
When an agent came home he would be appointed to a different country 
and would tell colleagues abroad about it. Before taking up his new post he 
would be sent to some luxurious sanatorium for a well-earned holiday. On 
his return he would pick up the necessary papers for his new clandestine 
work, and friends would come to see him off. There would be kisses and 
farewells. Then, at the very first station into his compartment came 
visitors... 

Rumors of this mass destruction reached agents abroad. They nonetheless 
went meekly home. Only a handful refused to return. In 1937 two Soviet 
intelligence officers, Reiss and Krivitsky, defected. Another agent, General 
Alexander Orlov, shortly followed. His real name was Lev Feldbin. In the 



second half of the twenties he was a “resident” (spy) in Paris, and in 1933-
1935 he operated in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. In 1936, while 
the show trials were in progress, Orlov was sent to Spain, where General 
Franco was fighting, with Hitler’s support, against the left-wing 
Republican government, which was aided by Stalin. 

Stalin exploited the Spanish Civil War to the full. Besides supplying Soviet 
arms to the Republicans, he flooded their army with Soviet “military 
advisers,” genuine or spurious, but in reality mostly NKVD agents. From 
Spain, Stalin’s spies infiltrated other European countries, while in Spain 
itself they recruited additional agents from among the antifascists. Stalin 
made Orlov deputy chief military adviser to the Republican army. His 
official assignment was to organize intelligence and counterintelligence 
activities and guerrilla warfare behind Franco’s lines. 

He had a further, unofficial task. Stalin had a secret and extremely 
important aim in Spain: to eliminate the supporters of Trotsky who had 
gathered from all over the world to fight for the Spanish revolution. NKVD 
men, and Comintern agents loyal to Stalin, accused the Trotskyists of 
espionage and ruthlessly executed them. As the Stalinist spy Sudoplatov 
said in his memoirs: “When the Spanish Civil War ended there was no 
room left in the world for Trotsky.” 

But Orlov’s main service was the top-secret assignment which he 
subsequently described in his book. When General Franco’s forces were 
approaching Madrid, Orlov received an encoded telegram from a certain 
“Ivan Vasilievich.” (Stalin sometimes signed secret telegrams with the 
Christian name and patronymic of his greatest hero, Ivan the Terrible.) 
The telegram ordered Orlov to persuade the government of the Spanish 
Republic to transfer the country’s gold reserves to the USSR. His efforts 
were successful. The gold had been stored in a cave at Cartagena. To the 
end of his days, Orlov remembered entering the cave and suddenly seeing 
a mountainous pile of boxes containing six hundred tons of gold. The Boss 
had insisted in his telegram that there should be no trace of Russian 
involvement in the export of the gold, and Orlov realized that he had no 
intention of returning it. Ever thrifty, the Boss obviously regarded the 
gold as a form of payment by the Republicans for his help in the war. 
Orlov supervised the export of the gold as “Mr. Blakeston, representative 
of the National Bank of America.” 



While all this was happening Orlov carefully read the reports of the 
Moscow trials in Pravda. He realized that they spelled the complete de-
struction of the old Party. It was not difficult for him, as an old Party 
member and a GPU officer since 1924, to foresee what his own end might 
be. So when, in 1938, he was told to return quickly on a Soviet motor 
vessel, allegedly for secret consultations, he did not hesitate. His hour had 
come, and, like Reiss and Krivitsky before him, he chose to remain in the 
West. Knowing how ruthlessly the Boss punished defectors, Orlov wrote 
to him proposing a deal: if the Boss spared him and his family he 
undertook to keep secret all that he knew. The Boss did not reply, but 
acted accordingly, and Orlov survived. He did not publish his book about 
the secrets of the NKVD, from which I have so frequently quoted, until 
after Stalin’s death. 

The Soviet ambassador to Bulgaria, Fyodor Raskolnikov, also refused to 
return. He later described how, in 1936, he was struck by the extra-
ordinary silence in the Kremlin dining hall: the highly placed functionaries 
using it were literally afraid to open their mouths, afraid of each other, 
paralyzed with fear. 

Raskolnikov himself, however, also kept very quiet in those days. His wife, 
M. Kanivez, described in her memoirs how she often woke up in the 
middle of the night and found her husband sitting hunched over a radio 
listening to the reports of the trials. He knew very well that the 
proceedings were a grotesque lie from beginning to end. He knew, for 
instance, that Pyatakov, who confessed to meeting Trotsky in Norway, had 
been in Germany at the time in question; Raskolnikov and Pyatakov had, 
in fact, as Kanivez tells us, been members of the same dinner party. But 
Raskolnikov said nothing. And suffered torments. Until, in 1937, he found 
his own Kronstadt and St. Petersburg in 1917 on the list of forbidden books. 
Only then did he speak out, in an open letter to Stalin: “Over the main 
door of the cathedral of Notre Dame there is a statue of St. Denis meekly 
carrying his own severed head.” Refusing to follow St. Denis’s example he 
remained in the West. “You,” he wrote, “cultivate power without honesty, 
and socialism without love for mankind... On various sordid and 
fraudulent pretenses you have staged trials on charges far more 
nonsensical than anything in the medieval witch trials of which you know 
from your seminary textbooks.” The Boss must have smiled when he read 
this letter. Where had “love for mankind” been when sailors, led by the 



young midshipman Raskolnikov, were killing their officers at Kronstadt? 
And Stalin’s trials were reminiscent not only of “medieval witch trials.” 
There was also, for instance, the trial of the Right Socialist Revolutionaries 
in 1922, conducted by Raskolnikov’s good friend Public Prosecutor 
Krylenko, at which, on Lenin’s insistence, eleven innocent people were 
sentenced to death. 

Like other defectors Raskolnikov was declared an “outlaw.” The Boss set 
up “mobile groups” within the NKVD to carry out sentences on these 
people. As early as September 1937 Reiss was brutally murdered in 
Switzerland. Raskolnikov died in Nice in 1939. Officially, the cause of 
death was pneumonia complicated by meningitis. But it was immediately 
rumored that he had been poisoned. The Boss could not, after f all, leave 
his insolent letter unanswered. 

In February 1941 another defector, Krivitsky, was found in a pool of blood 
in a Washington hotel room, with a gun beside him. The police announced 
that he had committed suicide. But Ralph Waldman, Krivitsky’s (and also 
Trotsky’s) lawyer, remained convinced that it was murder. 

In 1989, working on this book, I kept trying to find one of the former 
“residents.” The Boss seemed to have made a clean sweep. Time went by, 
and I had found nobody. Then, suddenly, a miracle. 

 

AN AMERICAN MILLIONAIRE IN A COMMUNAL APARTMENT 

One day in 1989 I was being interviewed for a radio program. The 
conversation got around to Armand Hammer, and I said: “How extraor-
dinary that this American millionaire is the only person mentioned in 
Lenin’s works who is still alive.” “You are wrong,” the interviewer replied, 
“there is one other, also, incidentally, a famous old man and also an 
American millionaire—in the distant past, it’s true. I am speaking of 
Theremin.” “Theremin still alive? Impossible! How old can he be?” I re-
member half-rising from my chair in my excitement. I had already learned 
a great deal about Theremin. 

Soon afterward, I found myself sitting in a Soviet communal apartment on 
the Lenin Prospect in a room cobwebbed with electrical wiring. Facing me 
sat a man of ninety-three, perhaps the last of the great men of the 



twenties still living. In Western encyclopedias the date of his birth is given 
as 1896, and he is mistakenly said to have died in 1936. That, in fact, was 
simply the date of his arrest, after which he managed to live on for more 
than half a century. His ancestors were Huguenots who had fled from 
France after St. Bartholomew’s Day. In the thirties this Russian 
Frenchman had owned a six-story house in New York—he still 
remembered the address. 

Theremin was just an ordinary genius who had graduated from the 
Petersburg Conservatoire, from the Military Engineering School, and from 
the Electro-Technical School. In 1917 he had sided with the Bolsheviks. 

As a Bolshevik engineer, Theremin bombarded Lenin with ideas. In the 
collected works of Lenin there is a letter to Trotsky dated April 4, 1922: 
“Discuss the possibility of reducing guard duties of Kremlin Kadets by 
introducing electric signal system. An engineer called Theremin showed us 
his experiments in the Kremlin.” Theremin had invented his electrical 
“Radio Sentry.” It was immediately put on the secret list and installed in 
the State Bank. 

In the twenties he invented the famous “Theremin,” an electric musical 
instrument which sounded like a violin. He exhibited his device at the All-
Russia Electrical Congress in 1921 and Lenin once played a tune on it. 
After a concert attended by Lenin, Theremin’s “electromusic” began a 
triumphant progress round the country. The Theremin was regarded as 
the instrument of the future. He supplemented the sound with colored 
lights and a mechanism for reproducing odors. The aged Glazunov and the 
young Shostakovich both attended his concerts. He went abroad and made 
successful appearances at the New York Metropolitan Opera House and 
Carnegie Hall. He performed with the conductor Leopold Stokowski, 
played duets with Albert Einstein— Theremin on his instrument, Einstein 
on his famous violin. The Theremin was mass-produced by the thousands, 
and its inventor became a millionaire. 

Only Yagoda knew for whom this strange genius was really working, and 
why he had gone to America. The GPU had been keeping a watchful eye on 
him for some time. Yagoda had sent him first, with his Theremin, to an 
international exhibition in Frankfurt. He was an enormous success. People 
called him a “second Trotsky” because he threatened to carry out a “world 
revolution in music” with his instrument. Next, Yagoda dispatched him in 



the full blaze of his glory to America, where he was to cooperate with the 
GPU, and regularly pass on interesting information to the embassy. His 
acquaintances included a number of Jewish physicists, whom he was 
supposed to sound out as possible collaborators. He got married, and 
bought a six-story house on 54th Street in New York City. But then he was 
recalled to Moscow. It was near the end of 1938; not one of his former 
NKVD acquaintances was still around. Like other “residents” he was 
accused of being a double agent. But whereas his colleagues had all been 
shot, he was given what was by the standards of the time a generous 
sentence—eight years’ imprisonment. This was not just a matter of luck. 
There was no such thing in those days. No, the genius Theremin and his 
work had remained in the Boss’s excellent memory, and he was quickly 
transferred from a normal prison camp to a sharashka. This was one of the 
Boss’s most impressive inventions: a closed research institute in which 
imprisoned scientists could continue their work. Theremin helped the 
great Korolev and the famous Tupolev, both prisoners, to develop a radio-
controlled, pilotless plane. Then he was taken to another sharashka, where 
he developed a unique system of remote eavesdropping. This system was 
called the “Snowstorm,” and it earned its incarcerated inventor a Stalin 
Prize. 

Life was like that in Stalin’s time: from high honor to prison, from prison 
to high honor again, back to freedom and daylight. In 1947, thanks to the 
Boss’s clemency, Lev Theremin, Stalin Prize winner, reappeared in 
Moscow. 

As I was leaving his apartment, he said: “I am young. The secret of Dr. 
Faustus is simple: old age hides when you are working.” And he promised 
to live at least to a hundred. 

I did not see him again, but I heard recently that he did not keep his 
promise. His granddaughter Maria told me about his mysterious end. As 
his hundredth birthday drew near, perestroika made it possible for him to 
travel abroad. His triumphal progress took him to Sweden, Holland, and of 
course France. He visited America. All this time he continued working on 
new inventions. When he returned in 1993 from one of his excursions, his 
laboratory had been wrecked, and the archive which he valued more than 
his life had vanished. The police were powerless. Someone was evidently 
very interested in the ideas of this strange twentieth-century Dr. Faustus. 
This was too much for Theremin, and he died, aged ninety-seven, before 



the year was out. 

 

PURGE OF THE TOWER OF BABEL 

In 1937 the Boss felt obliged to destroy Comintern. It was inseparably tied 
to people whom he had shot as enemies. And here he was playing one of 
his long chess games. He was contemplating an abrupt change of foreign 
policy. He had calculated long ago that he needed to ally himself with 
Hitler. How could he be sure that Comintern, which had fought fascism 
tooth and nail, would tamely accept an about-face? As he began his bloody 
purge of Comintern he was already planning to establish an international 
body in which the very thought of questioning his decisions would seem 
sacrilegious. Only with a Communist International of that kind would he 
ever realize his secret objective—the Great Dream. The secret Comintern 
files give us a glimpse of what happened. 

He began the extermination of Comintern at a signal from the head of 
Comintern itself. In 1937, Dimitrov wrote (or rather found that he had 
written) a letter to the Central Committee: “The Comintern leadership has 
screened the whole staff and 100 people altogether have been dismissed as 
politically insufficiently reliable... Several sections of the Comintern were 
found to be in the hands of the enemy.” The fight against “the enemy” 
began at once. Comintern became an arena for NKVD operations. An 
endless series of arrests followed in the first half of 1937—members of 
the German, Spanish, Yugoslav, Hungarian, Polish, Austrian, Estonian, 
Latvian, Lithuanian, and other Communist Parties. Bela Kun, the leader of 
the Hungarian Soviet Republic and a close associate of Zinoviev and 
Trotsky, was summoned to a meeting of the Comintern’s Executive 
Committee in the spring of 1937. Across the table sat leading Western 
Communists: Pleck, Togliatti, and representatives of the French Party. The 
Soviet representative, Manuilsky, stated that according to information 
supplied by the NKVD, Bela Kun had been recruited by the Romanian 
intelligence service in 1923. And not one of those present, most of whom 
had known Kun for years, said that this was insane; not one of them 
protested or demanded proof. They had passed their exam; they’d won the 
right to go on living, and to work in the new-style Comintern. 

An NKVD car was waiting at the door for Kun. Twelve former commissars 
of the Hungarian Soviet Republic followed their leader. The Communist 



Parties of Mexico, Turkey, and Iran also lost their general secretaries 
without a murmur. 

G. Dimitrov now had to prove, from day to day, his own right to live. He 
served diligently, and succeeded. He authorized the arrest of his own 
comrades-in-arms in the Bulgarian Communist Party. When some of the 
Bulgarian leaders protested, his only answer was a helpless gesture and 
“It’s not in my power. It’s all in the hands of the NKVD.” Yezhov, in his own 
words, “liquidated Bulgarians like rabbits.” 

The old Comintern had to vanish completely. Fritz Flatten, founder of the 
Swiss Communist Party, who had organized the return of Lenin, Zinoviev, 
Radek, and the others to Russia in 1917, was shot. Of the eleven leaders of 
the Mongolian party only Choibolsan survived. The leaders of the Indian 
and Korean parties were destroyed. Of the German Communist leadership 
only Pieck and Ulbricht went unscathed. Yezhov commented in a 
memorandum that “it would be no exaggeration to say that every German 
citizen living abroad is a Gestapo agent.” A large group of German 
Communists was handed over to Hitler. Ironically, many of them survived 
Hitler’s camps, while those imprisoned in the land of socialism all 
perished. Many Italian Communists disappeared into the night. Togliatti’s 
son-in-law was arrested, to keep the Italian leader on his toes. It did. 

Leopold Trepper, a Jewish Communist later famous as a Soviet in-
telligence agent, has described in his memoirs life in Comintern at that 
time: “In our hostel, where Party activists of all countries lived, no one 
went to sleep before 3:00 A.M. We waited with our hearts in our mouths. 
At 3 A.M. precisely, light from automobile headlamps pierced the darkness 
and swept over the facades of buildings... You were crazy with fear, your 
guts ached... We stood at the window waiting to see where the NKVD car 
would stop... When we realized that they were making for the other end of 
the building we calmed down until the following evening.” 

Trepper’s Jewish Communist friends were also ruthlessly suppressed. The 
leaders of the Communist Party of Palestine were liquidated one after 
another. Ephraim Leszinsky, a member of the Central Committee of the 
Palestine Communist Party, was savagely beaten to make him confess and 
name his accomplices in espionage. He went mad, and, according to 
Trepper, banged his head against the wall shouting, “What’s that other 
name I’ve forgotten? What’s that other name?” 



Daniel Auerbach, one of organizers of the Communist Party of Palestine, 
was in the USSR, and in Comintern, in 1937. Trepper writes that “his son 
and his brother had already perished. But they were a long time coming 
for Auerbach himself. The agonizing suspense drove him mad. His wife’s 
brother ran about the apartment shouting, ‘My God, shall we ever find out 
what they’re arresting us for?’” 

Leopold Trepper met Auerbach’s wife many years later, in Khrushchev’s 
time. The old woman was hugging a shabby handbag holding the family 
photographs she had treasured through all her ordeals. She told Trepper 
that “my husband, my sons, my brother, and my husband’s brother were 
all arrested and killed. I’m the only one who survived. But do you know—
in spite of everything I believe in communism.” 

And in spite of everything, Trepper himself went on working for the 
USSR. After all that he had gone through, he became a Soviet agent in 
Germany. He was indignant at the silence of Western Communist leaders. 
But he had a ready explanation for his own silence. “What could we do? 
Give up the fight for socialism? We had dedicated our whole lives to it. 
Protest, try to intervene? We remembered what Dimitrov had said to the 
poor Bulgarians.” 

The Boss was familiar with this way of thinking. He had judged them all 
correctly, and made child’s play of destroying the Tower of Babel. 

One by one the old Comintern hands disappeared. Stalin left only those 
who had passed their examination in servility by betraying friends. 
Another who vanished was M. Gorkic, head of the Yugoslav Communist 
Party. Josip Tito, future president of Yugoslavia, was his betrayer. In his 
letter to Dimitrov, Tito said that “nobody in the country knows him, ex-
cept a few intellectuals. What has happened to him [his arrest] can have 
no serious consequences for the Party.” When Tito visited Moscow in 1938 
he found that eight hundred prominent Yugoslav Communists had been 
arrested. Dimitrov tested his loyalty in long discussions. On this visit Tito 
had to betray not only his friends but his former wife. She had been 
arrested as a Gestapo agent, and Tito wrote an explanatory note to the 
Boss, which is preserved in the Party Archive: “I thought that she was 
reliable because she was the daughter of a poor working man, and 
subsequently the wife of a prominent member of the German Communist 
youth movement, who was sentenced to fifteen years in a German labor 



camp... I now consider that I was not sufficiently vigilant and this is a big 
blot on my life. I believe that various people intent on harming our Party 
may use this against me, and that must be taken into account.” Tito need 
not have worried. By abandoning someone so close to him without demur 
he had passed his exam, like Kuusinen, Togliatti, Kaganovich, Kalinin, 
Molotov, and so many others who renounced their nearest and dearest 
without a murmur. Nothing now stood between Tito and a general 
secretaryship. And in 1939, when the legendary Yugoslav Communist P. 
Miletic arrived in Moscow after many years in prison, Stalin showed his 
preference for Miletic’s tried and tested rival. The hero and martyr Miletic 
disappeared into the cellars of the NKVD. 

A new Comintern was born. In 1939 this well-drilled and absolutely docile 
body would approve the Soviet pact with Hitler, and, a little later, when 
the Boss found it necessary, it would obediently self-destruct. 



 

 

 

20 

TENDING TERROR’S SACRED FLAME 

 

 

 

The madness of Terror, when the arrest of each “enemy of the people” was 
followed by the arrests of all his relatives and acquaintances, when people 
were picked up for a careless word, or a misprint in a newspaper, when 
textile designs were scrutinized through magnifying glasses—all this, 
needless to say, served good practical purposes. Every arrest helped to 
build the magnificent Bonfire of Fear. Every arrest threw a little chip of its 
own onto the mysterious nocturnal fire which needed to burn forever; 
only constant fear kept the country and the system stable. (One day the 
collapse of the Communist empire would confirm this.) The Boss had to 
tend the sacred fire unremittingly, to keep the flames leaping higher and 
higher. However fiercely it burned, it stopped short of reducing the 
country to ashes. 

 

TWENTIETH-CENTURY SLAVES 

The Terror, originally directed against the Party, suddenly turned upon the 
masses. The families of enemies of the people, their acquaintances, 
acquaintances of their acquaintances—endless chains of people were 
turned into convicts. In the hands of the army, mass terror consigned 
thousands of physically strong ‘people to the camps. The Boss now had at 
his disposal the army of unpaid laborers of which Trotsky once dreamed. 
Stalin could carry out the most incredible projects at the lowest possible 
cost. His prisoners built the great White Sea-Baltic and Moscow-Volga 
Canals, laid roads in impassable places, erected factories beyond the Arctic 



Circle. In the thirties a considerable proportion of the country’s copper, 
gold, coal, and timber was produced by this secret unpaid labor force. 
Before any major project was begun, the NKVD received direct 
instructions about the number of arrests it needed to make. The Boss 
himself devised the ruthless regime of the camps, and kept a close watch 
on those whom he had ordered into the night. 

The everyday reality of the camps was hideous. In Kolyma, in the 
northeast corner of Asiatic Russia, a godforsaken region of marshland and 
permafrost, a wild beast called Garanin was let loose as commandant. He 
used to parade sick prisoners who were suspected of malingering, walk 
along the ranks and shoot them point blank, while camp guards followed 
with a change of pistols. The bodies were stacked by the camp gates, and 
parties of prisoners on their way to work were told they’d get the same 
treatment if they tried slacking. I shall not attempt to describe the hell of 
Gulag. Volumes have been written about its horrors. The banks of Russia’s 
canals are studded with the graves of their nameless constructors. After all 
these years, communal graves are sometimes waterlogged by the spring 
floods and human bones rise out of the ground to confront us. 

The Boss valued the labor of these slaves of the land of socialism very 
highly. On August 25, 1938, when the Terror was ebbing, the Presidium of 
the Supreme Soviet discussed the possibility of early release for prisoners 
who had distinguished themselves in the camps. But the Boss said, “Can’t 
we find some other way of showing appreciation of their work? From the 
point of view of the economy it is a bad idea. The best people would be 
freed, and those left would be the worst.” In 1939 he decreed through the 
Presidium that “a convicted person must serve the full sentence.” “The 
best” were left to die slowly. 

 

“LET THEM EAT CAKE—BUT DON’T LET THEM OUT” 

The arrest of scientists and technicians was an inspired part of the Boss’s 
plan to provide cheap labor. Molotov touches on this in the book of 
conversations with him that the poet Chuyev published. Asked why 
brilliant engineers like Tupolev, Stechkin, and Korolev were arrested, he 
answered, “People have said all sorts of things... Tupolev belonged to that 
part of the intelligentsia which the Soviet regime very much needed. But 
at heart they were very much against us, it was as natural as breathing to 



them. So a way was found around the problem. The Tupolevs were put 
behind bars and the Chekists were told to make sure they had the best 
possible conditions. Let them eat cake, but don’t let them out. Let them 
work, construct things the country needs, things for the army.” 

I had heard of the Boss’s secret plan for scientists and technicians, and had 
always thought that it was just another myth. But the fundamentals of the 
plan emerge quite clearly from Molotov’s account. Intellectuals were at 
heart against the Soviet regime. They could therefore easily be drawn into 
anti-Soviet activity. For that they were liable to be liquidated. Obviously, 
the best of them should, for their own sake, be isolated. Once isolated, 
they should be given perfect working conditions: food, books, and even 
visits from women. Bringing these intellectuals together created a 
favorable work situation and made it easier to keep them under 
observation. Most important of all, isolation ensured maximum secrecy. 
This was very important for military reasons. Determined as he was to 
realize the Great Dream, he wanted the country’s best minds to be 
working day and night, with no distractions, and under strict control, on 
its military needs. This was why he had invented the sharashki, scientific 
institutes staffed by convicts. Most of the country’s outstanding technical 
brains—engineers and scientists—were destined to end up sooner or later 
in the sharashki. The intelligentsia were gradually rehoused in these 
prison institutes. The first rehabilitation program (when he decided to 
release a number of scientists to show that he was trying to combat 
illegality) and then the war prevented complete realization of the plan. But 
he would reactivate it after the war. 

The Boss had given a great deal of thought to the creative intelligentsia. 
[Terror was meant to transmute secret hostility with its sacred fire.] He 
began his 1936 campaign with an abrupt attack on culture. A 
“restructuring of the cultural front” was proclaimed. Art must hencefor-
ward be comprehensible to the toiling millions. The remnants of the 
avant-garde were smashed. Shostakovich was lambasted. Under the 
headline “Chaos instead of Music” the January 28 Pravda published an 
annihilating criticism of his opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk. Everybody 
understood who was behind this unsigned article. All Party organizations, 
and indeed the whole country, were required to study it. Shostakovich’s 
name was on everybody’s lips. Standing in the shops, or in the Metro, 
people discussed the noxious composer. Workers met to condemn in the 



same breath enemies of the people and an opera of which they knew 
nothing. The bombardment continued all through 1936. Party critics 
wrote menacing articles against non-Party writers. Literurnaya Gazeta 
advised Pasternak to “ask himself where his present path of parochial 
arrogance and conceited preciosity is leading him.” The rumor in Moscow 
was that the poet’s days of freedom were numbered. A Pravda review, 
“External Brilliance—Spurious Content,” demolished Bulgakov’s play 
Moliere. His wife wrote in her diary: “Misha’s lot is clear to me. He will be 
alone and hunted till the end of his days.” 

Ideological terror persisted throughout 1936. “We saw the New Year in at 
home,” Bulgakov’s wife wrote. “We made a lot of noise smashing cups 
inscribed ‘1936.’ God grant that 1937 will be happier than the past year.” 

In 1937 the Boss called a halt. The Party administrators of the arts, the 
Party critics had done their job. The ideological bombardment had left the 
artistic intelligentsia scared. 

Now the dread accusers were to be destroyed themselves. Under the plan 
for the destruction of the old Party, all the former leaders of RAPP (the 
Russian Association of Proletarian Writers), the group that had 
persecuted Pasternak and Bulgakov, perished one after another in 1937-
1938. The old Bolshevik Kerzhentsev, who had been in charge of cultural 
matters in the Central Committee, was also shot. Two of Bulgakov’s old 
enemies, Lev Bezymensky and A. Afinogenov, were expelled from the 
Party. 

The Party critics disappeared one by one into the night. Bulgakov’s wife 
was in raptures as she listed in her diary each day those who had “got it in 
the neck”: “Article after article in Pravda, they go flying head over heels, 
one after another. It is comforting to think that Nemesis exists after all... 
The day of reckoning has arrived: very bad things about Kirshon [an 
important figure in Soviet theater]... As we were walking along the lane 
Olesha caught up with us. He urged Misha to go to the meeting of Moscow 
playwrights which begins today. They are going to give Kirshon his 
deserts. [Bulgakov, however, refused to persecute the persecutors.]... 
Everybody who reads the papers thinks that Misha’s position must change 
for the better.” That is how she felt about 1937. And many people in 
Moscow were glad to think that the Terror, this Terror, spelled the end of 
that hateful and bloody revolution. 



 

A NOVEL ABOUT THE Boss 

“Misha read his novel about Voland,” Bulgakov’s wife wrote in her diary on 
May 15. Bulgakov’s novel The Master and Margarita, published only after 
the author’s death, would become the favorite novel of the Russian 
intelligentsia. Its main hero is the Devil, operating under the name 
Voland. But this is an unusual kind of Devil. The epigraph to the novel is 
from Goethe’s Faust: 

 

Say at last—who art thou?  

That power I serve  

Which wills forever evil  

Yet does forever good. 

 

At large in Soviet Moscow, Voland visits the fullness of his diabolical 
power on those in authority who act illegally. He also deals with the 
persecutors of a certain writer whom Bulgakov calls “the Master.” 
Bulgakov wrote his novel under the burning summer sun of 1936 and 
1937, during the Moscow show trials, when another devil was destroying 
the Devil’s Party, and Bulgakov’s literary enemies were perishing one after 
another. It is not difficult to see who was the model for Voland. 

Bulgakov, like all writers of note, was kept under continuous surveillance 
by the NKVD and was surrounded by informers. The omniscient Boss 
must, therefore, have known about the strange novel, parts of which were 
often read aloud to Bulgakov’s guests. But the novelist’s fascination with 
the activities of his strange devil evidently pleased the Boss. Perhaps this 
was what first gave him the idea of commissioning a play about himself 
from Mikhail Bulgakov? 

A. Bulgakova’s record of the horrors of 1937 continues: “June 6. Read 
Pravda. Rushed to wake Misha... They’ve arrested Arkadiev, the manager 
of the Moscow Arts Theater... The artist Dmitriev (to whom he had 
promised a new apartment) was laughing, telling how Knipper, Chekhov’s 



widow, quite speechless, thrust the paper with the piece about Arkadiev 
under his nose... Misha kept imitating Knipper, in a white peignoir, 
wringing her hands.” 

It had become a laughing matter! Only Chekhov’s widow, with her 
nineteenth-century mentality, was still horrified by executions. The new 
generation of intellectuals preferred to laugh. And in that laughter, from 
the author of the novel about Voland, there was something diabolical. 

Bulgakova’s diary goes on describing all-night parties, practical jokes, 
excursions to the Moscow river, canoeing, while all around her people 
were disappearing in the “unbearable heat” of that bloody summer. 

But however hard they tried to suppress their dread of the interminable 
vengeance exacted by Voland, however hard they tried to persuade 
themselves that only “nasty people” were perishing, it was then that the 
fun-loving Bulgakov became, as his wife wrote in her diary, “afraid again to 
walk in the streets.” 

The writers sacrificed that year were mainly the Party hacks who ran 
RAPP. Bulgakov himself was left alone, as were Shostakovich and 
Sholokhov. Nor would the Boss authorize Pasternak’s arrest. The news-
papers at the time were printing an endless series of enthusiastic re-
sponses from Soviet writers to the show trials. Pasternak alone dared to 
refuse to add his signature to a demand for the execution of the “vermin, 
wreckers, and spies.” His pregnant wife implored him to sign, but he was 
adamant. And yet the Boss permitted him to live. There was plenty of 
time. 

Mandelstam he did not forgive. Mandelstam tried to defend himself, even 
writing verses extolling the Leader, but the ex-poet who had written such 
poor verses could neither accept nor forget certain good ones. Stalin was 
purging the country, and could not leave in it a man who had openly 
insulted him. Mandelstam was arrested, for the second time, on May Day, 
when the drunken merrymaking was in full swing. 

There are many strange legends about Mandelstam’s death. The truth is 
this: A madman, as poets always have been, an overgrown child in the 
camp, he quickly turned into a living corpse. He caught typhus, and did 
not survive it. A fellow prisoner, Yuri Moiseenko, told the story: “He was 
sick with typhus for four days, lying motionless in bed, his nose (pardon 



me) was running, and he didn’t wipe it, just lay there with his eyes open, 
not saying anything, his left eyelid kept twitching, he said nothing, but his 
eye kept winking. Maybe it was from his thoughts, he couldn’t go on living 
without thinking of something.” That was how the greatest Russian poet 
of the century departed: silently, in pain, lying in the filth of a prison 
camp. Bulgakov’s wife had noted Mandelstam’s arrest in her diary, without 
comment. She was happy at the time: Misha had been commissioned to 
write a play about Stalin. 

 

HURRAH FOR TERROR! 

Many Russian emigres supposed that the Great Terror spelled the end of 
revolution. They remembered V. Shulgin’s prophecy, from his book, 1920: 
“Lenin and Trotsky cannot renounce socialism. They must carry that 
burden to the last. Then someone else will come along. He will be truly 
Red in strength of will, and truly White in the objectives he pursues. He 
will be a Bolshevik in energy, and a nationalist by conviction.” G. Fedotov 
wrote in the magazine Sovremennye Zapiski (Contemporary Notes) in 
1937: “This is a real counterrevolution, carried out from above... The 
Marxist symbols have not yet been abolished, and they obscure the reality: 
that Stalin is indeed a Red tsar.” 

At about this time the eminent writer Kuprin returned from emigration. 
Prokofiev also opted to return to “Bolshevizia” for good. Shortly after his 
arrival he composed his ballet Romeo and Juliet and Peter and the Wolf. But 
terror soon teaches people how to behave. Before 1937 was over he was 
writing his Cantata for the Twentieth Anniversary of October, on texts from 
Marx, Lenin, and Stalin. In 1939 Prokofiev met a young girl named Mira 
Mendelson, and married her after a whirlwind romance. The Boss was 
reassured. Now Prokofiev was securely hooked. 

Apart from ideological considerations, there was one other reason—
simple and terrible—for approving the Terror. Voland, in Bulgakov’s 
novel, looks at the Moscow crowd and says with a sad smile, “Just ordinary 
people—only—the housing problem has corrupted them.” 

The population of Moscow huddled together in overcrowded rooms. With 
every arrest a little extra “living space” became vacant. Happily moving 
into a new home, people told themselves that the former occupants had 



deserved what they got. The actress Vera Yureneva remembered moving 
into an apartment where the kettle was still warm on the stove. The 
families of those arrested often had no time to collect their belongings 
before vacating their homes. Where the Boss was sending them, 
everything was provided by the government. 

 

RELATIVES OF “ENEMIES OF THE PEOPLE” 

Stalin was constructing a homogeneous society of “contented” citizens. 
This meant solving the problem of what to do with the families of 
“enemies.” In the idyllic days of the first trials there was no difficulty: wife 
and children publicly branded husband and father as an enemy of the 
people and disowned him. But Stalin had been reared in the Caucasus, 
where the blood feud was a living tradition, and he was afraid that he 
might be rearing his own future assassins. As always, he found a 
revolutionary solution. At Yezhov’s (and not, of course, the Boss’s) sug-
gestion, the Politburo adopted a secret resolution on July 5, 1937. I have 
read it in the President’s Archive. The wives of convicted enemies of the 
people were sent to prison camps for a term of five to eight years. Children 
under the age of fifteen were cared for by the state (that is, they were 
consigned to a dreadful state orphanage). As for children over fifteen, each 
case was “decided individually”—they too were sent to the camps. 

This was the beginning of a second destruction of the aristocracy: the first 
was the tsarist aristocracy after 1917; this time it was the Soviet 
aristocracy. In June 1937 after Gamarnik’s suicide his wife and daughter 
were banished to Astrakhan, together with the families of Tukhachevsky, 
Uborevich, and the other army commanders. Shortly afterward, their 
wives were all arrested, and their children sent to the Astrakhan 
orphanage. Mirra Uborevich, Veta Gamarnik, and Sveta Tukhachevskaya 
were only little children, and they had been used to quite a different life, 
with housekeepers and nannies. This was when P. Stukalov, Komsomol 
secretary in the Kursk oblast, called on the youth movement to expel 
children of enemies of the people from its ranks, urging his audience to 
“keep your hatred on the boil, let your hand not tremble.” We can easily 
imagine how these unfortunate children were treated in the orphanage. 

Adolescents whom both Lenin and Koba had once petted—the children of 
Lenin’s comrades-in-arms Zinoviev and Kamenev—were arrested, and all 



perished in prison. 

Molotov was once questioned about this period by an interviewer: 

 

Q. Khrushchev said this about you. They brought a list of women 
sentenced to ten years. Molotov crossed out the sentence next to one 
name and wrote “highest penalty.”  

A. There was such an occasion.  

Q. Who was the woman? 

A. That is unimportant... They had to be isolated to some extent. As it 
was, they spread all sorts of complaints and unnecessary fuss and 
demoralization. 

 

We see indeed that the hand did not tremble. 

It was high time for the Boss to surrender his own kinsfolk. 

Maria Svanidze was still keeping her diary. But with gaps. By now her 
husband’s colleagues in the State Bank had all been imprisoned. Old 
acquaintances—Budu Mdivani, Orkhelashvili, Eliava—had also been sent 
out into the night. But Maria was still full of praise for the vigilance of 
kind Joseph: “27.8.37. No letup in the removal of well-known people... I 
often walk along the street, look into people’s faces, and think ‘where are 
they hiding?’ Millions of people whose social position, upbringing, and 
psychology made it impossible for them to accept the Soviet system, 
somehow managed to disguise themselves... Now, twenty years after the 
revolution, these chameleons have been exposed in all their falsity.” She 
had to edit her diary, crossing out the names of vanished acquaintances 
and noting in the margin “swine lie beneath these crosses.” For whom was 
this intended? For them, of course. If she should be arrested she could 
prove that she had disowned people she once knew. One of her last entries 
was such a disavowal. The final pages of the diary have been torn out. 
Perhaps kind Joseph was given the diary after her arrest, and did a little 
work on it, or perhaps she censored it herself, when she saw that arrest 
was inevitable. I found traces of the final pages in a little scratch pad she 
kept with the diary. There, she had ventured to note that on November 21 



Alyosha had waited in vain for an audience in the Kremlin, and that on the 
22nd he had “been seen,” 1” but that it had been “unpleasant.” Evidently, 
kind Joseph had turned him away on the 21 st, and on the following day 
given him the unpleasant news that it was getting more difficult all the 
time to defend him, when so many of his acquaintances had been arrested. 
A cryptic note by Maria dated December 7 reads: “evening, Kremlin 
discussed work.” Evidently Alyosha had asked to be transferred, since all 
his colleagues had been removed. On the 12th she was “in the country 
with Zhenya [Alliluyeva, Stalin’s mistress, his wife Nadyn’s sister-in-law].” 
She believed that Zhenya had some influence on her terrible lover, and of 
course asked her to “put in a word.” The 21st was Joseph’s birthday. She 
went to the hairdresser’s—but for the first time she was not invited to the 
party. After that, we find nothing but blank pages in her diary. 

 

INSTEAD OF KIND JOSEPH’S BIRTHDAY PARTY 

Kira Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya, the niece of Stalin’s wife Nadya, wrote in 
her memoirs: “In 1937 we moved to another apartment in the House on 
the Embankment. [So many splendid apartments there were then 
becoming vacant.] We had a housewarming party. Alyosha Svanidze and 
his wife, Maria Anisimovna came. Our entrances were next to each other. 
After the housewarming she put on an overcoat over her velvet dress and 
they went home. Two or three hours later their son Tolik ran n in, white in 
the face, and said ‘Evgenia Alexandrovna, did you know Mama’s been 
arrested? They came and took Mama, and Papa.’... The search went on till 
morning... they sealed the apartment, there was nobody there, they’d 
taken them all to prison. We were shattered, Papa was stunned.” 

According to records in the President’s Archive Alyosha was sentenced to 
death by shooting on December 4, 1940. The sentence was commuted to 
fifteen years’ imprisonment in January 1941. That was the Boss’s 
decision. But on August 20, 1941, shortly after Hitler invaded, Alyosha 
Svanidze was shot. Maria Svanidze herself was shot on March 3, 1942. 

Why? We shall return to this story later. 

The inoffensive Pavel’s turn had come. His daughter Alliluyeva-
Politkovskaya tells us: “When they started arresting people Papa was very 
upset, because so many friends, people he had worked with, were jailed. 



He would speak to Stalin, they would be released. Stalin obviously got 
tired of this. We have always suspected that Papa was killed ... I came 
home from school one day and saw Mama, Grandpa, and all of them in 
tears. Grandpa put his arms around me and said, ‘Kira, we have a great 
sorrow—your papa has died.’ I was petrified. Papa was only forty-four. He 
had died so suddenly. He had got home the night before from his holiday 
in Sochi, had drunk coffee and eaten a hardboiled egg the next morning, 
and—at two o’clock there was a call from his office: ‘What did you give 
your husband to eat? He’s feeling sick.’ Mama wanted to go to him, but 
was told not to—’We’ll get him to the Kremlyovka [Kremlin Clinic] right 
away,’ and by the time they telephoned to say that she could come Papa 
was already dead. The doctor said, ‘He kept asking why Zhenya didn’t 
come.’ They obviously didn’t want her there, they were afraid he might tell 
her something. Mama felt that there was something suspicious about it.” 

In his private archive the Boss kept a most curious postmortem report on 
Pavel: “2.11.38. P. Alliluyev’s death was caused by paralysis of a diseased 
heart. According to those around him Comrade Alliluyev felt well when he 
returned from Sochi on 1.11.38, and was lively and cheerful. On the 
morning of November 2 he arrived at work in the same good mood. At 
1100 hours he suddenly felt ill, vomited, and was in a semiconscious state. 
At 1300 hours a doctor on the staff of the Kremlin Clinic was called, and 
she had him taken there. When he was admitted he was unconscious, 
cyanotic, and apparently dying. The patient did not recover consciousness, 
and death occurred twenty minutes later.” The same “cyanosis” and 
vomiting would be observed when Nadezhda Krupskaya died just a few 
months later. 

Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya wrote that “Papa was buried with great ceremony. 
His coffin stood where Nadezhda Sergeevna’s [Stalin’s wife] had once 
stood. He was so beautiful. He had just returned from Sochi, and was 
sunburned. His eyelashes were so long.” 

The unhappy Zhenya understood the meaning behind her husband’s death 
only too well. That was evidently why she remarried in such a hurry—to 
escape her frightening admirer. How she must have reproached herself! 

Next it was Redens’s turn—the husband of Nadya’s older sister Anna. He 
had worked with Yagoda, and had been one of Yezhov’s deputies. When 
those two ceased to exist, he was posted to Kazakhstan, where he was a 



paragon of ferocity in the hunt for “enemies.” His fate, however, had been 
decided. The Boss intended to pick off this family one at a time. They were 
too closely connected with the exterminated Party, and with the life of the 
long-vanished Koba. 

Vasily Stalin wrote in a letter to Khrushchev: “When Beria spoke of 
arresting Redens, Comrade Stalin protested sharply... But Beria was 
supported by Malenkov. And Comrade Stalin said, ‘look into it very 
carefully ... I don’t believe Redens is an enemy.’” Stalin’s son completely 
missed the point. Beria, like all those around Vasya’s father, had only one 
duty—to understand what the Boss really wanted. If they hadn’t un-
derstood they would never have dared arrest Redens. But kind Stalin could 
not consent immediately. Their duty was to persist. They did— playing 
their part in this theater of the absurd, working hard to convince the 
Leader that his close relative was a spy! 

Redens was shortly recalled to Moscow and arrested. His wife, Anna 
Alliluyeva, asked kind Joseph to see her. But he told Vasya, who brought 
the message, “I was mistaken in Redens. I won’t see Anna Sergeevna. 
Don’t ask me.” And Redens was shot. 
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TOWARD THE GREAT DREAM 

 

 

 

THE TURN 

As 1937 drew to a close Stalin could look back to the beginning, a mere 
twenty years before, when the Promised Land of Socialism had seemed so 
near. A few years later it had seemed unattainable. Now he had set foot in 
that land. He had realized all the dreams of the God Lenin. In the 
economy, the private sector had been abolished, capitalism was finished 
forever, the countryside was collectivized. He had manhandled a miserable 
agrarian country into industrialization. Modern mills and factories had 
been built. He had concentrated unprecedented productive forces in the 
hands of the new state. He had a mighty army. A young and united army. 
An army of unquestionable loyalty. At the head of the state stood the 
Party, sole ruler and utterly unopposed. In this tamed country, no one 
would dare challenge its rule. And with all this, he had given his docile 
people the feeling that they were victors. His society was united as no 
other had ever been. Now he could concentrate on realizing the Great 
Dream. If those whom he had liquidated were true Leninists, they would 
soon have to forgive him for their deaths. 

In talking to the makers of the film Ivan the Terrible, Stalin said to 
Eisenstein, “One of Tsar Ivan the Terrible’s mistakes was that he did not 
finish off the five great feudal families.” Stalin would not repeat his 
favorite tsar’s mistake. He would kill as many as necessary. But the Keeper 
of the Sacred Flame of Terror knew that it was time for a pause. The 
country could stand no more. It might burn itself out. 



All this time the NKVD had been cultivating the myth that Stalin knew 
nothing about Night Life. Innumerable spies who had insinuated 
themselves into the NKVD concealed the Terror from Stalin. The 
intelligentsia tried hard to believe this fable, to ease their consciences. 
They fawned on him and flattered him, but did not want to lose their self-
respect. Pasternak, for instance, said to Ehrenburg, “If only somebody 
would tell Stalin about this,” and Meyerhold often said, “They keep all this 
from Stalin.” 

A number of similar remarks  are  on  record  in  the  Party Archive. Here is 
People’s Commissar F. Stebnev: “It looks as if they are deliberately 
destroying the Party cadres. I’m willing to bet my life Joseph 
Vissarionovich doesn’t know about it.” 

It was time to buttress the myth with solid “proof.” This meant that 
Yezhov’s turn had come. At the end of 1939 A. Zhuralev, head of one of 
the NKVD’s main departments, put it on record that he had frequently 
reported to Yezhov the suspicious behavior of NKVD personnel who per-
secuted innocent people, and that Yezhov had ignored him. Zhuralev’s 
statement was immediately discussed by the Politburo. Kind Joseph was, 
of course, indignant. A Politburo commission was set up, and Yezhov was 
severely criticized in its report. In the Boss’s office his former favorite 
wrote a contrite letter: “I give my word as a Bolshevik that I will give due 
attention to my errors.” But the inspection of the NKVD was already well 
under way. Just as Yezhov had once assessed the performance of the 
doomed Yagoda, so now Lavrenti Beria, summoned for the purpose from 
Georgia, would look into Yezhov. 

 

YET ANOTHER “DOUBLE AGENT” 

As a humble official in the Baku Soviet, Beria had caught the eye of 
Bagirov, head of the Cheka in Azerbaijan, who invited him to join that 
organization. On the Cheka’s orders Beria made contact with the intel-
ligence services of the Azerbaijani nationalists. He became a “double 
agent” and carried out important assignments. Molotov wrote that he saw 
the young Beria in Lenin’s office. Under the Boss, Beria rose rapidly. He 
became head of the GPU in Georgia, and then, in 1931, First Secretary of 
the Georgian Central Committee. In December 1938 the Boss appointed 
him head of the NKVD. But Stalin was in no hurry to declare the Terror at 



an end. Yezhov was slow-marched to the grave. For some time he 
remained secretary of the Central Committee and chairman of the 
Commission of Party Control, while his assistants were arrested one after 
another. Once the Boss’s most publicized comrade-inarms, he was no 
longer mentioned in the newspapers. Nowadays Yezhov stole quietly into 
his office and sat at his desk all day long in a state of prostration. His 
portrait still hung in every institution, even in the Central Committee 
building, but no one now entered his office. He was shunned like the 
plague, one of the living dead. It was his turn now to learn that God does 
exist. 

In March 1939, the Party held its Eighteenth Congress. The kind Boss 
spoke candidly about “serious mistakes” on the part of the NKVD—more 
mistakes, he said, than should have been expected. The country rejoiced, 
celebrating this latest warm spell. Stalin’s new aide Zhdanov made the 
Congress laugh with examples of the insane things done during the 
Terror: “A doctor was asked for a certificate. ‘Because of the state of his 
health Comrade So-and-so is not to be utilized by any class enemy for his 
own ends.’” The Congress laughed merrily. Madmen laughing at madness. 

At the Congress the new Party paraded for inspection, the Party he had 
created. The Boss announced the results of the Terror. Half a million new 
appointments had been made to responsible posts in the state and the 
Party. In the higher ranks of the Party 293 out of 333 regional Party 
leaders were new appointments. Ninety percent of leading personnel were 
under forty years of age. The Boss’s new comrades moved up to replace 
Ilyich’s exterminated comrades. Two short, fat men had been elevated: 
forty-three-year-old Andrei Zhdanov, son of a tsarist inspector of public 
schools and Kirov’s successor in Leningrad, and forty-five-year-old Nikita 
Khrushchev, who had replaced Postyshev in the Ukraine. But Molotov 
remained the Boss’s most trusted aide. 

The new Party broke previous records in homage to their God on earth. 
“The genius of the modern era,” “the wisest man of the epoch,” as he was 
called at the Congress, was henceforward always greeted by an audience 
on its feet. There was now a prescribed ritual for the Boss’s entrances. One 
stenographic record of the Congress is typical: “All the delegates, standing, 
greet Comrade Stalin, with a prolonged ovation. Shouts of ‘Hurrah,’ ‘Long 
live Comrade Stalin,’ ‘Hurrah for the great Stalin,’ ‘Hurrah for our beloved 
Stalin,’ etc.” 



Stalin began openly introducing more of the trappings of the old empire. 
Those attending a GPU anniversary celebration in the Bolshoi Theater 
were startled to see a group of Cossack headmen in a box. What 
astonished the audience was that their uniform was that worn in tsarist 
times, with gold and silver aiguillettes. The reappearance of the Cossacks, 
a major symbol of the overthrown empire, was significant. One of the old 
Party members who had miraculously survived said to his neighbor, “This 
is their handiwork,” and bent his head so that everyone could see the scar 
made by a Cossack saber. 

New history textbooks also appeared, propounding ideas which must have 
made earlier revolutionaries turn in their graves. All the conquests of the 
Russian tsars were said to have had a progressive significance and to have 
been in the best interests of the conquered peoples! For the first time 
since October 1917, textbooks contained a long list of progressive tsars, 
princes, and military leaders. 

An empire was rising on the grave of the old Party. An atheist empire, 
without a god, but with a Boss. 

Appropriately, Lenin’s widow died shortly before the Eighteenth Congress, 
the new Party’s first. During the Eighteenth Congress the Boss need see 
none but pleasant faces. 

Krupskaya may in fact have been helped to die. The Party Archive holds 
the “history of Comrade Krupskaya’s illness,” which is now declassified. I 
read there that on January 13, 1939, “Comrade Krupskaya was examined 
by Prof. Gautier F. A. and an irregularity of pulse and shortage of breath 
were noted... Digalen was prescribed, but Krupskaya refused to take it, 
stating that her bowels were too sensitive.” 

It is likely that she was afraid by now to take any of their medicine. She 
had good reason. A little more than a month later Krupskaya was admitted 
to the Kremlin Clinic with a sudden attack of appendicitis. She died on 
February 27, 1939. The death certificate is very curious: “The illness 
began with severe pains throughout the abdomen, accompanied by 
repeated vomiting, a very fast pulse, and cyanosis of the nose and the 
extremities... cardiac arrest set in and Comrade Krupskaya died.” 

As in Pavel Alliluyeva’s case, the doctors had to account directly to the 
Boss. He kept their final report in his personal archive: “Death followed a 



fall in the level of cardiac activity resulting from toxicosis caused by 
necrosis of part of the blind gut with consequent peritonitis.” 

Members of the Politburo acted as her pallbearers, led by kind Joseph. 
Behind the coffin walked the old Bolsheviks... the few members of Lenin’s 
Party whom Stalin had left as exhibits. He did permit himself an 
occasional weakness. Among the crowd escorting Lenin’s widow was Aron 
Soils, the same Aron Solts with whom Koba had once shared a bed in 
Petrograd. Some people called Solts the conscience of the Party. During 
the famine this asthmatic Jew had been responsible for distributing 
foodstuffs. One day, some workers, driven to despair by their miserable 
rations, went to his house to inspect his own stocks. All they found was 
two frozen potatoes. At the height of the purge in 1937 this same Solts 
had spoken out in public against Vyshinsky He was dragged from the 
platform, but the Boss did not touch him. When a woman related to him 
was imprisoned, Solts wrote a sharp letter. Again the Boss gave orders that 
he was not to be touched: he was merely put in a psychiatric hospital for a 
month. Once, on the anniversary of the October Revolution, Solts was 
called on to give a talk at the Museum of the Revolution. He told his 
audience that “those were the days when we ‘knew nothing about Stalin.” 
Once again, he was not touched—but f those who had invited him were 
cruelly punished. His old acquaintance Koba allowed him to die his own 
death. Sick and demented, Solts wrote down endless columns of figures 
before he died. The writer Trifonov thought that he had been writing 
something important in underground code. Those pages vanished after 
his death. The Boss had still not forgotten him. 

To go with the new Party, the country was given a new Party history. In 
1938 the Short Course in the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union, Stalin’s New Testament, was published in millions of copies. It told 
the story of the advent of the God Stalin. It was also a thriller, in which 
the leaders of the vanished party were shown to have been secret traitors 
and spies: “These midges forgot that the master of the Soviet land is the 
Soviet people, and that Messrs. Rykov, Zinoviev, Kamenev & Co. were only 
temporary servants of the state... The despicable lackeys of the fascists 
forgot that the Soviet government had ‘ only to raise its little finger for 
them to vanish without trace.” In this book we hear Stalin’s furious voice 
and feel the terrible energy of his hatred. 

 



THE FIRST REHABILITATIONS 

In April 1939 Yezhov disappeared. The rehabilitation of people unjustly 
condemned had already begun. The kind Boss freed 327,000 people, 
among them many military men. When Konstantin Rokossovsky, a future 
marshal, left prison, all his teeth had been knocked out. He, future army 
General Gorbatov, and a number of others who were to lead the Soviet 
armies in the Second World War, were the lucky beneficiaries of this “First 
Rehabilitation,” as it was popularly known. The aircraft designers Tupolev 
and Polikarpov, the microbiologist A. Zilber, and other eminent engineers 
and scientists were also released. 

The kind tsar had pardoned them all, the just tsar who saw and un-
derstood everything. He enjoyed that role. Sometimes. In the dangerous 
days when Koba was a terrorist, his friend Sergei Kavtaradze had risked 
his own life to help him hide from the security police. In the twenties 
Kavtaradze had been head of the Georgian government, and had then 
become a prominent oppositionist. After Kirov’s assassination he had 
been banished to Kazakhstan. From there he wrote a penitent letter to his 
friend Koba. It was returned to him. As might be expected, Kavtaradze 
and his wife were arrested in 1936. One of the charges against them was 
that they had planned to assassinate Comrade Stalin—whose life they had 
once saved. Kavtaradze was sentenced to be shot. His little daughter 
Maya, a Young Pioneer, wrote repeatedly to the Father of all Soviet 
Children, telling him that her father was innocent. More than a year went 
by, and Kavtaradze was still in the death cell. Suddenly, he was taken to 
Beria’s office. His wife, greatly changed by her spell in a prison camp, was 
waiting there for him. On the Boss’s orders they were both set free. Stalin 
made Kavtaradze a Vice-Commissar of Foreign Affairs. During the war he 
would take part in the Yalta and Potsdam conferences. 

After the Boss’s death Kavtaradze started to tell a remarkable story. One 
day, after a meeting, Koba took him home to his dacha. It was a stuffy July 
evening. They strolled around the garden before dinner, with the Boss 
crooning in his light tenor a favorite Georgian song, “Suliko.” “I sought my 
sweetheart’s grave, but could not find it,” he sang. Kavtaradze was about 
to join in and harmonize quietly—the Boss loved that. But suddenly, the 
Boss broke off in the middle of a verse, and Kavtaradze distinctly heard 
him say, “Poor, poor Sergo.” Then he started singing again—”I sought my 
sweetheart’s grave.” And once again Kavtaradze heard him murmur, “Poor, 



poor Lado.” Kavtaradze broke into a sweat, but the Boss went on singing 
and murmuring... “Poor, poor Alyosha...” 

Kavtaradze walked behind him, numb with horror; these were the names 
of their Georgian friends, whom he had destroyed. The Boss gave an 
extended performance of “Suliko,” repeating the verses several times over 
to include all the names. Then he suddenly turned around and said, 
“They’ve gone... they’ve gone... not one of them left.” There were tears in 
his eyes. Kavtaradze couldn’t contain himself, he too burst into tears and 
collapsed on Koba’s breast. Instantly, Koba’s face was flushed with rage; 
his fleshy nose, his glaring yellow eyes came closer, closer, and he pushed 
Kavtaradze away, whispering, “They’ve gone! Not one of them left! You all 
wanted to kill Koba! But it didn’t come off, Koba killed all of you instead, 
sons of whores.” Then he rushed down the path, kicking his bodyguard, 
who didn’t jump out of his way quickly enough. 

The Boss never invited his friend to the dacha again, but did not touch 
him. Kavtaradze died in 1971 at the age of eighty-six. 

 

CASE 510: A PORTRAIT OF THE NEW MAN 

Yezhov went to his grave quietly. His arrest was not announced in the 
press. Where the people’s favorite had been, now there was nothing. This 
gave rise to legends that the Boss had spared his loyal executioner and 
that he had died a natural death. The truth can be found in Case File 510, 
which is still there in the KGB Archive. 

Yezhov’s file contains letters written to him by Stalin’s close associates. He 
carefully preserved the evidence of their ardent love for him. The whole 
country had been singing the praises of this marvelous Communist for 
years. We find in his file hymns to the “hero Yezhov” written by the 
Kazakh poet Dzhambul. A pun heard often in those days was “Yezhovye 
rukavitsy”—literally, “hedgehog’s gauntlets” (but also “Yezhov’s 
gauntlets”): to hold someone in hedgehog’s gauntlets is “to rule with a rod 
of iron.” Mikoyan urged Party members to “learn from Comrade Yezhov, as 
he has learned, and learns, from Comrade Stalin.” This “heroic figure”—a 
tiny man with a faint voice—was the holder of many Party offices and 
distinctions, at once Commissar for State Security, Secretary of the 
Central Committee, and head of the Party ControJ Commission, in spite 



of his “incomplete primary education.” 

The case file tells us that “Yezhov N. I. was arrested on April 10, 1939, and 
is held under guard in the Sukhanov Prison” (the most terrible of prisons, 
in which he had tortured his own victims). The formal indictment against 
Yezhov, dated February 1, 1940, reads in part: “Yezhov has been detected 
in treasonable espionage contacts with the Polish and German intelligence 
services, and with the ruling circles of Poland, Germany, England, and 
Japan, countries hostile to the USSR, and has headed a conspiracy in the 
NKVD.” The Boss generously bestowed on Yezhov all the standard foreign 
contacts which he usually wished upon his victims. Nor did he forget the 
“conspiracy against the Leader,” one of Yezhov’s favorite weapons: “Yezhov 
and his confederates were in effect planning a putsch for November 7, 
1938,” the report continues. 

Yezhov had to admit it all. But in court he said, “I was always by nature 
unable to stand violence against my person. For that reason I wrote all 
sorts of rubbish... I was subjected to the severest beating.” The torturer 
had been given what he had done to others. But there were points in the 
indictment which he did not care to deny: “I had sexual relations with men 
and women, taking advantage of my official position... In October or 
November 38 I had an intimate liaison with the wife of a subordinate and 
with her husband with whom I had a pederastic affair.” So stated the main 
guardian of the puritanical Bolshevik regime. 

Yezhov’s insatiable blood lust had finally unhinged him. He really believed 
that the enemy was everywhere. He suspected everybody. He tormented 
his wife beyond endurance with his suspicions, and was on the verge of 
arresting her. There are letters from her in the file: “Kolya darling, I 
earnestly beg you to check up on my whole life, everything about me. I 
cannot reconcile myself to the thought that I am suspected of duplicity.” 
He ended up poisoning her. This was the “firm and modest Party worker” 
of whom Molotov spoke. 

The last item in the file is the record of a closed session on February 3, 
1940, of the military panel of the Supreme Court. His feeble, confused 
mumblings are there preserved: “I purged 14,000 Chekists, but my 
enormous fault is that I did not purge enough of them. My position was 
that I would give instructions to this or that department head to conduct 
the interrogation of a prisoner and all the while I was thinking, ‘You’ve 



been interrogating him today, but tomorrow I’ll arrest you.’ There were 
enemies of the people all around me... enemies everywhere... As far as 
Slutsky is concerned, I had instructions from the directing organs—don’t 
arrest Slutsky, get rid of him some other way... Otherwise our own agents 
abroad would have run for safety. So Slutsky was poisoned.” The “directing 
organ” issuing orders to the almighty Yezhov is not hard to identify. The 
Puppet Master was always in control. 

Nikolai Yezhov was a product of the society created by the Boss, a perfect 
example of the Stalinist senior executive. 

Reading the poet Chuyev’s account of a conversation with Molotov, I 
remembered my one meeting with him. I could not get over my 
impression that this dull man, with the intellect of an ordinary book-
keeper, had never in his life made a witty remark or a single profound 
observation. “File 510: The Yezhov Case” confirms what we already knew: 
that Molotov, Yezhov, and all the rest of them were faceless slaves, 
obedient tools, pathetic puppets in the hands of the Puppet Master. Stalin 
pulled their strings, and when they had played their part he pitilessly 
removed them from the scene, replacing them with other puppets, equally 
pathetic. A joke current at the time was very much to the point: “Stalin is a 
great chemist. He can turn any prominent government figure into a lump 
of shit, and any lump of shit into a leading government figure.” 

Yezhov’s last request was: “Tell Stalin that I shall die with his name on my 
lips.” A note in the file tells us that “the sentence of death by shooting on 
Yezhov, Nikolai Ivanovich, has been carried out in the city of Moscow, 
February 4, 1940.” 

 

A LUXURIOUS OFFICE 

The Boss now gave the bloody swing a push in the other direction. 
Whereas earlier the NKVD had destroyed the Party, the new Party 
founded by Stalin now destroyed the old Yezhov personnel of the NKVD. 
The Central Committee adopted resolutions on Party control of the 
NKVD. Party commissions began weeding out NKVD agencies. The heads 
of yesterday’s executioners rolled. The recoil from terror was just as 
bloody, just as fearful, as the Terror itself. 



We are in the office of the Moscow NKVD chief: a molded ceiling, walls 
with beautiful bas-reliefs, Venetian windows. In the mid-thirties the 
imposing, gray-haired occupant of this office was Redens. He was shot. 
His seat was taken by the purple-nosed, mad-eyed inveterate drunkard 
Zakovsky, who had never heard of any punitive measure other than 
shooting. He was shot. At the beginning of 1939 the sadist N. Petrovsky 
moved in, and shot himself three weeks later. He was replaced by 
Yakubovich, who was arrested the very next day. And shot. P. Karutsky 
appeared for two days: introduced himself on the first and shot himself on 
the second. Korovin, appointed next, soon vanished, as did his successor 
Zhuvralev, who was sent for by Beria and never returned. 

You can see slapstick comedians running like that in silent films. They 
appeared, flickered briefly, vanished. They were doing the killing— and 
they were being killed. 

Was this reversal of policy genuine? It is true that after Yezhov’s removal 
the NKVD seemed to arrest selected individuals rather than whole 
categories of people. But what individuals they were! The years 1939-1940 
saw the arrest of several men of genius: the producer Meyerhold, the 
brilliant writer Isaac Babel, the eminent scientist Nikolai Vavilov, the 
brilliant avant-garde poet Danil Kharms. Was this a random selection of 
names? With the Boss nothing was ever random. The records of the Babel 
case have now become available, and they throw some light on the story. 

Babel was forced to confess that he was a member of an underground 
Trotskyist espionage ring, to which he had been recruited by the writer 
Ilya Ehrenburg. The list of underground terrorists included some of the 
most eminent people in the world of the arts: L. Leonov, Katayev, Olesha, 
Eisenstein, Alexandrov, academician Shmidt, Mikhoels, Utesov, and so on. 
A new spectacular trial was evidently in the making. Plans had been laid in 
Yezhov’s time. But when the Boss decided to get rid of that faithful 
servant he remembered one of his well-tried schemes: he would include 
Yezhov in the last act of the thriller. As he had once included Yagoda. He 
liked linking trials: novels with a sequel appealed to him. What made it 
more attractive was that Babel knew Yezhov well. 

Plans for the trial included the arrest of Vsevolod Meyerhold. On the 
evening of his arrest in Leningrad, Meyerhold had spent some hours with 
an artist friend of his called Garin. When Meyerhold went out into one of 



Leningrad’s white nights, Garin looked through the window and saw in 
the half-light three rats run across his path. 

We have the testimony of witnesses present at Meyerhold’s interro-
gations. One of the twentieth century’s greatest theatrical producers lay 
on the floor with a fractured hip and blood streaming down his battered 
face while an interrogator urinated on him. He was accused of belonging 
to a Trotskyist organization and of engaging in espionage on behalf of 
four countries: Japan, England, France, and Lithuania. Pasternak, 
Shostakovich, Olesha, and Ehrenburg all made their appearance in the 
stenographic record of Meyerhold’s interrogation, the dramatis personae 
in what was meant to be a unique spectacle. 

It had never been his intention to stop at Yezhov. 

But as he observed the course of the interrogations, he lost faith in the 
possibility of getting Babel, Meyerhold, and the others to play their part in 
the trial as planned. He could no longer rely on these strange people. 
Babel, for instance, admitted everything, and then, on October 10, 1939, 
retracted his deposition. The Boss realized that these excitable artists 
were dangerously unpredictable—they were too quick to agree, and just as 
quick to go back on their word. 

He was disappointed in his cast. Babel, Meyerhold, and Koltsov were all 
quietly shot, after the required statements had been obtained. The search 
went on for worthy performers in the last act of the thriller. But it was 
interrupted by the war. 

While Meyerhold was under investigation, his wife, the actress Zinaida 
Raikh, wrote letters to Stalin and went around Moscow talking about the 
injustice of it all. This was rebellion, and the Boss reacted accordingly. 
Assassins broke into her apartment through the balcony door. They 
murdered her slowly and sadistically, inflicting seventeen knife wounds. 
She screamed wildly but no one came to her aid. Cries in the night 
frightened people in those days. 

Beria’s sixteen-year-old mistress and his chauffeur moved into 
Meyerhold’s flat. A Satanic finale, in the spirit of Voland. 

Very soon afterward a miracle happened. Strange rumors were heard—
that the famous people supposedly shot were still alive and simply denied 



the right to correspond. They were secretly held in special and perfectly 
decent places of detention. The Boss had not permitted the NKVD to 
extinguish these talents. Mikhail Koltsov’s brother, the artist B. Efimov, 
was visited by people “recently released from the camps,” where they had 
often seen Koltsov alive and flourishing. Babel’s wife, A. Pirozhkova, told 
the same story: she had been informed by a number of different people 
that Babel was alive. One of Meyerhold’s friends had actually had in his 
hands a postcard from Vsevolod Emilievich. These games ended abruptly 
after the Boss’s death. They were intended in their day to authenticate his 
favorite image of himself—as the very kind Boss. 

 

VOLAND Is A DANGEROUS PLAYMATE 

The year 1939 was nearing its end, and Stalin’s sixtieth birthday had 
arrived, the sixtieth birthday of the new tsar. It was quite logical that he 
should commission a new play, to be produced by the Moscow Arts 
Theater in honor of his anniversary, from Bulgakov, the bard of the White 
officer corps. Bulgakov, however, had broken the taboo: he had asked to 
see documents about the life of Koba. The play was banned. 

This decision was more than Bulgakov could bear. He knew, of course, by 
then that “evil for the sake of good” had destroyed millions, the guilty and 
the innocent alike. But he had forced himself not to see, to believe in the 
“Scourge of God.” He had so longed for, so passionately hoped for a change 
in his fortunes. Instead he had been spat upon, slapped in the face. Evil 
did not need his services. Evil had allowed him to live—and that should be 
enough. According to her diary, Bulgakov said to his wife, “Do you 
remember when they banned Days of the Turbins, when they took that 
other play off, when they rejected my Moliere manuscript ... I never lost 
heart, I went on working, but look at me now: I lie here before you full of 
holes.” Shortly afterward he fell fatally ill. 

In the novel, Voland helped the Master. In real life, the Devil had killed the 
Master. It is dangerous to play games with the Devil. 

 

GLORY, GLORY TO OUR RUSSIAN TSAR 

In February 1939 the Bolshoi Theater staged the favorite opera of the 



Romanov tsars—Mikhail Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar. It had been 
performed in celebration of Nicholas It’s coronation, and to mark the 
tercentenary of the Romanov dynasty. Now it was performed again on the 
same stage, though under a different name. It was now called Ivan Susanin. 

Stalin sat at the back of his box. Music that had not been heard since the 
Revolution filled the theater. “Glory!” But the famous words which had 
become the tsarist national anthem had been changed to “Glory, Glory to 
Thee, My Russia!” Sergei Gorodetsky, a poet of some note before the 
Revolution, had adapted the text at Stalin’s bidding. The Boss himself had 
checked and edited the new version. He was an opera librettist as well as 
everything else! 

He celebrated his sixtieth birthday to the strains of “Glory to Thee!” He 
had long been tsar. A lonely Russian tsar. His comrades-in-arms, or rather 
his servants, lived in mortal fear of him. The writer E. Gabrilovich 
recounted a story told by Khrushchev, about how he was once the Boss’s 
guest at his dacha near Gagry, in Georgia, where he was on holiday: 

 

Stalin was sitting in a summer house in the garden. They were drinking 
tea and chatting. Time passed. It got dark. And Stalin became gloomy. 
Khrushchev said, “Well, I’d better be going home, Joseph Vissarionovich, 
my wife must be wondering where I am.” 

“You won’t go anywhere,” Stalin said abruptly. “You’ll stay here.” 

“My wife will be expecting me, Joseph Vissarionovich.” Stalin looked up at 
Khrushchev. With that look of his: his yellow eyes full of rage. Khrushchev, 
of course, stayed. But slept badly. Next morning he dressed and went out 
into the garden. Stalin was sitting in exactly the same position, in the 
summer house, sipping tea. Khrushchev asked him about his health. 

“Who are you? How did you get here?” Stalin asked peremptorily, between 
sips. 

“I’m... Khrushchev, Joseph Vissarionovich.” 

“I shall have to go and find out who exactly you are,” Stalin said. He 
pushed the tumbler away, and left the summer house. 

Trembling with fear Khrushchev walked along the garden path toward the 



exit. He was overtaken by one of the guards and prepared himself for the 
worst. 

“Nikita Sergeevich. Comrade Stalin is asking for you. He’s been looking 
everywhere for you.” Khrushchev hurried back to the summer house. 
Stalin was sitting there drinking tea. 

“Wherever were you, Nikita Sergeevich?” he asked affectionately. “You 
shouldn’t stay in bed so long, I’ve been waiting all this time for you.” 

 

He liked playing games, the Boss. They were all specks of dust—his 
mighty bureaucracy. He made them suffer constant, unremitting fear. He 
sent the wife of Kalinin (then the nominal head of state, as president of 
the Supreme Soviet) to a camp. There, the president’s wife picked the lice 
from prisoners’ underclothes before they were laundered, while Kalinin, a 
pathetic old man, pleaded for her release in vain. Stalin also sent to the 
camp the wife of his faithful secretary, Poskrebyshev. Poskrebyshev also 
importuned the Boss to bring his wife back. And also to no avail. The head 
of the government, Molotov, was also deprived of his wife. Stalin 
imprisoned her. Three of the most important people in the Soviet Union 
had wives behind bars. Just so they wouldn’t forget that they were 
nothing. Blind kittens. He could send them after their wives at any 
moment. Besides, he had no wife of his own. He was simply evening things 
up. Now they could serve the Great Dream, without any of silly 
Khrushchev’s family distractions, and forgetting petit bourgeois 
happiness. 

 

HOME 

He was tsar and God. He knew that the divinity of power resides in its 
mystery. The mysterious darkness with which he surrounded his life, the 
dread concealed by his subjects’ joie de vivre, the mysterious Night Life—
the black cars, with their sweeping headlights, the nocturnal police raids 
of the searchlights over darkened trains carrying people to the camps, the 
secret shootings of yesterday’s lords of creation, the secret graves in 
cemeteries ... all part of the mystery. The whole country believed that he 
lived in the Kremlin. A light was kept burning all night in one particular 



window of the Kremlin, looking out over the wall. In fact, a number of 
large Zil automobiles would leave the Borovitsky Gate in the dead of night. 
They would accelerate to an enormous speed and rush along the 
government route. The darkened, unbreakable windows of these 
bulletproof cars made it impossible to see who was inside. They all looked 
alike, and nobody knew in which of them he was sitting. Only when they 
were about to enter the grounds of the nearer dacha would his car move to 
the head of the cortege, with the others following. 

The nearer dacha, half an hour’s drive from the Kremlin, was his home—
and another carefully kept secret. He had moved into this brick villa, built 
in the thirties, after his wife’s death. The grounds were surrounded by a 
fence fifteen feet high. In 1938 he had a second fence built, with 
observation slits. Inside the villa there was a foyer and a big dining room, 
in which he and his Politburo comrades “dined”—his term for the 
midnight meal which was more like supper and breakfast in one. His 
nocturnal lifestyle was also secret. The villa was staffed by NKVD officers 
and maidservants. 

One of the maidservants was the youngish Valechka Istomina. She had 
joined his staff in 1935. She ironed his trousers and his semimilitary 
tunic. He had no valet. He had never changed his habits, and did most 
things for himself. Valechka would work there for seventeen years. She 
made his bed for him, and grew old beside him. “Whether or not she was 
Stalin’s wife is nobody else’s business,” Molotov told Chuyev. 

The maidservant in fact became his secret wife, while the new head of his 
bodyguard, Nikolai Vlasik, took charge of his children. The compact little 
villa was his palace, and the setting in which he would spend the rest of his 
life. This too was where death would overtake him. 

 

ALONE 

Before the war, in 1940, he received a present: Beria succeeded in 
organizing the murder of Trotsky. He had been ruthlessly persecuting 
Trotsky’s relatives all along. He began with the arrest of Trotsky’s younger 
son Sergei, a scientist living quietly in Moscow. 

Trotsky’s wife, Natalya Sedova, vainly appealed for help to Romain 



Holland and Bernard Shaw, among others. The names of many other 
progressive writers appeared in her open letter. But they all remained 
silent. Why? In 1933, answering a request from Max Eastman to speak out 
against the arrest of Trotsky’s supporters, Theodore Dreiser wrote as 
follows: “I have reflected seriously, as if at prayer, on this Trotsky busi-
ness. I have great sympathy with his supporters, but a problem of choice 
arises. Whatever the nature of the present dictatorship in Russia, Russia’s 
victory is more important than anything else.” The victory of the workers’ 
and peasants’ state was more important than mere human lives. The 
familiar appeal to the higher expediency. 

The Boss, then, could be sure of their silence. To madden his enemy, he 
physically destroyed all his relatives, even the most distant. And even his 
grandson’s nanny! 

The Boss’s agents stalked Trotsky throughout the thirties. This was yet 
another form of torture: torture by the constant threat of death. At last, in 
1940, one of the Boss’s emissaries, R. Mercader, a former lieutenant in the 
Spanish Republican army, split Trotsky’s skull, exposing the brain of which 
he had been so proud. 

Of all the old Bolshevik leaders, beginning with Lenin, he was the sole 
survivor. The legacy of the Revolution was now his by right. His was the 
loneliness of a celestial being. 



 

 

 

22 

TWO LEADERS 

 

 

 

Genghis Khan’s gigantic empire had been reerected in Eastern Europe. It 
was now ready to pounce. 

Until 1938, foreign policy remained subservient to domestic policy. But 
now that he had created a new country he could afford to begin realizing 
his external aims. Or rather his main aim. The secret one. The Great 
Dream! 

We see that with the accession of Stalin nothing had changed. It was just 
that the Great Leninist Dream, world revolution, which the activists of 
Lenin’s Party, all those defunct big mouths, had openly shown their 
eagerness to export, had become a secret. The Boss had relegated it to the 
underground. So in 1936, in an interview with the American journalist 
Roy Howard, reproduced in Pravda, when asked, “Has the Soviet Union 
abandoned its plans to carry out world revolution?” Stalin calmly replied, 
“We never had any such intention.” 

He was playing his favorite game: quieting the enemy’s suspicions. But 
propaganda at home was preparing his people for something quite 
different. His tame writers extolled the Great War for the realization of 
the Great Dream. The poet Pavel Kogan prophesied that his countrymen 
would “advance to the Ganges” and “die in battles to come” so that the 
“radiance” of the Soviet Union would shine from England to Japan. 
Another “poet,” Mikhail Kulchitsky, looked forward to a time when “only 
one Soviet nation, and only the people of a Soviet nation,” would exist. 

I found traces of these preparations for a major war in the President’s 



Archive. The Red army was rapidly rearming in the thirties—even before 
the advent of Hitler. As a result Tukhachevsky wrote Stalin an anxious 
letter: “Dear Comrade Stalin! I fully understand that one has not just to 
win a war but to preserve one’s economic might while doing so... By 
working along those lines you can most profitably solve the problems 
posed by a Great War. Communist greetings. Tukhachevsky. Leningrad 
19.6.30.” There followed a detailed plan for the rearmament of the Red 
army for a “war of engines”—a Great War. This was where Tukhachevsky 
clashed with Voroshilov. We need not go into the substance of their 
disagreement. What is important is that both Voroshilov and 
Tukhachevsky were preparing for a Great War. 

The Great War of the Future also influenced a gigantic construction 
project put in motion at the beginning of the thirties. While the plans for 
the Moscow Metro were being drawn up, planes dropped high-explosive 
bombs on the site. These bombardments helped to determine the depth at 
which the tunnels for the future underground railway must be bored, to 
make it invulnerable in an air raid. With the future war in mind, the Boss 
gave orders that no section of the track should run aboveground. (This 
information on the building of the Metro was given by the engineer and 
historian M. Yegorov in the newspaper Arguments and Facts.) 

In March 1938, Hitler annexed Austria. Clouds gathered over Czech-
oslovakia. It was as the Boss had expected. Hitler really was drawing Eu-
rope into war, and Germany would bring down in ruins the whole capital-
ist system. It was no longer a mirage, no longer a dream—world 
revolution was advancing on empire. All that was needed was to egg Hitler 
on. 

These were the favorable circumstances in which the Grand Master began 
his first major game beyond the frontiers of his own country. 

In 1938, while he was engaged in talks on collective security with France 
and England, the Boss began trying to make contact with his worst enemy, 
Adolf Hitler. The Soviet ambassador in Berlin, Yakov Surits, a Jew, was 
recalled, and replaced by Merekalov. 

At the same time, negotiations with France and England were pursued 
with greater urgency. This was a typical Stalin ploy. He knew in advance 
that the Western democracies would never trust the new Genghis Khan. 
He inspired in them only fear and revulsion. The talks were meant to gain 



leverage on Hitler. This gambit worked. Fearing an alliance between Stalin 
and the Western democracies, Hitler was soon responding to Soviet 
advances. The customary fulminations against the USSR disappeared from 
official German statements, and the campaign of mutual insult petered 
out. A new phase had begun: the irreconcilable foes seemed to have 
stopped noticing each other. 

Meanwhile, Czechoslovakia was about to become Hitler’s next victim. The 
Boss immediately offered to help the Czechs, but only on condition that 
England and France did the same. This was courageous of him—and quite 
safe: he knew that Poland and Romania would never agree to let Soviet 
armies cross their territory. They knew that letting Stalin in was easy, but 
getting him out again would be difficult. And Poland’s leaders had 
shortsightedly swallowed Hitler’s bait and grabbed a chunk of 
dismembered Czechoslovakia. Stalin had behaved nobly in the eyes of the 
Western European public, with no risk at all. The Politburo 
demonstratively discussed possible forms of aid while Czechoslovakia’s 
Western allies were washing their hands of the country. Once the Munich 
Agreement was signed, Chamberlain and Daladier were sure that they had 
appeased Hitler. The powerful line of Czech fortifications passed into 
German hands without a shot fired, and the battle-trained Czech divisions 
ceased to exist. As, very soon, did Czechoslovakia itself, in spite of the 
British and French guarantees. 

Moscow learned about the Munich Agreement on September 29. At an all-
night emergency meeting of the Politburo, Litvinov, the People’s 
Commissar for Foreign Affairs, abroad at the time, was assailed as— 
supposedly—a supporter of alliance with the Western democracies. 
“Supposedly” is the word. Only one person was behind the Soviet Union’s 
diplomatic moves—the Boss. But he blamed Litvinov for policies which 
had resulted in the Munich Agreement and exposed the USSR to German 
aggression: this treachery had made it necessary to seek new ways of 
preventing a German attack. These statements contained the excuse he 
had wanted all along for an about-face. The Boss was feeling his way 
toward an alliance with Hitler—a latter-day version of Lenin’s Brest-
Litovsk Treaty. 

He had no doubt that his scheme would succeed. He sensed that Hitler 
was like him—insatiable. Czechoslovakia was just the beginning. But to go 
any farther Hitler needed an alliance with the USSR. He would give Hitler 



his alliance—to make sure that farther would mean farther away from the 
Soviet Union. 

After Litvinov’s dismissal, at a Politburo session on May 3, 1939, Molotov, 
while remaining head of government, also took over the Commissariat of 
Foreign Affairs, to emphasize the overriding importance of foreign policy. 

Litvinov was given no new post. He took this to mean that he was 
doomed. While he waited for the end he wrote suppliant letters to the 
Boss. They went unanswered. Everyone expected that he would shortly be 
arrested, and everyone was amazed to see that he was not touched. This 
was one sign that in seeking alliance with Hitler the Boss was thinking 
several moves ahead. In the game he was playing, Litvinov symbolized 
alignment with the Western democracies. He might yet be needed. And so 
it was. When war with Hitler came, Litvinov, prudently preserved, would 
be appointed Vice-Commissar for Foreign Affairs. 

With Hitler poised on the Polish frontier, Chamberlain felt compelled to 
assure the Poles that Britain would help them in the event of a German 
attack. Alliance with Stalin now became a matter of urgency for Hitler. 
The Boss found ways of egging him on. A military delegation led by 
Voroshilov held talks with England and France. Their only result was to 
speed up German Ambassador Schulenberg’s secret negotiations with 
Molotov. In Germany, Ribbentrop, long the bugbear of the Soviet press, 
was ready to leave for Moscow. The fascists were inviting the Bolshevik 
state to join them in partitioning Europe. 

Hitler was now in a hurry to clarify the situation before he attacked 
Poland, and Ribbentrop showered Schulenberg with ciphered telegrams. 
Soviet intelligence kept the Boss informed about the Fuhrer’s impatience. 
It was now the middle of August, and Hitler could delay no longer: once 
the rains set in, the Polish roads would be too muddy. Hitler accepted the 
Boss’s terms without qualification, and telegraphed on August 19 to say 
that Ribbentrop was on his way. 

 

A NEW ERA 

For Stalin, this change of orientation had no ideological implications. 
Hitler and the Western democracies alike were enemies. Alliance with 



either side was merely a turn on the tortuous road to the Great Dream. 
But in shelving his hatred for Hitler, he had sacrificed his claim to be a 
champion of democracy. He would obviously have to sacrifice Comintern. 
He knew that he could someday recover all that he had given up, and in 
the meantime he would gain territory. 

Ribbentrop, on arrival in the Kremlin, was greeted with the words “It’s 
been a lovely shoving match, hasn’t it?” He and Stalin then spent three 
hours in perfect harmony, carving up Eastern Europe. The Boss’s supple-
mentary proposals were accepted with startling ease. The Non-Aggression 
Pact and its secret protocol were signed—for the Soviet side not, of 
course, by the Boss, but by Molotov. The proceedings ended with a state 
reception—one of those lavish feasts, with lavish toasts, that Stalin en-
joyed so much. Molotov, hardened veteran of the Boss’s junketings, 
amazed the German guests with his ability to drink without getting 
drunk. 

Stalin raised his glass to Hitler, and the Reichsminister raised his to Stalin. 
After this, the German delegation had to drink deep—to the pact and to 
the new era in Soviet-German relations. The Boss had not, however, lost 
his sense of humor. He proposed a toast to Kaganovich, who was present, 
and Ribbentrop found himself drinking to a Jew. Still, Kaganovich himself 
had to drink Hitler’s health. The negotiations were over. The secret 
protocol specified the price which Hitler was paying him for the pact: 
freedom to “make territorial and political modifications in the Baltic 
States” and the right to “assert the Soviet Union’s interest in Bessarabia.” 
Stalin also received a piece of Poland. After the signing he gave Hitler a 
present: the German and Austrian Communists, remnants of the old 
Comintern, held in Soviet camps were deported to Germany, to the 
Gestapo. 

The next day Voroshilov smilingly told the British and French delegations 
that “in view of the changed situation there is no point in continuing 
these discussions.” 

The Boss personally thought up an explanation of the new alliance for the 
Soviet people. In army units, a comic drawing was displayed. It showed 
two triangles. The caption over one of them read “What did Chamberlain 
want?” At the apex of the triangle was the word “Eondon” and at the two 
lower corners “Moscow” and “Berlin.” Meaning that Chamberlain wanted 



to bring the USSR and Germany into conflict. The caption over the other 
triangle was “What did Comrade Stalin do?” Now the word at the apex was 
“Moscow.” Stalin had brought Berlin and Eondon into conflict, leaving the 
USSR on top. 

The country unanimously rejoiced, passing yet another obedience test. It 
was indeed a new country that he had created. 

 

SECOND WORLED WAR 

Hitler invaded Poland, and England and France declared war on Germany. 
Stalin’s tactics had proved correct: Hitler had, as expected, drawn Europe 
into a world war. The path to the Great Dream lay open. These were the 
first results of sacrificing his queen, the Comintern. 

But the match went on. He went into action himself, taking back parts of 
the empire of the Romanovs lost after the Revolution. On September 17 
his troops entered Poland, which the Germans had already brought to its 
knees. “Since the Polish state has ceased to exist, Soviet troops have 
entered Poland to protect the rights of the Belorussian and Ukrainian 
minorities (against Hitler).” That was how Stalin announced the 
annexation of Eastern Poland to the country and the world. Hitler had no 
choice but to accept the new status quo, and, what was more, accept a 
doctored text of the Soviet-German communique. Hitler’s bellicose 
declarations were replaced with ideological phraseology of the sort Stalin 
favored: “To restore peace and order in Poland... suppress disorders caused 
by the collapse of the Polish state... and to give help to the Polish people...” 
In short, Poland had been occupied for Poland’s sake. Another example of 
“in-depth language.” 

The western Ukraine and western Belorussia, parts of the former 
Romanov empire, had returned to the bosom of Stalin’s empire. He took 
the opportunity to bestow a gift on Lithuania—the city of Vilnius. 
Lithuania rejoiced. But intelligent people were gloomy. “Vilnius belongs to 
us—but it looks as if we belong to Russia” summed up their feelings. 
When Ribbentrop reappeared in Moscow at the end of September, the 
Boss was now asking for the whole of the Baltic States, including 
Lithuania, previously in the Reich’s sphere of interest. He also asked for, 
and was given, the Polish oil fields around Borislaw and Drogobycz— 



which oil-starved Germany sorely needed itself. In return, Stalin promised 
to sell the Germans oil, and Hitler had to be satisfied with this. He was 
very much afraid that Stalin might desert him and join the Anglo-French 
alliance. Once again, there was a banquet in the Kremlin, and once again 
the Reichsminister had to endure the endless toasts— among other things 
to friendship between peoples and to peace throughout the world. The 
Boss never lost his sense of humor. 

 

A MEETING 

There were many rumors about a meeting between Stalin and Hitler, 
which was supposed to have taken place somewhere on the territory 
annexed from defeated Poland. In 1972, an old railroad man told a story 
about a train that drew into Lvov in October 1939. The station was closely 
guarded and no one was allowed into the area around it. Railroad traffic 
came to a halt. The man even remembered the date— October 16. I 
recalled this date with something of a shock when I read in the Soviet 
newspaper Comsomol Pravda a document said to have been found in the 
National Archives in Washington. The newspaper printed a photocopy of 
the document. 

 

Federal Bureau of Investigation 

United States Department of Justice 

Washington, D.C 

July 19, 1940 

 

PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL  

Honorable Adolf A. Berle, Jr.  

Assistant Secretary of State, Department of State  

Washington, D.C. 

 



Dear Mr. Berle: 

Information  has just  been  received  from  a  confidential source to the 
effect that after the German and Russian invasion 

and partition of Poland, Hitler and Stalin met secretly in Lvov. Poland, on 
October 17, 1939. It is alleged that foreign governments have not yet 
become aware of this meeting. During these secret negotiations, Hitler 
and Stalin reportedly signed a military treaty to replace the previously 
consummated Non-Aggression Pact. It is reported that on October 28, 
1939, Stalin made a report to the Political Bureau of the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union, in which he furnished the seven members of the said 
Bureau, full details concerning his negotiations with Hitler.  

I thought you would be interested in these data.  

Sincerely yours,  

J. Edgar Hoover 

 

Yes, the document was signed by the long-standing chief of the F.B.I. 
Notes on the document indicate that it had been declassified in 1979. 

Even after having been convinced of the document’s authenticity, I 
continued to doubt its accuracy. After all, the report sent to Hoover may 
have been false. But publication of this document sent me back to the 
diary in which I had noted the railroad worker’s story. And once again, 
October! I understood that it was unlikely I could verify this. I knew that 
all documentary records of this meeting, if it had taken place, would have 
been carefully destroyed by Stalin. So I decided to consult what may seem 
a surprising source. The President’s Archive contains Stalin’s visitors’ 
book. I looked up the entries for October 1939. No, Stalin was in his office 
in Moscow on October 16. And on the 17th there was a long list of 
visitors. I was about to give up, but took a look at the 18th just in case and 
found that on the 18th he saw nobody. Stalin was missing from the 
Kremlin on that day. The 18th fell on a Thursday, an ordinary workday—
the workweek then included even Saturday. He was also absent on the 
19th until 8:25 P.M., when he returned to his office to receive visitors. I 
knew about his indefatigable work habits. He was a typical workaholic. His 
absence from the office in the middle of the week could only occur for one 



of two reasons: either he was severely ill, or he was absent from Moscow. 

The list of visitors on the eve of his absence is also interesting. The 
People’s Commissar for Defense, Voroshilov, and several of the military 
chiefs—Zhukov, Kulik, Kuznetsov, Isakov—came to see him. But it was 
the Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Molotov, who spent the most time in 
his office on that day. 

In fact, something very important seems to have happened during his 
absence. For, according to the visitors’ list for October 19, after Stalin 
turned up in his Kremlin office late that evening, he was closeted for one 
and a half hours with the second man in the state, Commissar for Foreign 
Affairs Molotov. In the course of their discussion Zhukov (the commander 
who was to become the main hero of the Second World War) was 
summoned to Stalin’s office once again, and Kaganovich, third man in the 
state after Stalin and Molotov, was also called in. 

Can the meeting with Hitler really have taken place? It would have been 
the secret meeting of the century. Who could possibly describe it? They 
would have sat facing each other, the two Leaders, both Gods on earth. 
Strange doubles. So alike, and so different. If they did meet, Stalin must 
have realized all over again how much Hitler needed him. At the end of 
1939 he already felt bold enough to spring a surprise on the Fiihrer. He 
tried to conquer Finland. Hitler accepted that too. Stalin had read him 
correctly. 

Stalin had begun putting pressure on Finland even before concluding his 
pact with Hitler. K. Meretskov, who commanded the troops of the 
Leningrad Military District, was called in by the Boss. He described later 
how he “found in his office an important Comintern official and well-
known activist of the world Communist movement, Kuusinen. I was told 
of the concern caused to our leadership by the anti-Soviet line of the 
Finnish government. Finland could easily become a bridgehead for anti-
Soviet action, by either of the two main imperialist groupings— the 
German or the Anglo-French. If Finland should strike, various coun-
teractions were open to us... I was made responsible for drawing up a plan 
to protect the frontier from aggression, and to plan a counterattack 
against the Finnish armed forces.” 

An amazing scene! Not one of those present, of course, seriously thought 
that little Finland would attack the immense empire. Nobody seriously 



believed that Hitler, with whom they were just concluding successful 
negotiations, or England and France, to whom they were also talking, 
would launch an “action against the Soviet Union” from Finland. 

The three men in conference all knew that they were really talking about 
preparations for the annexation of Finland. The “well-known activist of 
the world Communist movement” Kuusinen, a Finn, would be called upon 
to form a puppet government. That was how the obligatory “in-depth 
language” worked: “attack” would always be called “defense,” and 
“aggression” a “response to aggression.” 

The game was played to the end. The Finns were offered the usual 
unacceptable exchange of territory: they were asked among other things 
to cede areas of Karelia through which ran the defensive Mannerheim 
Line. Negotiations inevitably reached an impasse. Shortly afterward the 
Soviet government announced: “On November 26 without warning our 
forces came under artillery fire from the Finnish side... as a result of which 
four men were killed and ten wounded.” The Finns tried in vain to prove 
that the artillery fire had come from the Soviet side and that the Soviet 
forces had killed their own soldiers. The war had begun. 

For its “aggression against the Soviet Union,” Finland was expelled from 
the League of Nations. 

Kuusinen immediately formed a “government of the Finnish Democratic 
Republic” from the pathetic remnants of the Finnish Communist Party 
which had not vanished without trace during the Terror. Kuusinen 
himself, “well-known leader of the Communist movement,” had been told 
nothing about the fate of his comrades, or indeed that of his own family. 
He was just as ill-informed about the future proposed for Finland. 

Marshal Konyev noted in his memoirs that when they were beginning the 
Finnish war the Boss said in the presence of Admiral Isakov and 
Voroshilov, “We shall have to resettle the Finns... the population of 
Finland is smaller than that of Leningrad, they can be resettled.” Poor 
Kuusinen may have been slated to vanish with his government and his 
people. The Boss was good at carrying out such grandiose projects. If God 
had planted them in the wrong place, the Boss would correct God’s 
mistake. 

God’s mistake, however, went uncorrected. The USSR expected to win the 



war by a blitzkrieg. “Our orders were to act on the assumption that the 
war would last twelve days,” wrote Molotov. Instead, crushing defeats 
followed. It cost the Red army an incredible effort to check the Finnish 
advance. “Two hundred thousand [Soviet soldiers] lie in snowdrifts staring 
at our overcast sky with unseeing eyes—and it is no fault of ours,” said the 
Finnish leader Mannerheim. Add to that 300,000 disabled or missing. 
Little Finland had stood its ground. 

The Soviet high command, headed by Voroshilov, had demonstrated its 
incompetence, much to Hitler’s relief. But in spite of its victory, Finland, 
with its meager resources, had to make peace and to cede territory. The 
coveted Karelian isthmus and the area around Lake Lagoda went to the 
USSR. Stalin had drawn his conclusions. He drove Voroshilov out of his 
Commissariat. The newly appointed People’s Commissar for Defense, S. 
Timoshenko, told the Finnish military attache that “the Russians have 
learned a great deal in this hard war.” 

 

THE EMPIRE REESTABLISHED 

Meanwhile Hitler was reaping rewards beyond his dreams all 3 through 
1940. Denmark, Norway, Holland, Euxembourg, and finally 2 France fell 
swiftly. After each act of aggression Stalin unfailingly congratulated Hitler 
on the Wehrmacht’s “brilliant success.” But with these congratulations he 
always called in a bill. One by one, he occupied the ] Baltic States. This was 
done, so he claimed, to “put an end to intrigues” [in those countries] by 
which England and France are attempting to sow discord between 
Germany and the USSR.” The great humorist, as we see, had occupied the 
Baltic States solely in the interests of friendship ] with Germany. Estonia, 
Eatvia, and Eithuania—needless to say, “at the request of their peoples”—
found themselves back in the Russian Empire. 

He turned hurriedly toward the Balkans. In summer 1940 he presented 
Romania with an ultimatum, demanding the return of Bessarabia, 
annexed by Romania in 1918, and of northern Bukovina. A powerful army 
group was concentrated on the Romanian frontiers. Romanian oil was 
feeding the whole German war machine, and Hitler, fearful of a possible 
military conflict on Romanian soil, was compelled to put pressure on that 
country’s government. 



Romania meekly consented to cede the disputed territory. While grabbing 
more than had been agreed upon, Stalin still tried to demonstrate his 
loyalty to Hitler. When the new British ambassador spoke to him of a 
possible alliance against Germany in the summer of 1940, he immediately 
sent Hitler the text of his reply: “Stalin has found no desire on the part of 
Germany to absorb other European countries... He does not consider that 
Germany’s military successes present any danger to the Soviet Union.” 
Whom was he trying to fool? The British? Or Hitler? Or both? 

In the occupied territories he worked ruthlessly to create a “morally and 
politically unified society.” The NKVD purged the annexed areas of “alien 
elements.” Train after train carried fresh convicts—the bourgeoisie, 
intellectuals, well-off peasants. White emigres, politicians—to swell his 
labor force in Gulag. They were carried in freight cars—two tiers of plank 
beds, with a discharge pipe for the sanitary bucket in the middle of the car, 
tiny barred windows which admitted little air. One such freight car carried 
into imprisonment a Jew arrested in Eithuania: Menachem Begin, the 
future prime minister of Israel. 

Hitler was efficiently destroying the Old World. Was it time for Stalin to 
do one more about-face, and set out this time along the road that led 
straight toward the Great Dream? 

This change of direction was connected, in his mind, with the fortunes of 
Britain. Britain was holding out. Bleeding profusely, but holding out. The 
iron-willed Churchill, who had replaced Chamberlain, declared: “We shall 
defend our island whatever the cost. We will fight them on the beaches ... 
we will fight them in the fields and on the streets... We will never 
surrender, even if this island or a large part of it is enslaved and people 
begin to die of hunger. If that happens, our empire beyond the seas will 
fight on ... until, God willing, the New World acts to liberate the Old.” 

Hitler planned his invasion of England. The British bombed his landing 
craft and frustrated the operation. Then the unexpected happened. In 
August 1940, the RAF bombed Berlin for the first time. The Germans had 
never thought it possible. It was a great shock to them. The war had come 
to Germany. 

Hitler, infuriated, launched air raids of unprecedented ferocity on Eondon. 
Huge columns of fire rose over the city. But even this did not break the 
will of the British. Far from it—they were gradually beginning to win the 



war in the air. 

Meanwhile Hitler and Stalin regularly assured each other of their 
friendship. Molotov was sent to Berlin on a forty-eight-hour visit, to dis-
cuss future spheres of influence. The talks took place in an air-raid shelter, 
amid the din created by yet another British air raid. “England is finished,” 
Ribbentrop said firmly. “So why are we sitting in this place?” was 
Molotov’s curt reply. 

Stalin knew well enough that Hitler had not “finished with England.” 

 

A BAFFLING STORY 

The generally accepted version is that this was when Hitler finally decided 
to attack his unsuspecting ally. That the mad Fiihrer began preparing for 
Barbarossa (code name for his invasion of the Soviet Union) precisely at 
this point. He put his signature to the plan in December 1940. In other 
words, he had made his final decision some six months before the 
declaration of war. 

Throughout that half-year not only Churchill but the Comintern spies who 
had voluntarily remained behind in Germany kept warning the Boss that 
Hitler meant to attack. Richard Sorge gave him the same message. This 
clandestine member of the German Communist Party, grandson of an 
associate of Karl Marx, was working in Japan at the time, masquerading as 
a “Nazi journalist.” He regularly supplied Moscow with intelligence 
reports, and among other things managed to communicate the exact date 
of the German invasion. 

Stalin, however, did not believe Sorge, or any of the others. The sudden 
invasion took him completely by surprise. His first game in an in-
ternational tournament ended in a debacle. That, at least, is what people 
have generally believed. 

But this version of events beggars belief. 

The wily Boss, a leader whose first rule was “trust no one,” whose whole 
strategy consisted in misleading the enemy, suddenly proves gullible in his 
dealings with the archenemy, is suddenly himself so easily gulled that he 
pays not the slightest attention to repeated warnings, but puts implicit 



trust in the liar Hitler, who has betrayed so many and broken his word so 
often... It would be believable if we were talking about a different man, 
and not our Stalin. He had proved conclusively in the sixty years of his life 
that he was not a bit like that. 

What, then, did happen? 

As early as March 1941 his intelligence service had supplied him in effect 
with the full details of Barbarossa. The date set for the German invasion 
was somewhere between May 15 and June 15. But the Boss was a 
pragmatist and expected people to behave rationally. Hitler simply could 
not afford such a risky venture. As a Marxist, Stalin respected economic 
realities. It seemed incredible to him that Hitler would wage war 
simultaneously on several countries whose combined resources were 
incomparably greater than those of Germany. As for Churchill, he made a 
comic error with one of his predictions. He had warned Stalin of a possible 
German attack in May 1941, but in that month the Germans attacked the 
British on the island of Crete instead. The Boss could ask with his quiet 
smile why British intelligence, which showed such concern for the Soviet 
Union, was unable to help itself. The answer, as he saw it, was easy: 
Britain was losing too much blood in an unequal fight, and Churchill 
wanted to push Stalin into the war at any price. He could not, then, believe 
Churchill. Nor could he believe his own agent Sorge. Sorge had refused to 
return to the Soviet Union. How could the Boss believe a defector? 

When Hitler began his Balkan campaign early in 1941, Stalin had reason 
to feel reassured. The Yugoslavs capitulated in April, and Hitler moved 
against Greece. Hitler’s objective now seemed clear to the Boss: once he 
had seized Greece he would be able to destroy the British in Egypt and 
take Suez. Churchill, incidentally, was thinking along the same lines when 
he pleaded with the United States to come into the war: “I beg you, Mr. 
President,” he wrote to Roosevelt, “to weigh carefully the serious 
consequences of collapse in the Near East... Such a blow could be the end 
of the British Empire.” 

There was yet another proof—an amusing one—that Hitler could not 
possibly attack the Soviet Union in the near future. In May he was in the 
Balkans, so an attack could not possibly take place before the end of June. 
Hitler would then have to be prepared for the Russian winter. One sure 
sign that the Germans intended to attack so late in the year would be the 



provision of sheepskin coats. Millions of them would be needed. If Hitler 
really had decided to attack, he should be treating sheepskin coats as a 
matter of urgency. That would mean a fall in the price of mutton, and a 
rise in the price of fleece. Nothing of the sort was reported by Soviet 
intelligence. All in all, Stalin was entitled to conclude that Churchill was 
determined to draw the United States into the war by supplication, and 
Russia by false information. 

Why did Hitler, in spite of everything, make the most illogical decision of 
his life at its most critical moment? To understand, we must forget all the 
generally received versions. 

Vladimir Rezun, an officer in the intelligence division of the KGB, chose to 
remain in the West in order to publish a discovery which had troubled him 
all his life. In the Military Academy, Rezun had heard in lectures on 
strategy that if the enemy is planning a sudden assault he must first (a) 
concentrate his forces near the frontier and (b) locate his airfields as 
closely as possible to the front line. 

In lectures on military history Rezun heard that Stalin, because he had 
trusted Hitler, was completely unprepared for war. He had committed a 
number of very serious mistakes. In particular, he had (a) concentrated his 
best units near the frontier and (b) located his airfields right on the 
boundary in occupied Poland. Rezun began studying the question, and was 
astonished to find that trustful Stalin had stepped up arms production 
with feverish haste after the conclusion of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, 
and that on the eve of war he had deployed more and more divisions on 
his frontier with Hitler. He was following the strategic rules for a surprise 
attack. What, Rezun asked himself, was the obvious inference? Was it that 
Stalin was planning to attack Hitler? 

 

HE WAS PLANNING TO ATTACK FIRST 

The Boss’s pact with Hitler had indeed been intended to spur him on to 
fresh conquests. And while Hitler, intoxicated with his victories, was 
destroying capitalist Europe, the Boss was planning his great about-face: 
his Great War with Hitler. Once he had won that war he would become the 
liberator of a Europe bled dry. And its lord and master. First there would 
be an “All-European Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.” And later there 



would exist “only one Soviet nation,” as the poet Kulchitsky had promised. 

The Boss had appreciated to the full the importance of Hitler’s emergence 
for the triumph of the Great Dream. 

Ideological preparations were in high gear. Newspapers and films glorified 
the army. The main play of the prewar season, A Lad from Our Town by 
Konstantin Simonov, had a military theme. Significantly, the Boss sent 
both of his sons to army schools. Soldiering became the most prestigious 
profession. Composers did their socialist duty, and a large number of 
songs were written about a great war and a speedy victory. 

At this time Pravda published a speech made by Baidakov, a famous 
airman: “What happiness and joy will be seen on the countenances of 
those who, in the Kremlin Palace, receive the last republic into the 
brotherhood of all countries in the world. I can picture clearly the bombers 
reducing the enemy’s factories, railroad junctions, warehouses, and 
military positions to ruins, the assault planes launching a hail of fire, the 
landing craft putting divisions ashore.” 

On orders from Stalin, work began on plans for the redeployment of the 
Soviet armed forces immediately after the conclusion of the Non-
Aggression Pact. The main concentration of Soviet strength was to be on 
the western front. In the 1939 “Field Regulations” we read that “the Red 
army will be the most attack-oriented of all attacking armies ever known.” 
The army was now training airborne troops in unprecedented numbers. By 
1941 Stalin had more than a million parachutists. Y. Chadayev, then chief 
administrative assistant to the Council of People’s Commissars, tells us in 
his unpublished memoirs (deposited in the Archive of the October 
Revolution—we shall return to them in other contexts) that the Boss 
asked him in 1941 to “produce a summary of decisions on defense and 
economic matters during the Civil War... [and] kept pestering me, wanting 
to know how the construction of the new air-raid shelter in the Kremlin 
was going.” Chadayev answered that “work is going on round the clock, it 
will be ready in two months.” To which Stalin said, “Take the necessary 
steps to get it finished earlier.” Hitler, obviously, knew all this. His 
intelligence service was not idle. Hitler also knew why Stalin had stationed 
an extremely powerful striking force on the Romanian frontier. He had 
known all along that Bessarabia was just an excuse. Romania hid 
Germany’s heart’s blood, its oil. That was the reason for Barbarossa. 



Neither of these enemies-and-allies, needless to say, ever trusted the other 
for a moment. But they both knew for sure that neither of them was fully 
prepared to take the offensive, and both were reassured by this 
knowledge. To prove that his intentions were peaceful, Stalin showed the 
Germans his old front-line fortifications. Hitler, however, knew that 
Stalin’s army was poised on his frontier. 

In February 1941 the Boss relocated his command posts. But then in May, 
as if to ingratiate himself with Hitler, Stalin closed down the embassies of 
Belgium, Norway, and Greece—countries hostile to Nazi Germany. Yet on 
May 5, 1941, he said openly, at a graduation banquet for officers at the 
Red Army Academy, “There will be war, and the enemy will be Germany.” 
In the same speech he announced that the army had been “radically 
reorganized and greatly expanded.” He spoke of “three hundred divisions, 
one-third of them mechanized.” But it is the misfortune of dictators to be 
told what they want to hear. The Boss did not know that a quarter of the 
three hundred divisions were not yet up to strength, and that the military 
schools which he was setting up in such a hurry turned out poorly trained 
officers. 

He explained further in the course of the banquet: “Now that we have 
reconstructed our army, and more than satisfied its need for the 
technology of modern warfare, now that we are strong, we must go over 
from the defensive to the offensive. In conducting the defense of our 
country we must act by taking the offensive.” Chadayev, who heard it, 
wrote of this speech that “Stalin’s remark that ‘there is going to be a war’ 
was omitted from the published text. Pravda published a very laconic re-
port of the speech. A spurious version was put out via the correspondent 
of the German Information Bureau. In this, Stalin laid special stress on 
the Non-Aggression Pact, and emphasized that we did not expect to be 
attacked by Germany.” 

Still, in May 1941 a project for the establishment of a Supreme 
Headquarters was submitted to Stalin. Military training was to be speeded 
up, and the country put on a war footing under the direction of the 
General Staff. A Party conference devoted to “defense questions” had been 
held back in February, and Stalin had proposed a seventeen to eighteen 
percent increase in industrial capacity. He was thinking of war industry. 

 



“BEGIN IT OURSELVES” 

“No, Stalin was not planning an attack on Germany in 1941.” That is the 
view of D. Volkogonov, author of a book on Stalin. A lieutenant-general 
and eminent Russian historian, Volkogonov was the first person to be 
permitted to work in all the secret archives. He wrote in an article in 
Izvestia: “I have before me several documents addressed to Stalin and 
Molotov. Marshal S. Timoshenko, People’s Commissar for Defense, and G. 
Zhukov, Chief of the General Staff, submitted an amplified plan, prepared 
on March 11, 1941, for the deployment of the armed forces of the Soviet 
Union ‘in the West and in the East.’ It says in this plan that the existing 
political situation in Europe compels us to pay excep-tional attention to 
the defense of our western frontiers. The military leaders believe that 
Germany may strike its main blow southeastward, with the primary object 
of occupying the Ukraine, with an auxiliary offensive against Dvinsk and 
Riga. On May 4 Timoshenko and Zhukov sent particularly important 
directions to the commanders of the Western, Baltic, and Kiev Military 
Districts. Nowhere is there a single word about a strike against the 
German forces. All the documents call for defensive measures to be taken.” 
But Volkogonov, a former official of the army’s Political Administration, 
ought to know the importance of ideological words. “Defense” is an 
ideological word. In “in-depth language,” as became clear during the 
Finnish war, “defense” often signified “attack.” 

Volkogonov also cited an extraordinary document drawn up by Zhukov, as 
Chief of the General Staff, for Stalin. The document is dated May 15, 
1941: “In view of the fact that Germany at present keeps its army fully 
mobilized with its rear services deployed, it has the capacity of deploying 
ahead of us and striking a sudden blow. To prevent this I consider it 
important not to leave the operational initiative to the German command 
in any circumstances, but to anticipate the enemy and attack the German 
army at the moment when it is in the process of deploying and before it 
has time to organize its front and the coordination of its various arms.” 
Volkogonov pointed out that Zhukov did not sign the document, and 
concluded that it was not submitted to Stalin. 

I see the situation differently. 

The document cited by Volkogonov has been preserved in full and is to be 
found in the Historical Archive and Military-Memorial Center of the 



General Staff. 

The title of the document is “Reflections on a Plan for the Strategic 
Deployment of the Armed Forces of the Soviet Union in the Event of War 
with Germany and Her Allies.” It is addressed to Stalin. 

The authors devote fifteen pages of text to discussing plans for a surprise 
attack on Germany. “At present,” they say, “Germany and its allies can field 
240 divisions against the USSR.” They therefore suggest “forestalling the 
enemy in deploying our forces and attacking... Our armies would be set 
the strategic objective of smashing the main forces of the German army... 
and emerging by the thirtieth day of the operation along a front from 
Ostrolenko to Olomuc... To ensure the realization of the plan set out 
above it is necessary (1) to carry out a secret mobilization of our forces, 
representing it as a call-up of reserve officers for training; (2) to carry out 
the secret concentration of troops nearer to the Western frontier, on 
pretense of moving them to summer camps; (3) to bring aircraft in 
secretly from outlying areas and concentrate them on forward airstrips, 
and to begin establishing rear services for the air force immediately.” 

The main offensive was to be on the southwestern front in the direction of 
Cracow and Katowice. Its objective was to cut Germany off from its 
southern allies—Italy, Hungary, and especially Romania, with its oil—the 
lifeblood of the German war machine. 

The document is furnished with detailed maps and diagrams. It was 
produced and signed in black ink in his own hand by Major General A. 
Vasilievsky, Deputy Chief of the General Staff. Corrections to the doc-
uments were made by the First Deputy Chief of the General Staff, 
Lieutenant General N. Vatutin. Space was left for the signatures of the 
Chief of the General Staff, Zhukov, and the People’s Commissar for De-
fense, Timoshenko. Their signatures are in fact missing. But this does not 
mean that the document was not submitted to Stalin. What we have here 
is a typical handwritten rough draft. The master copy was most probably 
destroyed during one of the routine weedings of the archives: a document 
containing evidence of plans for a Soviet attack on Germany could 
obviously not be allowed to survive. But minutely detailed work of this 
sort on the part of the General Staff could not have been carried out 
without the Boss’s knowledge. It is significant that according to Stalin’s 
official engagement book Zhukov, Timoshenko, and Vasilievsky—all three 



of them—were in and out of Stalin’s office on May 12, 19, and 24. It was, 
moreover, on May 15, 1941 that units received a directive from the Main 
Political Administration intended to stiffen morale: “Many political 
officers,” they were told, “have forgotten Lenin’s well-known statement 
that ‘just as soon as we are strong enough to defeat capitalism as a whole, 
we shall take it by the scruff of its neck.’” The same directive explained 
that a false distinction is sometimes drawn between “just” and “unjust 
wars”: “If a particular country is the first to attack, its war is considered an 
unjust one, whereas if a country is the victim of attack and merely defends 
itself, its war must be considered a just one. The conclusion drawn is that 
the Red army is supposed to wage only defensive war: this is to forget that 
any war waged by the Soviet Union will be a just one.” It could not be put 
more clearly. 

 

THE FACE OF THE WAR GOD 

Hitler too had decided to make the first move. Knowing that Stalin was 
planning an offensive and that he discounted the possibility of a German 
attack, Hitler made an insane decision. In fact, he had no alternative. 
Stalin might attack tomorrow himself. Counting on the weakness of 
Stalin’s army, and on the advantage of surprise, Hitler believed that he 
would win with lightning speed. For only a successful blitzkrieg could save 
him. 

Stalin, meanwhile, still did not believe that Hitler would make such a mad 
move. Convinced that time was on his side, he went on calmly making 
ready for his turnaround—the sudden blow of which his generals had 
written in their “reflections.” But for all his certainty, he grew nervous as 
the fateful day approached. There were too many reports of German troop 
movements near the frontier. 

He sent up a trial balloon. On July 14 a press release from the official 
news agency, Tass, stated: “the rumors which have appeared in the British 
and not only the British press that war between the USSR and Germany is 
imminent are clumsy propaganda put out by forces hostile to the USSR 
and Germany.” He waited, but there was no response from Hitler. 
Meanwhile, members of the German embassy staff were going home. This 
was the normal leave period, but they seemed to be departing en masse. 
Again he reviewed the situation, and again he concluded that Hitler could 



not attack at that time. Summer would soon be ending, and the German 
army was not dressed for winter. Stalin saw only one explanation: Hitler is 
obviously scaremongering. Perhaps he’s afraid himself. Perhaps he’s 
looking for guarantees. Good, let’s give him some, let’s pull back some of 
our divisions. Then move them up again. His well-drilled high command 
dared not contradict him. Molotov knew when to argue with the Boss (or 
rather when he wanted to be argued with). Molotov’s job now was the 
same as that of the Soviet ambassador in Germany, Dekanozov, and all the 
other lickspittles—to confirm the Boss’s own thinking. 

On June 18 he was passed reports from agents in Germany about the 
movement of German fighter planes and the appointment of future heads 
for the Russian territories that would be occupied. His response: “You can 
tell your sources to go to ... !” 

It was, however, too much for the Commissar for Defense. Chadayev has 
quoted Timoshenko as saying in conference that “Germany’s preparations 
obviously mean that war will begin this year, and soon.” He was told 
curtly, “Don’t try to frighten us, Hitlerite Germany is simply trying to 
provoke us.” 

While all this was happening, the Boss, as usual, took a hand in 
everything. A scientific expedition was at work on Uzbekistan. Mikhail 
Gerasimov, an expert in reconstructing human faces to fit skulls, had 
suggested opening the sepulchre of Tamerlane, and Stalin had agreed. He 
wanted to see the great conqueror’s face. 

Tamerlane was entombed in Samarkand, in the Guri Emir Mausoleum. 
When the expedition first started work, the Boss had been told about a 
local tradition that “the War God’s sleep must not be disturbed.” If it was, 
disaster would follow; Tamerlane would return on the third day, bringing 
war. So said the old men in the Samarkand bazaar. But after seeing 
Russian saints tipped out of their coffins, churches blown up, and priests 
murdered, the Boss must have just smiled. He himself was an Eastern god. 
What were Tamerlane’s bones to him! On the night of June 19-20, 1941, 
the Guri Emir Mausoleum was floodlit. A news crew was there to film the 
opening of the tomb. A gigantic marble slab was lifted from it. In the dark 
recesses of the marble sarcophagus stood a black coffin under a rotting 
cloth-of-gold baldachin. Tamerlane had died a long way from Samarkand 
and had been brought back to his burial place in this coffin. An old man 



who worked in the mausoleum begged them not to open the coffin. They 
laughed at him. Huge nails were pried from the lid. Gerasimov 
triumphantly removed Tamerlane’s skull and held it up for the 
cameraman. The film was rushed to Moscow, and the Boss saw the War 
God’s skull staring at humankind. 

On June 21 he was informed that, according to a German deserter, a 
sergeant major, war would begin at dawn the next day. Reason told him 
that this was a provocation. But reports of German troop movements kept 
coming in from the frontier throughout the day, and that evening he felt 
bound to issue a cautious order: “In the course of June 22-23 a German 
attack in front-line areas is possible. The attack may begin with 
provocative operations. Our troops must not be taken in by any sort of 
provocation, but must at the same time be completely ready for action, so 
that they can withstand a sudden assault by the Germans and their allies. 
During the night they should surreptitiously occupy weapon 
emplacements in fortified areas. All aircraft should be dispersed to field 
airstrips and thoroughly camouflaged. The air force must be on 
permanent alert.” Admiral Kuznetsov, chief of naval forces, was ordered to 
contact fleet commanders: the navy must be ready for battle. 

At 9:30 P.M. Molotov summoned Ambassador Schulenberg to express his 
government’s anxiety. Molotov asked the ambassador, “what is the reason 
for the mass departure of your embassy staff? Why is Germany 
dissatisfied—if it is? Why was there no reply to Tass’s pacific declaration?” 
Schulenberg’s reply was unintelligible. He was obviously depressed. 
Molotov must have known just what it meant. But no one must ever 
think—heaven forbid!—that Molotov had understood what the Leader 
had failed to understand. He chose not to understand Schulenberg’s 
embarrassment. 

The Politburo was in session all day long. After the meeting, the black 
limousines carried the Boss and his comrades-in-arms to his dacha. He 
needed distraction. Molotov recalled that “on June 21 we were with Stalin 
at his dacha until 12:00 P.M. We may even have watched a film.” But 
Stalin’s forced cheerfulness was a failure, and he instructed Molotov to 
send an encoded telegram to the Soviet ambassador in Berlin, telling him 
to put to Ribbentrop the questions which Schulenberg had been asked. 

Molotov drove to the Commissariat for Foreign Affairs and a telegram was 



sent to Berlin at 12:40 A.M. 

At 3:30 A.M. German planes bombed Belorussia. At 4:00 A.M. the 
Germans were already bombing Kiev and Sevastopol. 

At that time the Boss was sleeping peacefully at the nearer dacha. Zhukov 
tells us in his memoirs: 

 

The Commissar ordered me to ring Stalin. The man on duty asked me in a 
sleepy voice, “Who’s calling?” 

“Zhukov, Chief of Staff. Please connect me with Comrade Stalin, it’s 
urgent.” 

“What, right now? Comrade Stalin is sleeping.” “Wake him up 
immediately, the Germans are bombing our cities.” 

 

Three minutes later Stalin was on the telephone. Zhukov reported the 
situation, and was answered by silence. 

“Did you understand what I said?” Zhukov asked. Again there was silence. 
Then, finally, “Where’s the Commissar? Bring him down to the Kremlin. 
Tell Poskrebyshev to summon the whole Politburo.” 

That was how, on June 22, the war began, three days after the opening of 
Tamerlane’s sarcophagus. 
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THE FIRST DAYS OF WAR 

 

 

 

THE WITNESS 

The street lamps were still burning when his car drove into the Kremlin. 
The Germans had attacked on Sunday—attacked a country that took its 
day of rest seriously. So many hungover citizens were sleeping off 
Saturday night’s revelries. Stalin anxiously awaited news of casualties. 

He was the first to arrive at the Kremlin. The other members of the 
Politburo, awakened by Poskrebyshev, filed into his office shortly 
afterward. 

I am looking again at the entries in Stalin’s visitors’ book on that terrible 
day. Or, to be exact, for the first, warm daylight hours. 

On June 22 he saw Molotov, then Beria, Timoshenko, Mekhlis, Zhukov, 
Malenkov, Mikoyan, Kaganovich... Among those who entered his office 
was one whose name was not recorded, because he was not a visitor. 

Y. Chadayev, chief administrative assistant to the Council of People’s 
Commissars, had been chosen to take brief notes at all meetings of the 
Politburo and of the government held in Stalin’s private office. Chadayev 
mentions several times in his memoirs that he was “the only one whom 
Stalin allowed to take notes.” His recollections of the beginning of the war, 
in the manuscript of his memoirs (written after Stalin’s death), are 
therefore of the greatest interest. When he himself died, his manuscript 
seems to have made the rounds of various secret archives before coming to 
rest in the Secret Fund of the Archive of the October Revolution. That was 



where I managed, during Gorbachev’s perestroika, to read these still 
unpublished memoirs, to which the author gave the title In Time of Dread. 

 

IN TIME OF DREAD 

There is a persistent legend that in the first days of the war Stalin, 
stunned by Hitler’s attack, was at his wits’ end, incapable of action. He 
then left the Kremlin for the nearer dacha, where he remained, bewildered 
and inactive. Knowing Stalin’s character as I did, I found this behavior 
strange. And my knowledge of his biography (the lesson he had learned in 
the Civil War, when the Bolsheviks lost three-quarters of their territory 
and still emerged victorious) made it seem doubly strange. 

It was only after reading Chadayev’s memoirs that I began to understand 
Stalin’s behavior. They, together with the dispassionate visitors’ book, give 
us a quite different picture of those first days after the catastrophe. 

Chadayev writes that “at dawn all the members of the Politburo, plus 
Timoshenko and Zhukov, were assembled. Timoshenko made his report: 
the German attack must be considered an accomplished fact, the enemy 
had bombed the main airfields, ports, and major arterial junctions... Then 
Stalin began speaking. He spoke slowly, choosing his words carefully, 
occasionally his voice broke down. When he had finished everybody was 
silent for some time, and so was he. In the end he went up to Molotov and 
said: ‘We must get in touch with Berlin again and ring the embassy.’” He 
was still clinging to the hope that it was just a “provocation.” Chadayev 
goes on: “Molotov rang the Commissariat for Foreign Affairs from Stalin’s 
office and said to somebody there, with a slight stammer, ‘Tell him to 
come.’ He explained that Schulenberg was asking to see him. Stalin just 
said ‘Go!’” 

Vatutin, First Deputy Chief of the General Staff, left the office for a few 
minutes to get the latest news, and announced on his return that German 
troops were rapidly moving deep into Soviet territory, without meeting 
any strong resistance. 

Molotov went to his own office in the Kremlin, the one looking out on the 
church of Ivan the Terrible, and Schulenberg was shown in to him. 
Chadayev continues: “After talking to Schulenberg Molotov returned to 



Stalin’s office, and said: ‘The German government has declared war on us.’ 
The Politburo were thrown into confusion.” They had believed him, and 
had gone on hoping that it was all a mere provocation, a trial of strength, 
and that Molotov’s talk with the ambassador would sort it all out. 

Chadayev writes: “Stalin said calmly, ‘The enemy will be beaten all along 
the line.’ Then, turning to the military leaders: ‘What do you recommend?’ 
Zhukov said: ‘Order the troops on the frontier to attack along the whole 
front and halt the enemy—he’s gone too far too fast.’ Timoshenko: ‘Not 
halt—destroy.’” 

It was decided that “our armies will fall upon the enemy with all the forces 
and all the means at their disposal, and destroy them in areas where they 
have breached the frontier. Pending further orders the frontier will not be 
crossed. Our planes will bomb enemy forces including those on occupied 
territory. On that first day of war everyone was in a quite optimistic 
mood... they believed that this was a short-lived venture which would 
shortly fail.” 

There, I think, Chadayev was wrong. Timoshenko and the Politburo were 
simply playing up to the Boss. They dared not say anything different. He 
would never forgive them, he would harbor a grudge, and he would make 
them pay for it later. The Boss was also feigning optimism: he realized, of 
course, that what had happened was a disaster. Hitler had all the 
advantages of the aggressor. But what were the dimensions of the 
disaster? Chadayev writes, “I caught a glimpse of Stalin in the corridor. He 
looked tired, worn out. His pockmarked face was drawn and haggard. 
During the first half of the day the Politburo approved an appeal to the 
Soviet people, and Molotov read it over the radio at noon.” He put 
Molotov on display deliberately: Molotov had signed the pact— let him 
take the consequences. But he and Molotov—both of them Party 
journalists, both former editors of Pravda—had drafted the appeal 
together. Molotov said that “Stalin did not want to come forward first ... 
he wanted to get the picture, decide what the tone should be and what 
approach to take.” 

The country heard the government’s appeal on June 22. In many towns 
and cities, people heard it with bombs crashing around them. Molotov was 
obviously embarrassed. He spoke with difficulty, stammering slightly, and 
ended his speech with words written by Stalin: “Our cause is just, the 



enemy will be smashed, victory will be ours.” All through the war this 
sentence would be endlessly repeated, drummed into people’s minds. It 
would become the Boss’s mantra. 

Chadayev writes: “At 2:00 P.M. I was called to Molotov’s office, and Stalin 
came along. He said, ‘Well, you sounded a bit flustered, but the speech 
went well.’” Molotov was happy. He knew the Boss: he would start looking 
for people to blame. But Molotov would obviously not be one of them. 

The country was waiting for the omniscient one to speak, but the God was 
for the moment silent. He was waiting to see what would happen at the 
front, and selecting his first culprits. Chadayev writes, “That evening 
Stalin was in a somber mood, and said angrily: ‘Pavlov [commander on the 
western front, who had taken the first blow from the Germans] isn’t even 
in communication with the headquarters of his army groups, he says the 
order reached him late. Why was it late? And what if we hadn’t managed 
to give an order? With or without orders, surely the army ought to be 
completely ready for action, surely I shouldn’t have to give my watch 
orders to keep working?’” The first culprit had been identified. Stalin, says 
Chadayev, went on to say, “We must order them to evacuate the 
population and the enterprises eastward. Nothing must fall into the hands 
of the enemy.” 

This sentence implied the burning of towns, villages, and factories by 
retreating armies—the “scorched earth” tactic. At that moment of retreat 
and panic, it was wishful thinking. But it would become reality in the near 
future. 

The day of madness continued. Desperate news arrived from the front. 
Chadayev writes: 

 

Timoshenko reported that the attack had exceeded all expectations. In the 
first hours of war enemy planes had made mass attacks on airfields and 
troops. 

Stalin: “I expect many Soviet planes were destroyed right there on the 
ground?” He worked himself up into an indescribable state of indignation, 
pacing up and down the office. “Surely the German air force didn’t manage 
to reach every single airfield?” 



“Unfortunately it did.” 

“How many planes were destroyed?” 

“At a preliminary estimate around seven hundred.” 

 

In reality it was several times more. 

The western front suffered the heaviest losses. Pavlov was anathematized 
all over again. According to Chadayev, “Stalin said, ‘This is a monstrous 
crime. Those responsible must lose their heads,’ and immediately 
instructed the NKVD to investigate the matter.” 

The twelve-hour workday ended at 5:00 P.M. Beria was the last to leave 
the Boss’s office, no doubt after the usual parting instruction: shoot those 
responsible! The culprits, however, were lying dead beside their planes. 

Work began again during the night. From 3:30 A.M. to the middle of the 
following night he received an uninterrupted succession of visitors. In the 
course of the day an instrument which he had thought of in May was 
finally created. This was the GHQ of the High Command, now the highest 
administrative organ for the armed services. He called it “Stavka” (General 
Headquarters), like its equivalent in the days of the deposed Nicholas II. 
This was no accident. Nor was it by accident that he shortly brought back 
the officers’ epaulettes which all revolutionaries had loathed. 
Internationalism and world revolution went at once to the bottom of the 
agenda. The emphasis was on the nation, the Russian state, the idea of the 
Fatherland. 

While he looked around for a commander for his military, he appointed 
Timoshenko as chief of GHQ High Command ad interim. 

It was now June 24, and Stalin’s last visitors, Molotov and Timoshenko, 
did not leave his office until 6:00 A.M. The mask of impassivity, his 
favorite, was dropped. Now he could be himself. There was no sign of 
exhaustion, of helplessness. His constant state was one of rage. He hated 
everybody and everything—for the error he had committed. Chadayev 
writes: “‘Although our troops are bravely endeavoring to carry out the 
orders to counterattack,’ Timoshenko reported, ‘they have not yet 
achieved the expected results.’ Stalin, when he heard all that Timoshenko 



had to say, flew into a rage. He blamed the western command for 
everything. Then he heaped reproaches on Vatutin and Timoshenko. They 
turned pale, but hid their resentment and asked to be sent to the front. 
‘The front can wait for you a bit longer,’ he said, ‘but who’s going to clear 
up the mess we have here at GHQ, who’s going to correct the present state 
of affairs?’” Their request had only fueled his indignation. The People’s 
Commissar for Tank Production, V. Malyshev, was then summoned to the 
meeting. “Stalin interrupted his report: ‘You’re a long time getting a move 
on,’ he said, and started asking concrete questions about ways to expand 
arms production, and how best to organize production of armor plating. It 
was decided to create a new base for tank production in the Urals and 
Siberia.” 

If worst came to worst, if the Germans occupied the whole of European 
Russia, then the limitless expanses of Siberia, and the Urals, with their 
great mineral wealth, would still be left. The war could be carried on from 
there. 

Chadayev writes: “In conclusion, he instructed Vasilievsky, Deputy Chief 
of the General Staff, by telephone to ‘convey immediately to the 
commanding officers on each of the fronts our extreme displeasure that 
the troops have retreated.’” This “most attack-oriented of armies,” trained 
only to attack, had proved helpless in defensive warfare. The army was in 
headlong retreat. 

Chadayev writes:  “G.  M.  Popov,  Secretary of the  Moscow City 
Committee of the Party, and the city district secretaries, who had been 
sitting in the waiting room, were called in. Stalin stroked his mustache(“ 
with the telephone receiver and said: ‘The Central Committee is receiving 
a large number of requests from the Soviet people for the creation of a 
citizens’ militia... To meet the wishes of the citizens of Moscow we shall 
set up a number of volunteer divisions of citizen-soldiers.’” A murderous 
scheme was taking shape in his mind. He would husband his reserves, 
hold back and keep fresh the new divisions then being formed in Siberia, a 
land of hunters, full of young men skilled in fighting. For the present he 
would plug the holes at the front with cannon fodder—the people’s 
militia, the “four-eyed” intelligentsia, who could hardly be taught to fire a 
gun, boys fresh from universities and technical colleges, together with the 
hemorrhaged remnants of the retreating armies. 



The patriotic call to the militia was sounded. Joining up was supposedly 
voluntary. But that was “in-depth language.” Those who refused to sign on 
were showered with contempt and promises of retribution. 

Meanwhile the search for scapegoats went on. Chadayev writes: “In 
Molotov’s office Stalin said to Dekanozov, lately ambassador in Germany: 
‘A duckling knows the water while it’s still in the egg, and you’ve been 
around a bit. In our private conversations you repeatedly asserted that we 
need not expect an attack before 1942... How could you... In a word, you 
have not lived up to our expectations.’ ... He came down heavily on 
Marshal Kulik, an incompetent soldier, one of those whom he had 
substituted for the purged marshals. ‘That good-for-nothing Kulik needs a 
kick in the ass.’” Day after day was filled with frantic activity, fits of rage, 
and tireless drudgery. By now there was no disguising the real dimensions 
of what had happened. It was a military catastrophe. Chadayev writes: 
“Timoshenko reported that our forces were regrouping to check the 
enemy’s advance. Stalin: ‘You mean you are no longer getting ready, as you 
were previously, to smash the enemy quickly?’ ‘No, that can’t possibly be 
done right off, but after we’ve concentrated our forces we shall 
undoubtedly smash him.’” He began to lose his temper more and more 
frequently. This was now his normal condition. “Stalin stood in front of 
the map, with his comrades-in-arms looking reproachfully at his back. 
Before they had time to do one thing he was asking them to do something 
else.” He decided that it was time to stop playing games. He must begin 
cautiously speaking the truth. The others still dared not speak it. “Stalin 
said, ‘We were hoping against hope that the enemy was about to be halted 
and smashed at any moment, but he continues to edge forward.’ He fell 
silent. He looked tired and worried.” 

 

THE BLACK CAPITAL 

Chadayev reports: “At 3:00 A.M. on June 24 an air-raid warning sounded. 
The zonal commander of antiaircraft artillery reported that enemy planes 
were flying toward Moscow, sirens hooted, the population took refuge in 
air-raid shelters, antiaircraft guns opened fire.” Damaged planes left a 
fiery trail as they crashed to the ground. (How often we wartime children 
drew pictures of those blazing planes!) Chadayev continues: “But 
clarification soon followed. The district commander of antiaircraft 



telephoned to say: ‘Our people have made a bit of a mess of things. It 
turns out we’ve been firing on our own planes coming back from a 
bombing raid.’” He omitted to add “and succeeded in shooting them 
down.” 

From the very first days of the war, panic and fear reigned in Moscow. 
Windows were blacked out. Street lamps were unlit. “A paradise for 
lovers—they could kiss out in the streets,” one poet wrote. 

Chadayev says, “On June 25, Poskrebyshev summoned me urgently to 
Stalin’s waiting room. Someone was needed to take minutes. I went 
straight into the office. There was no one there except Stalin, Timoshenko, 
and Vatutin. Vatutin was just finishing his report. Stalin said: To sum up 
briefly, the situation is extremely serious on all fronts.’After this 
Timoshenko asked Stalin whether or not his son Yakov, who was very keen 
to go, should be sent to the front line. Stalin, trying to contain his anger, 
said: ‘Some—to put it mildly—inordinately zealous officials are always 
trying too hard to please their superiors. I don’t include you in that 
number but I advise you never to ask me questions like that again.’” What 
did an unloved son matter? His country was perishing. 

As always, Stalin tried to take a hand in everything. Chadayev reports that 
“he concerned himself, for instance, with the choice of design for a 
sniper’s automatic rifle, and the type of bayonet which could most easily 
be fixed to it—the knife-blade or the three-edged kind... When I went into 
Stalin’s office I usually found him with Molotov, Beria, and Malenkov... 
They never asked questions. They sat and listened.” But he was now 
beginning to pay for the universal fear which he had inspired. “Reports 
coming in from the front as a rule understated our losses and exaggerated 
those of the enemy. All this helped to convince him that the enemy could 
not take such losses for long and would shortly suffer defeat.” The 
Germans, however, were advancing rapidly. Minsk was expected to fall at 
any moment, which meant that Smolensk would also fall, and the way to 
Moscow would lie open. 

Chadayev writes: “Stalin often sent for the heads of People’s Com-
missariats, gave them heavy assignments, and insisted quite 
unrealistically that they should be carried out in a very short time. People 
left his office in a state of deep depression.” And he was quicker than ever 
to notice looks exchanged by members of the Politburo behind his back. 



Chadayev reports: 

 

On the morning of the 27th the members of the Politburo assembled as 
usual in Stalin’s office. When the meeting was over, I left the office and 
saw through the window Stalin, Molotov, and Beria getting into a car. 
Poskrebyshev hesitated for a moment and then said, “The Germans have 
obviously taken Minsk.” Shortly afterward the government telephone 
rang, and Poskrebyshev told me that the call was from Vlasik, chief of 
Stalin’s bodyguard, to say that “the Boss,” and also Malenkov, Molotov, 
and Beria, were at the People’s Commissariat for Defense. Vatutin told me 
later that their arrival at the Commissariat had caused great surprise. The 
staff of the Commissariat seeing Stalin for the first time couldn’t make up 
their minds whether they were really seeing the Leader or were dreaming. 
He went into Timoshenko’s office and said abruptly that they had to 
acquaint themselves on the spot with the reports coming in from the 
front, and with progress in planning further measures... Stalin stood by 
the operations map without saying a word, obviously trying to control his 
fury. At a sign from Timoshenko, Zhukov and Vatutin remained in the 
office. Stalin asked, “What’s happening at Minsk? Isn’t the position 
stabilized yet?” 

Timoshenko: “I am not yet able to report on that.” Stalin: “It is your duty 
to have the facts clearly before you at all times and to keep us up to date. 
At present you are simply afraid to tell us the truth.” 

Zhukov, who had been on edge before Stalin’s arrival, flared up. “Comrade 
Stalin, have we your permission to get on with our work?” 

Beria butted in: “Are we perhaps in your way?” “You know [Zhukov said in 
exasperation] that the situation on all fronts is critical, the front 
commanders are awaiting instructions from the Commissariat, and it’s 
better if we do it ourselves, the Commissariat and the General Staff.” 

It degenerated into a squabble. 

Beria (testily): “We too are capable of giving orders!” 

Zhukov: “If you think you can—do it!” 

Beria: “If the Party tells us to, we will.” 



Zhukov (as angrily as before): “So wait till it tells you to. As things are, 
we’ve been told to do the job.” 

There was a pause. Then Zhukov went up to Stalin and said, “Excuse my 
outspokenness, Comrade Stalin, we shall certainly get it all worked out 
and then we’ll come to the Kremlin and report on the situation.” 

Stalin looked at Timoshenko, who said: “Comrade Stalin, our first priority 
must be to think how we can help the armies at the front. After that we 
can give you the information you want.” 

Stalin: “You are making a crass mistake in trying to draw a line between 
yourselves and us... We must all join in thinking how to help the fronts.” 

Then he looked gloomily at each of the Politburo members in turn and 
said, “There we are then, let them get it sorted out themselves first. Let’s 
go, comrades.” 

 

He was the first out of the office. 

 

He had seen it with his own eyes. The most dreadful thing possible had 
happened: they were no longer afraid of him. And if they were no longer 
afraid of him—it could be the end. Chadayev writes: “As he left the 
Commissariat for Defense he said angrily: ‘Lenin founded our state, and 
we’ve fucked it up!’” Molotov has also described the visit to the 
Commissariat: “I went with Stalin to the Commissar for Defense. Stalin 
spoke rather rudely to Timoshenko and Zhukov, though he rarely lost 
control of himself. Then we went out to the dacha, where he said, ‘We’ve 
fucked it up!’ The ‘we’ was meant to include all of us!” Molotov was right. 
It included everybody and everything. 

 

A MOMENT OF PANIC, OR A BRILLIANT MOVE 

Chadayev describes the rest of that day and the next few crucial days at 
the start of the war: 

 



In the latter half of June 27 I looked in on Poskrebyshev. The government 
telephone rang and Posk. answered: “Comrade Stalin is not here, and I 
don’t know when he will be.” The Vice-Commissar for Defense, Mekhlis, 
came in and asked whether he should ring Stalin at the dacha. Posk. told 
him to go ahead. Mekhlis dialed the number of the nearer dacha on the 
hot line and waited half a minute. No answer. 

“I don’t understand it,” Poskrebyshev said. 

“Maybe he’s on his way here, but if so the guard would have rung me.” 

We waited a few minutes longer, then decided it wasn’t worth waiting and 
went to see Molotov... While we were there the phone rang and Molotov 
told somebody that he didn’t know when Stalin would be in the Kremlin... 
Next day, I went to Stalin’s outer office, but he hadn’t arrived. Nobody had 
any idea what could have happened. The following day, I went to the outer 
office again to sign papers, and Poskrebyshev told me at once and 
categorically, “Comrade Stalin is not here and is unlikely to be here.” 

“Has he perhaps left for the front?” 

“Why do you keep bothering me? I’ve told you he isn’t here and won’t be 
here.” 

 

There have been many legends about Stalin’s disappearance in those 
dreadful first days of the war. Now we have Chadayev’s eyewitness 
account: 

 

In the evening I went along to Poskrebyshev again with some papers, and 
yet again Stalin failed to appear. I had a great pile of papers for signature, 
and since Voznesensky was First Vice-Chairman of the Council of People’s 
Commissars I asked him to sign. Voznesensky rang Molotov, listened to 
him for quite a time, then put down the receiver and said: “Molotov asks 
you to wait one more day, and wants members of the Politburo to meet in 
his office in two hours’ time. So hang on to the documents for a bit.” 

Voznesensky picked up the hot line phone, waited a minute, and said, “No 
reply from the dacha.” ... It was a mystery; something must have happened 
to him at that critical moment. 



 

Chadayev went back to Stalin’s outer office that evening. 

 

“The Boss isn’t here, and won’t be here today,” Poskrebyshev said. 

“He wasn’t here yesterday, either.” 

“No, he wasn’t here yesterday either,” Poskrebyshev said, with a trace of 
sarcasm. 

I assumed that Stalin was ill, but didn’t like to ask... Stalin usually got to 
the Kremlin by 2:00 P.M. For half an hour black cars would drive out of the 
dacha gates one after another, with Stalin in one of them, no one knew 
which. Stalin’s workday went on till 3:00 or 4:00 A.M. All members of the 
Politburo, the top military men, and People’s Commissars had to observe 
this routine. And suddenly he had failed to turn up. His closest associates 
were alarmed, to say the least. We all knew that he usually summoned one 
official after another, with not much of an interval in between. But now 
the telephones were silent. We knew only that he was at the nearer dacha, 
but nobody felt bold enough to go and see him. During the days of his 
seclusion members of the Politburo met in Molotov’s office, trying to de-
cide what to do. According to the dacha staff Stalin was alive and well, but 
had shut himself up, away from everybody, was receiving nobody, and 
wasn’t answering the phone. The members of the Politburo decided 
unanimously to visit him in a body. 

 

What, then, had really happened? Stalin’s great hero was Ivan the Terrible. 
One curious work in his personal library was A. N. Tolstoy’s play Ivan the 
Terrible, published in Moscow in 1942, the most terrible year of the war, 
and read by Stalin while the Soviet Union was suffering one heavy defeat 
after another. He read it carefully, amending the style in bold handwriting, 
and crossing out expressions of grief. His favorite tsar’s speech must be 
like his own, clipped and laconic. The cover of the book, with his pensive 
doodles, is particularly interesting. 

One word written over and over again on the cover is “teacher.” Others 
include “We’ll hold out.” “We’ll hold out”—that was what then filled his 



thoughts. But let us not forget the word “teacher,” which he inscribed on 
the play about the terrible tsar. 

No, the Man of Steel was not behaving like a highly strung person. In the 
Commissariat for Defense that day he had seen a change in attitude, and 
drawn his conclusions. He knew that Minsk would fall any day, and that 
the German avalanche would roll on toward Moscow. If it did, his pathetic 
slaves might take fright and rebel. So Stalin emulated his teacher: Ivan the 
Terrible’s favorite trick was to pretend that he was dying, watch how the 
hapless boyars behaved, then rise from his sickbed and cruelly punish 
them, to discourage all the others. Ivan also made a habit of disappearing 
from the capital, to show the boyars how helpless they were without their 
tsar. The Boss was behaving as his teacher had. Poskrebyshev and Beria, 
the head of the NKVD, were, I am convinced, in on the secret, and took 
note of what his comrades said in his absence. The experienced courtier 
Molotov saw through his game immediately, and was wary of signing 
important papers. Not signing was a proof of loyalty. The Boss had chosen 
his comrades-in-arms well. Without him they were “blind kittens” (as he 
would one day call them). By leaving them to themselves he made them 
feel their insignificance and reminded them that, without him, the 
military would sweep them away. Molotov quickly organized a pilgrimage 
to the dacha. There the great actor performed a well-known play called 
“The Retirement Game.”  

Chadayev records what happened, as described to him by Marshal 
Bulganin (a Politburo member): 

 

We were all struck by Stalin’s appearance. He was thinner... His sallow, 
pockmarked face was haggard. He looked gloomy. He said: “The great 
Lenin is no more... If only he could see us now. See those to whom he 
entrusted the fate of his country... I am inundated with letters from Soviet 
people, rightly rebuking us, saying surely you can halt the enemy. Maybe 
some among you wouldn’t mind putting all the blame on me.” 

Molotov: “Thank you for your frankness, but I tell you here and now that 
if some idiot tried to turn me against you I’d see him damned. We are 
asking you to come back to work, and for our part we will do all we can to 
help you.” 



“Yes, but think about it: can I live up to people’s hopes anymore, can I lead 
the country to final victory? There may be more deserving candidates.” 

Voroshilov: “I believe I shall be voicing the unanimous opinion: there is 
none more worthy.” There was an immediate chorus of “right!” 

 

They earnestly pleaded with him. They knew that the less insistent would 
be doomed. The game was over: now they had begged him yet again to be 
their Leader, as if they had reinvested him with power. 

Consulting the visitors’ book, I see that Chadayev’s memory has misled 
him by only a day. On June 28 Stalin was still receiving visitors. But for 
the 29th and 30th there are no more entries. On those two days Stalin was 
indeed absent from the Kremlin. He reappeared there only on July 1. 

 

Soso’s BRIEF REAPPEARANCE 

On July 3 Stalin at last made his long-awaited appeal to the people: 
“Comrades, citizens! Brothers and sisters! Warriors of the army and the 
fleet! I call upon you, my friends.” That was how he began. Together with 
the standard revolutionary form of address—”comrades”—the Christian 
form of address—”brothers and sisters”—had resurfaced from his 
seminary days. “Brothers and sisters”—they, the people, were the ones 
who would have to defend their Motherland. In films made at this time 
church bells were sometimes heard. 

He declared the war a Great Patriotic War, a holy war fought by the people 
against aggressors, like Tsar Alexander I’s war against the aggressor 
Napoleon. As if to support this idea, Hitler had launched his campaign on 
the anniversary of Napoleon’s invasion—June 22. The analogy was bound 
to inspire hope. In 1812 too the Russians had retreated, and even 
surrendered Moscow to the enemy, but they had emerged victorious. 

The Party, of course, figured in his speech. He called on everyone to “rally 
round the Party of Lenin and Stalin,” and no one saw anything strange in 
these words, coming from Stalin himself. 

During his mysterious retreat the ex-seminarist had decided to involve the 
aid of the God he had rejected. He had already heard that the Patriarch of 



Antioch had appealed to all Christians to come to Russia’s aid. 

A note scribbled in the play Ivan the Terrible reads: “Speak to Shaposhin”—
Boris Shaposhnikov, then Chief of the General Staff. In his memoirs, 
Zhukov recalled that “Stalin always called him by his first name and 
patronymic, and never raised his voice to him... He was the only person 
allowed to smoke in Stalin’s office.” Boris Mikhailovich Shaposhnikov was 
a former colonel in the tsarist army who never disguised his religious 
beliefs. Another of the senior people on the General Staff, Vasilievsky, was 
a priest’s son. In the early days of the war both of them were very close to 
the Boss. Presumably from them he heard of an incident that shook the 
Orthodox world. Ilya, Metropolitan of the Lebanon Mountains, had shut 
himself up in an underground cell and gone without food or sleep while he 
knelt in prayer for Russia to the Mother of God. And he had a miraculous 
vision, which he described in a letter to the leaders of the Orthodox 
Church in Russia. On the third day the Mother of God had appeared to 
him in a pillar of fire and given him God’s sentence: “The churches and 
monasteries must be reopened throughout the country. Priests must be 
brought back from imprisonment, Leningrad must not be surrendered, 
but the sacred icon of Our Lady of Kazan should be carried around the city 
boundary, taken on to Moscow, where a service should be held, and thence 
to Stalingrad [Tsaritsyn].” 

These words must have sounded like something from Stalin’s forgotten 
childhood. A little while before he had proclaimed a “Godless Five-Year 
Plan,” by the end of which (in 1943) the last church was to be closed and 
the last priest destroyed. But now the Boss decided to act on Ilya’s vision. 
This was the beginning of his remarkable, and shortlived, return to God. 

Was it that? Had he seen the light? Had fear made him run to his Father? 
Had the Marxist God-Man simply decided to exploit belief in God? Or was 
it all of these things at once? Whatever the reason, after his mysterious 
retreat, he began making his peace with God. Something happened which 
no historian has yet written about. On his orders many priests were 
brought back from the camps. In Leningrad, besieged by the Germans and 
gradually dying of hunger, the inhabitants were astounded, and uplifted, 
to see the wonder-working icon of Our Lady of Kazan brought out into the 
streets and borne in procession. From Leningrad the icon went to 
Moscow, and was then sent to besieged Stalingrad. It was displayed in 
each of the three great cities which had not surrendered to the enemy. 



Twenty thousand churches were reopened, including those of the 
Monastery of the Trinity and St. Sergius, and the Monastery of the Caves 
in Kiev. He and his generals sent troops into battle with the words “God go 
with you.” On October 17 Pravda reported that the head of the Bolshevik 
Party had met the interim head of the Patriarchate, Metropolitan Sergei—
the first occasion of its kind since October 1917. In the course of their 
meeting, it was said, Stalin had “reacted sympathetically to the proposal to 
elect a Patriarch, and said that no obstacles would be put in its way by the 
government.” 

Once back at work, Stalin was tireless in his efforts to concentrate power 
in his own hands. On July 1 he created the State Committee for Defense. 
This was now the supreme authority in the state, and he was its chairman. 
Ten days later he also appointed himself Chief of Staff and, shortly 
afterward, Commander-in-Chief, People’s Commissar for the Defense, and 
Chairman of the Council of Ministers. He remained, of course, Leader of 
the Party. 

Now that he held all the levers of power, he resolved to open negotiations 
with the steadily advancing Hitler. According to information given by 
Marshal Zhukov to the historian Y. Pavlenko, Stalin instructed Beria to 
make an attempt via the Bulgarian embassy in Berlin to start peace talks 
with the Germans. Marshal K. Moskalenko, who heard it from Beria 
himself, has told the same story. 

He was most probably only trying to slow down the lightning German 
advance and give his armies a breather. The Brest-Litovsk Treaty could 
serve as a precedent, and an excuse. Hitler, of course, was not interested. 

 

FATHER AND SON 

In those days of military disaster he was fated to suffer his cruelest 
humiliation. On July 19, 1941, he was handed a monitored news flash 
from Berlin. His older son, Yakov, had been taken prisoner by the Ger-
mans. Yakov, it was reported, had in his own words “realized that resis-
tance was pointless and voluntarily come over to the German side.” 

Stalin kept the following report among his private papers: “A leaflet was 
dropped by fascist aircraft... It showed a group of German officers talking 



to Yakov. Yakov was wearing his tunic, without belt. The caption read: 
‘Stalin’s son, Yakov Dzhugashvili, full lieutenant, battery commander, has 
surrendered. That such an important Soviet officer has surrendered 
proves beyond doubt that all resistance to the German army is completely 
pointless. So stop fighting and come over to us.’” On August 7, 1941, he 
was sent another leaflet. The Germans were showering such leaflets upon 
his army. One of them included the text of a letter written by Yakov: “Dear 
Father, I am quite well and shall shortly be sent to one of the camps for 
officers in Germany. I wish you good health. Greetings to everybody. 
Yasha.” It was his son’s handwriting. He was a traitor. There could be no 
doubt about it. 

Stalin’s personal archives contain a “Biography of Yakov Dzhugashvili”: 
“His wife—Julia Isakovna Meltser... Until 1935 he lived at his father’s 
expense, and studied. In 1935 he graduated from the Institute of 
Transport. In 1937 he entered the Artillery Academy.” Entering the 
academy had signified reconciliation with his father, who had always 
wanted his sons to be soldiers. Yakov had graduated from the academy on 
May 9, 1941, six weeks before the outbreak of war. 

He had left for the front on the first day of the war. His father had no time 
to see him before he left. Yakov had telephoned from younger brother 
Vasily’s dacha, where a merry farewell party was in progress. Under 
interrogation by the Germans Yakov said: “On June 22 my father told me 
over the phone to ‘go and fight.’” 

 

“Go AND FIGHT” 

Many soldiers gave themselves up at that stage of the war, or ran home to 
their villages, where their parents hid them in the cellar. But many were 
taken prisoner only after heavy fighting, and because they were wounded. 
Stalin nonetheless decided to treat them all alike. He drafted a decree 
saying that “all service personnel taken prisoner are declared outside the 
law and their families are subject to punishment.” He further decreed that 
“men who find themselves surrounded must fight on to the last, try to 
break out and join their own side, while those who choose to surrender are 
to be destroyed by any means possible, and the families of Red army men 
who surrender are to be deprived of state grants and assistance.” 



That left his soldiers two possibilities: they could either fight and win, or 
they could die. And while he was contemplating this decree German planes 
were dropping leaflets telling soldiers that his son had surrendered. He 
had never loved Yakov, and he concluded that the wolf cub was seeking 
revenge—for constant humiliation, for his father’s neglect and dislike, for 
the arrest of his mother’s relatives the Svanidzes... Stalin now hated 
everything connected with the traitor, including all the Svanidzes. It was 
no coincidence that Alyosha Svanidze, the traitor son’s uncle, was shot the 
following month, on August 20, 1941. 

Maria Svanidze, Yakov’s aunt, also had committed an irreparable mistake. 
Kira Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya, the daughter of Stalin’s mistress (and his 
wife’s sister-in-law) Zhenya, recorded in her memoirs: “Someone who 
happened to be passing through brought Mama a letter from Maria 
Anisimovna. She wrote that she was in a camp, that she was having a very 
hard time there, and that she was dying. When Stalin was in a good mood 
Mama gave him the letter. He read it and said, ‘Zhenya, don’t ever do this 
again.’” 

He had read Maria’s diary by then, and the thought that the traitor’s 
relative, Maria, had “observed him” with Zhenya, and had taken advantage 
of her discovery to petition him through Zhenya, infuriated him. Intrigue 
was forbidden to everyone except himself. As always, he chose a radical 
solution: the hated Svanidzes must all disappear. Maria and Mariko 
Svanidze, Alyosha’s sister, were shot early in 1942. 

So strong was Stalin’s belief that his son was a traitor that when the 
Germans offered through the Red Cross to discuss Yakov’s release he 
simply did not reply. 

In the army, rumor had it that the Germans had offered to release Yakov 
in exchange for a captured field marshal, but Stalin had said, “We don’t 
trade ordinary soldiers for field marshals”—to let everybody know that to 
Stalin they were all equal, that as far as he was concerned his son was like 
all other soldiers, and that all soldiers were his sons. At the same time a 
number of special operations groups were formed to try and snatch Yakov 
from his place of internment, or to kill him so that the Germans could no 
longer make use of him. They all perished. 

Yakov’s wife, Julia Meltser, mother of Stalin’s granddaughter, was duly 
consigned to the Lubyanka. She would be released two years later, when 



he finally learned that his son was not a traitor. For the time being, 
Mekhlis invented a story for dissemination in the army: Stalin’s son had 
enjoyed no privileges, and had been wounded before he was taken 
prisoner. The German leaflets were just lying propaganda. 

Documents in Stalin’s private archive prove his unfortunate son’s in-
nocence. They include, for instance, a letter to Vasily which was im-
mediately passed on to his father. 

 

Dear Vasily losifovich, I am the colonel who came to your dacha with 
Yakov losifovich on the day he left for the front. On July 12 the regiment 
was sent into battle with a handful of infantry and without ammunition, 
and outnumbered ten to one... The divisional commander abandoned 
them and left the battlefield in a tank. He drove past Yakov losifovich 
showing not the slightest interest in what became of him... [Signed] Ivan 
Sapegin, Commanding Officer, 303rd Light Artillery Regiment. 

 

The Boss was to learn soon afterward that the story thought up by his 
propagandists was no more than the truth. His suspicions had been 
unjustified. His son had been loyal to the end. Zhukov remembered this 
conversation: 

 

“Comrade Stalin,” I said, “I’ve been wanting for some time to ask you about 
your son Yakov. Is there any more news of his fate?” He did not answer my 
question immediately. He took at least a hundred steps around the room, 
then said in a strangely muffled voice: “Yakov will never escape. They’ll 
shoot him, murdering swine that they are. From what we’ve been able to 
learn he is kept isolated from the other prisoners and is under pressure to 
betray his Motherland.” He was silent for a moment, and then added 
confidently that “Yakov would sooner die than betray his Motherland.”... 
He sat at the table for a long time in silence without touching his food. 

 

He would not know the whole story until Hitler was finally defeated. 
Stalin was then sent the record of Yakov’s interrogation, impounded in 



Germany. What follows is an excerpt from the report of interrogation at 
Luftwaffe headquarters on July 18, 1941: 

 

“Did you come over to us voluntarily, or were you captured in battle?” 

“I had no choice. We were surrounded. It caused such a panic that 
everybody started running. I was with the divisional commander at the 
time... I started running toward my own battery, but a group of Red army 
men who wanted to break through to the Soviet side called out to me and 
asked me to take command and lead them in an attack on your forces. I 
did so, but the soldiers took fright and I found myself alone... If my own 
ranks had retreated, if I’d seen my own division retreating, I’d have shot 
myself, but these weren’t my men, they were infantry... I was trying to join 
my own unit... I exchanged clothes with a peasant in some village—gave 
him my uniform in exchange for civilian clothes... I went into the cottage 
and the peasant said, ‘Go away now or we’ll report you.’... The woman 
couldn’t stop crying. She said they’d kill her and her children and burn the 
house down. There was nothing else for it... I was surrounded and had 
nowhere to go. So I came along and said, ‘I’m surrendering.’” 

“Does the Red government consist mainly of Jews?” 

“That’s all rubbish, stupid talk. They have no influence at all. On the 
contrary, I personally don’t mind telling you that the Russian people has 
always hated the Jews. All I can say about them is that they are incapable 
of work... From their point of view all that matters is trade.” 

“You know, don’t you, that your father’s second wife was Jewish? Because 
Kaganovich is a Jew, isn’t he?” 

“Nothing of the sort. She was Russian. What are you talking about? 
Nothing like that ever happened. His first wife was Georgian and his 
second was Russian, and that’s all there is to it.” 

“Wasn’t his second wife’s name Kaganovich?” 

“No, no, that’s just rumors, nonsense!... His wife died... Alliluyeva. She was 
Russian. He’s sixty-two now. He was married. Now he isn’t.” 

“About this business of burning all the foodstocks when they’re 
abandoning a place. That’s a dreadful disaster for the whole population... 



Do you think it’s right?” 

“Frankly, I do.” 

“Do you know that we’ve found a letter—from a Russian officer. It says in 
part, ‘I’m doing my exam for second lieutenant in the reserve. I should like 
to come home this autumn, but I can only manage it if we aren’t sent on 
an outing to Berlin. June 11. Viktor.’” 

[The interrogator made a note of his immediate reaction:] He read the 
letter and said “I’ll be damned!” 

“Was there really any such intention?” 

“No, I don’t think so.” 

 

In conclusion Yakov said, “I don’t know how I could face my father. I’m 
ashamed to be alive.” 

Stalin did not make this interrogator’s report public. His son was right: it 
was a disgrace that he was still alive. His son had realized it when the 
decree on prisoners of war, signed by his father, had reached him. It was 
an order to him to die. Yakov obeyed his order in the following year. 

Stalin would receive information about Yakov’s tragic end, a statement 
made by Gustav Wegner, the officer commanding the SS battalion 
guarding Yakov’s camp. Wegner wrote: “Late in 1943 the prisoners were 
taking their exercise—Dzhugashvili wouldn’t go with them, and asked to 
see the commandant of the camp... An SS man went to the phone to call 
the commandant. While he was telephoning the following happened: 
Dzhugashvili was walking around, and absentmindedly crossed the no-go 
area and went toward the (electrified) fence. The sentry shouted ‘Halt!’ 
Dzhugashvili kept straight on. The sentry shouted ‘I’ll shoot!’ The sentry 
fired at his head and killed him... As the shot was fired Dzhugashvili 
simultaneously seized the high-tension wire and immediately collapsed 
onto the first two rows of barbed wire. He hung there in that position for 
twenty-four hours, after which his body was taken away to the 
crematorium.” 

The dreadful month of July went by, with the Soviet armies rolling back 
toward Moscow. Marshal Konyev remembered receiving a telephone call at 



Vyazma from Stalin. To his surprise, it was an impassioned monologue. 
“Comrade Stalin is not a traitor. Comrade Stalin is not a turncoat. 
Comrade Stalin is an honorable man ... he will do everything in his power 
to correct the present situation.” He did just that. He began by re-creating 
an atmosphere of terror, so that he would never again have to deliver 
pathetic monologues for the benefit of generals. His decrees on deserters 
were accompanied by the shooting of soldiers and officers. Then some of 
the generals were executed. The former High Command of the western 
front were court-martialed on July 22. The generals asked to be sent to 
the front as ordinary soldiers, to atone with their blood for the defeat of 
their armies, but their duty now was to help him restore unquestioning 
obedience to the new Supreme Commander. He decreed that “army 
general D. Pavlov, formerly commanding the western front, V. Klimovski, a 
former chief of staff, A. Grigoriev, former chief of communications, 
western front... being guilty of cowardice, inaction, mismanagement, and 
deliberate disorganization of the troops... are to be shot.” This made his 
generals remember 1937, and who had the power. 

In mid-July German troops belonging to the “Center Group” were already 
outside Kiev, and a mere 150 miles from Moscow. The German front was 
moving forward along a line from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Outwardly, 
everything was just as it had been when Poland was attacked: the 
Germans took many prisoners, whole Russian armies were surrounded, 
mindless confusion reigned in the retreating units. But right from the 
start there was a difference. The German General Blumenrit wrote: “The 
conduct of the Russian troops in retreat was strikingly different from that 
of the Poles or the Western Allies. Even when they were surrounded they 
did not leave their positions.” Partly, of course, this was because his 
soldiers were brave, but the terrible decree also had a considerable effect. 
General Halder’s diary is even more interesting: “Russia, a colossus that 
deliberately prepared for war, was underestimated by us... When the war 
began we had 200 divisions against us... Now, on August 11, 1941, after 
the bloody losses they have suffered, we estimate the number of divisions 
is 360. Even if we smash a dozen of them the Russians will organize 
another dozen.” Stalin could afford to sacrifice millions. There were other 
millions where they came from. Hitler believed that Stalin would be 
overthrown by his own people as soon as he suffered a heavy defeat in the 
field: “One good kick at the door and the whole rotten structure will 
collapse immediately,” Hitler told General Halder. 



But the Soviet people did not even dare ask why their Leader had been 
caught napping by the German invasion, why the army was unready to 
defend itself and go on to win. Independent thought had evaporated 
almost completely in the white heat of Terror. He had created a new 
society, united by an aggressive pagan creed. And by fear, the great engine 
of despotism. The people dared not doubt the God Stalin. The armies had 
meekly retreated, dying with the words “For the Motherland! For Stalin!” 
on their lips. With this war cry, coined by him and his ideologies, the 
generals led their soldiers into futile attacks. His name was often the last 
sound men heard before they died. 

“If you only had come earlier!” This was how White officers, who had 
miraculously survived the purges, greeted the Germans. But Hitler was a 
help. The bestial atrocities of the Germans stiffened resistance and made 
former White Russians rescind their greeting in a hurry. 

At the same time what the Boss had hoped for all along began to happen: 
Hitler’s resources were dwindling. He decided to halt the advance on 
Moscow temporarily and concentrate his efforts on the Ukraine and the 
Caucasus. He needed grain and oil to continue the war. Hitler counted on 
the traditional animosity toward Russia of the Ukraine and the 
descendants of Cossacks, who had special reasons to hate the Bolsheviks. 
But the inevitable happened: the fascists made enemies even of those who 
originally sympathized with them. The brutality and the looting of the 
occupying armies in the Ukraine gave impetus to the partisan war which 
the Boss so skillfully organized. Hitler’s desire to exterminate the Jews 
mobilized the most dynamic section of the population against him: 
yesterday’s timid intellectuals became selfless heroes. Throughout the 
whole period, there was only one serious defection: Lieutenant General 
Vlasov and his army were surrounded in summer 1942, and went over to 
the Germans. 

Vlasov, second in command on the Volkhovo front, had distinguished 
himself in the fighting near Moscow. His very modest part in the Civil 
War, his obscurity in the Trotsky period, and his lack of contacts with old 
Leninists had enabled him to make a career during the years of terror. Did 
he go over to Hitler because he saw no hope for himself once he was taken 
prisoner? Or did he really hate Stalin and dream of a new Russia, as he 
claimed? But how could Vlasov hope to build a new Russia in alliance with 
Hitler, who meant to destroy Slavdom? 



Vlasov called his units the Russian Liberation Army (ROA). He was joined 
by White generals well known to Stalin from the battles for Tsaritsyn—
Ataman P. Krasnov and General Shkuro. 

After his victory he would find Vlasov, Krasnov, and Shkuro, and make 
them all pay. The NKVD would hunt soldiers who had served in the ROA 
all over Europe. They would be shot, or more often end on the gallows. 
The gallows at Gori had remained in his memory from childhood, as a 
symbol of disgrace. Besides the ROA the Germans created Caucasian, 
Turkestanian, Georgian, and Armenian legions. These were all small 
formations, useful mainly for propaganda purposes. Only in the North 
Caucasus, in the Chechen-Ingush and Kabarda-Balkar “autonomous 
republics” did Hitler obtain some semblance of collaboration by exploiting 
the hatred of Moslems for Russians. 

The Boss could claim that the empire had stood the test. 

 

UNDER THE WALLS OF Moscow 

At the beginning of October 1941, the offensive against Moscow was 
resumed. Hitler announced that “the enemy is prostrate. The territory to 
the rear of our armies is twice as large as that of the German Reich in 
1933.” 

But the Boss knew that there was still plenty of territory ahead of Hitler’s 
troops. And also ahead was the winter, for which the German army was 
unprepared. 

The Germans continued their attack, but it was already getting difficult as 
the autumn rains washed away nightmarish Russian roads, causing trucks, 
tanks, and artillery to sink into the mud. 

And then—a miracle happened. Metropolitan Ilya had spoken the truth. 
The Mother of God had not deserted the land. Heavy snowfalls began 
earlier than anyone remembered—at the beginning of October. In the 
Moscow area the weather is usually fine and warm at that time of year, but 
in 1941 the first snow fell on October 7. “There was never a hint that we 
would be getting winter uniforms,” wrote General Blumenrit. On 
November 3 the temperature dropped to -8 [16°F]. Petrol and lubricating 
oil began to freeze in the engines of tanks. The Germans lay down on the 



ice under their tanks and lit fires, and General Guderian begged in vain for 
winter clothing. 

Meanwhile, around Vyazma and Bryansk, five Soviet armies had been 
surrounded because their commanders had blundered, and were now 
fighting to the death. They did what he meant them to do, and pinned 
down the Germans who were gradually destroying them, bleeding them 
dry. They perished, but the German troops emerged on the road to 
Moscow drained, exhausted. 

By mid-October German units were within twenty miles of Moscow. Hitler 
was getting ready for a victory parade through the Moscow streets. On 
October 15 the Boss decided to evacuate the city. Government 
departments and foreign embassies began withdrawing to Kuibyshev, 
deep in the rear. 

 

DEPARTURE OF THE SACRED REMAINS 

While all was in collapse, and hundreds of thousands were encircled and 
doomed to die, Zbarsky, custodian of the Body of Lenin, was summoned to 
the Kremlin. The presence of Molotov, Kaganovich, Beria, and Mikoyan in 
the Boss’s office underlined the importance of the meeting. Zbarsky was 
informed of the Politburo’s decision to evacuate the precious Body deep 
into the rear—to distant Tyumen. Zbarsky later recounted the story to the 
playwright A. Stein, who wrote about it in his memoirs: 

 

“What will you need?” [they asked Zbarsky.]  

“I shall need a coffin.”  

“What size?”  

“We’re the same size.”  

“Take his measurements” [Mikoyan said to his aide.] 

 

While the custodian was reverently measured, he spoke at length on the 
Body’s requirements. There was a lot to be done. They would have to equip 



a freight car with the mechanism necessary to maintain the optimum 
microclimate, and with special shock absorbers to prevent jolting. With 
chaos and panic all around him, the Boss gave orders that the Body was to 
want for nothing, and shortly afterward a special-purpose train left 
Moscow in the utmost secrecy. The Body arrived in Tyumen and was 
secretly housed in a former tsarist modern school. For secrecy’s sake all 
the scientists on the Body’s staff lived with it in the school. Sentries, 
however, were still mounted at the Mausoleum, to conceal the Body’s 
departure. In those October days of praise and evacuation Moscow had to 
go on believing that “Lenin is with us.” 

The Boss, too, was due to leave the capital soon afterward. Members of his 
bodyguard recall how his daughter, Svetlana, helped with the packing. His 
library had already been transferred to Kuibyshev, along with his personal 
papers. Maria Svanidze’s diary was evacuated with them. The nearer dacha 
was booby-trapped. A secret train awaited him in a siding. Four planes and 
his own Douglas aircraft stood ready at the airfield. And then he made a 
startling decision. 

 

“WE WILL NOT SURRENDER” 

Severe cold had set in. “General Frost” was helping Russia. Field in-
telligence reported that German tanks were stalling, that men were al-
ready dying from frostbite. Meanwhile, Stalin had concentrated a powerful 
striking force just outside Moscow. A woman who lived in the village of 
Nikolina Gora recalled how “on the eve of the battle Siberian troops were 
stationed right there in our woods. Lads with fat, red faces, wearing 
newish white sheepskin coats. They contrived to sleep, standing up, 
leaning against trees. The snoring was terrible.” Molotov recalled that “at 
this juncture all the subunits were calling for reinforcements. Operations 
in the Moscow area were under Zhukov’s command. But however hard he 
begged, Stalin wouldn’t give him so much as a battalion. He just told him 
to hold on at any price. Stalin then had five armies up to full strength and 
equipped with modern arms [including the new, heavily armored T34 
tank]. We thought at the time that Stalin was making a terrible mistake. 
But when the Germans had lost enough blood he activated these units.” 
His soldiers had already died in the millions wearing the enemy down. He 
had already appeased the War God’s hunger. His strategy was triumphing. 



As in the wars between ancient empires, he first exhausted the enemy and 
then prepared to throw in the troops whose strength he had husbanded. 
And to do it beneath the very walls of the capital. 

His son Vasily’s family, his son Yakov’s daughter, and his daughter, 
Svetlana, were now moved to Kuibyshev. He himself had a secret bunker 
ready there. The People’s Commissariats and the General Staff were 
already working in Kuibyshev. 

Moscow was being prepared for the arrival of the Germans. Smoke from 
bonfires hung over the capital—they were burning archives. Prisoners 
were hastily shot in the cellars of the Lubyanka. On the night of October 
15—16 Beria called a meeting of leading Party personnel and ordered 
them to “evacuate everybody who is unable to help defend Moscow. 
Foodstuffs in the shops should be distributed to the population so as not 
to fall into enemy hands.” The highway was choked with people leaving the 
city. Special trains carried women and children to the rear. Thieves were 
busy in deserted apartments. House managers often told them which were 
the wealthy ones. Pictures and jewelry were sold dirt cheap. 

And then Stalin decided that the time had come. As A. Rybin, one of his 
guards, reported, after his usual long, long day at headquarters he set off 
for the nearer dacha, which was already mined. The guards were amazed 
to see him. There were no lights burning, and they were about to blow the 
place up. He played the scene to perfection. Why, he wanted to know, were 
there no lights? He was told why. He shrugged and said simply “Clear the 
mines at once, and light the stove. I’ll get on with some work in the 
meantime.” He informed the astonished guards that he was “not leaving 
Moscow for anywhere else, and you are staying with me. We will not 
surrender Moscow.” He sat down in the summer house to work. That same 
night, men in the familiar NKVD uniform appeared in house managers’ 
offices. One house manager in ten was arrested and shot. The following 
morning they were shooting people trying to loot shops. Everyone 
realized immediately that the Boss was still in Moscow. 

His daughter wrote to him from Kuibyshev on September 19: “Dear, dear 
Papa, my precious joy, hello, how are you, I’ve settled down comfortably 
here. But oh, Papa dear, how I long to come to Moscow, just for one little 
day! Papa, why do the Germans keep creeping nearer and nearer all the 
time? When are they going to get it in the neck, as they deserve? After all, 



we can’t go on surrendering all our industrial towns to them... Dear Papa, 
how I long to see you. I’m hoping for your permission to fly to Moscow if 
only for two days.” 

People could be shot for asking some of these questions. But he was 
confident that he would soon be able to answer her. The battle of Moscow 
was about to begin. Moscow was a symbol, and he was resolved to save it. 

He allowed Svetlana to fly in for two days. The Germans were already 
scrutinizing the city through their field glasses, and he received her in the 
recently completed air-raid shelter. She was happy and wanted to talk, but 
he was irritable and got angry with her for distracting him. 

As soon as Svetlana had left he put on his brilliant propaganda show. It 
was a sort of sequel to his dacha stunt. Hitler had already informed the 
world of the fall of Moscow. The Boss’s reply was to celebrate the 
approaching anniversary of the October Revolution with the traditional 
meeting in the Bolshoi Theater. The world, and the country, must see the 
customary ceremonies in his capital. He summoned the senior city officials 
three days before the anniversary and they discussed it in detail. There 
was an enormous bomb crater in the Bolshoi Theater, where the gala and 
the traditional Red Square parade usually took place. They decided to hold 
it instead underground, at the Mayakovsky Square Metro station, 
disguised for the occasion as the Bolshoi. They erected a stage like that of 
the Bolshoi, and brought in the familiar rostrum, seats, and flowers. Two 
thousand NKVD men acted the part of an audience. Trains standing at the 
platforms served as dressing rooms and buffet bars. 

That night German planes tried for five hours to breach the city’s air 
defenses, but failed. Stalin rose to speak at 7:30. His speech was followed 
by the traditional concert. Meanwhile, preparations for the parade went 
on in deep secrecy. It would take place under the open sky, a stone’s throw 
from the enemy. It was timed to begin two hours earlier than usual. A field 
hospital was set up in GUM, in case the parade was bombed. He gave 
orders that it should not be canceled even if the bombers broke through. 
Those taking part in the parade did not know themselves what they were 
rehearsing for. They thought that these were normal training exercises. 
The parade was marshaled by Artemiev, the Kremlin commandant, and 
inspected by Marshal Budenny, a great favorite with the public. Troops 
taking part were already lined up on Red Square at 5:00 A.M. A cold wind 



was blowing. But God came to the rescue again. As it got light, a heavy 
snowfall set in, which camouflaged the troops and made flying impossible. 
Budenny rode out from the Kremlin gate on his white horse. The marshal 
had put on weight, but had not forgotten how to ride. He rode gracefully 
over the slippery cobblestones. 

The Boss’s famous speech to these troops, addressed “from the 
Mausoleum,” was in fact recorded in a Kremlin studio. On film, the fact 
that his breath did not steam as it left his mouth was a giveaway. In this 
speech he recalled the victorious military leaders of the tsarist empire, 
then sent the troops straight from the parade ground to the front. 

 

THE BATTLE 

Zhukov, now Commissar for Defense in place of Timoshenko, was bold 
and above all ruthless, very like the Boss himself. He would see to it that 
the troops would “shrink from no sacrifices for the sake of victory.” 

When Hitler launched his attack on Moscow on December 1 his soldiers 
had already come more than five hundred miles: what could a mere twenty 
more mean to them? Just one final spurt was needed. A German 
reconnaissance battalion was—with difficulty—forced back from the 
Khimki Bridge. They were practically in Moscow. The panicky city was 
haunted by rumors of German motorcyclists breaking through to 
Sokolniki Park—twenty minutes’ drive from the Kremlin. 

In reality the German attack was getting nowhere. Zhukov’s armies were 
fighting to the death and the attack had begun to run out of steam. 
Guderian’s tanks were brought to a standstill by the fierce cold. The whole 
two-hundred-mile-long arc of the attacking German forces came to a halt, 
paralyzed by the cruel frost. That was when Zhukov brought in his fresh 
reserves, and the battle for Moscow began in earnest. Carnage on such a 
scale had never before been seen. More than one hundred divisions were 
involved in the battle. Fresh units fought beside those hardened by bloody 
retreat. The Germans could not withstand the shock. 

The blitzkrieg was in ruins, and Hitler’s army was facing a winter for 
which it was unprepared. It was the turning point of the war. There were 
still victories ahead for Hitler, but he would never recover from this blow. 



 

THE SUPREME COMMANDER 

Unlike his comrades-in-arms from the Civil War, Voroshilov and Budenny, 
Stalin had succeeded in becoming a modern military leader. The price of 
this knowledge was millions of lives, and he paid it without turning a hair. 
His office at GHQ was the heart of the army. His marshals have portrayed 
him at work there. Konyev has written: “His body language was 
extraordinarily limited, and it was impossible to guess from the look on 
his face what he was thinking... There was never a superfluous gesture, his 
carefully contrived manner had become second nature. He maintained his 
reserve even at times of victory and rejoicing.” And Zhukov observed: 
“Usually calm and reasonable, he lapsed occasionally into extreme 
exasperation ... his looks became grim and harsh. I don’t know many 
people who would have been brave enough to stand up to his anger.” 

He spent whole days, and often nights as well, at headquarters. Zhukov 
wrote: “In discussion he made a powerful impression... His ability to 
summarize an idea precisely, his native intelligence, his unusual memory 
... his staggering capacity for work, his ability to grasp the essential point 
instantly, enabled him to study and digest quantities of material which 
would have been too much for any ordinary person... I can say without 
hesitation that he was master of the basic principles of the organization of 
front-line operations and the deployment of front-line forces... He 
controlled them completely and had a good understanding of major 
strategic problems. He was a worthy Supreme Commander.” 

Stalin and his marshals together went on to devise a new strategy that 
would win the major battles in that great war. The essence of their 
strategy was the coordination of timing and objectives for armies oper-
ating simultaneously on a number of fronts, all obeying his will alone. The 
zone in which Soviet armies assumed the offensive was sometimes as 
much as four hundred miles long. These gigantic operations involved 
thousands and thousands of tanks, tens of thousands of planes, hundreds 
of thousands of soldiers on the field of battle, tens of thousands of whom 
would shortly be in their graves. 

The next great milestone in the war was the city that bore his name—
Stalingrad. This was the key to the oil and grain of the South. He had once 
commanded the defense of that city; now the outcome of the war was to 



be decided there. He turned the city into a wasteland stuffed with scrap 
iron and corpses, but he would not let it be surrendered. By December 
1942 he had prepared a counterattack that defied belief, with a huge 
number of troops and thousands of tanks and planes. His armies to the 
north and south clasped the German armies in their embrace and held 
them while hunger and cold slowly forced them to their knees. Field 
Marshal Paulus sat helpless, at his wits’ end, in the basement of a 
department store, the command post of his dying army. On February 2, 
1943, the German army at Stalingrad ceased to exist. 

Stalin provided his fellow Muscovites with a new entertainment. I can still 
remember the cry heard in my childhood: “They’re bringing them!” We 
war children would rush out to see German prisoners of war led along 
Gorky Street, ragged, dejected, unshaven, in filthy greatcoats. We were his 
pupils, and we happily threw stones at them. The militiamen lining the 
street scolded us with a friendly smile... We took that as encouragement, 
and resumed pelting the prisoners with well-aimed stones. 

 

THE SPECTRAL CITY 

Three cities became symbols in that war: Moscow, Stalingrad, and the city 
named after the first God-Man, Leningrad. There was fierce fighting 
around the former capital of the tsarist empire. The fascists thought it a 
good idea to drive captured women, children, and old people before their 
attacking forces. Soviet soldiers were reluctant to open fire, but a typical 
Stalin edict was issued immediately: “Hit the Germans and their delegates, 
whoever these may be, with all you have, mow down your enemies, no 
matter whether they are voluntary or involuntary enemies.” Children, old 
people, the sanctity of human life, these things had long since ceased to 
mean anything to him. Nothing mattered except his goal, and victory. 

The Germans had already reached the outskirts of Leningrad, and Lake 
Ladoga, in July 1941. The city was cut off. Only a pathetic little trickle of 
foodstuffs reached it over the icebound lake. The siege that followed lasted 
nine hundred days. But Stalin did not surrender the city. 

Olga Friedenburg, a scholar of some note who lived through the blockade, 
wrote in her diary at the time: “People stand in line in the fierce cold 
waiting for a delivery of horrible bread wet through after ten hours in a 



biting frost. The electricity was cut off long ago, the streetcars aren’t 
running, apartments, pharmacies, office buildings are all shrouded in 
darkness. If you go into a shop you have to grope for the end of the line, or 
wait till you hear a voice. The salespeople work by the light of a stinking 
candle... There are no matches in the city, the piped water supply came to 
an end long ago, and toilets cannot be flushed. There is no fuel, and so no 
electricity. There are air raids every day, night and day, with only short 
breaks... The noise of bombs exploding round the clock drives people 
mad.” Every day thousands of hungry people collapsed in the streets. 
“They would go to visit friends for half an hour, sit down, and die. They 
would leave home on business and die on the way. Thousands of people 
sat down on the ground for a rest, couldn’t get up, and froze to death. The 
militia immediately stole their ration cards.” 

These spectral creatures, scarcely able to crawl, had to sign up in citizens’ 
militia units. “They were sent for and invited to volunteer,” Friedenburg 
recalled. “Their fear prevailed over their weakness, they marched and 
marched, fell down in the ranks, and died. There was no limit to what 
Soviet man could take, he could be stretched like a thing made of elastic... 
No suffering inflicted on a living people... nothing 

whatsoever could have made the regime surrender that city. True to the 
usual law, omnipotence trampled human beings under foot, and spoke of 
patriotism and the heroism of the besieged.” 

This monologue of despair was unfair, in that if Stalin had surrendered 
Leningrad the lives of the besieged would not have been saved. Witness 
Hitler’s directive of September 29, 1941: “The Fiihrer has vowed to wipe 
St. Petersburg from the face of the earth. The objective is to approach the 
city as closely as possible and destroy it totally by artillery fire and 
constant attacks from the air. Requests to be allowed to surrender will be 
rejected... We have no interest in preserving any part of the population of 
that large city.” 

And another question: could the Boss have broken the blockade earlier? 
The answer seems to be yes. But, for tactical reasons, he used the slavish 
patriotism of people who died without complaint for ninety days and 
nights. Perhaps no other nation in the world could have tolerated this—
only this people trained by him to be so meekly obedient. Was it really 
true, then, that only one form of totalitarianism could destroy another? 



And save humanity? 



 

 

INTERLUDE: 

A FAMILY IN WARTIME 

 

 

 

His DAUGHTER’S “TERRIBLE DISCOVERY” 

In a letter from Sochi just before the war, Svetlana told Stalin: “I’m not 
going to write any more ‘orders.’ I’m no longer a child to amuse myself in 
that way.” 

Stalin’s daughter was fifteen on the eve of war. She had grown up, and her 
father knew it. Svetlana describes how furious he was when he saw her 
with bare knees and arms. He scolded her, gave orders that her skirts 
should be longer, that she should wear trousers. She did not realize that he 
was jealous, that he did not want to share her with any other man. After 
all, Lenin’s sister had devoted her whole life to that great leader! But Stalin 
understood his daughter’s temperament. He attached an NKVD watchdog 
to her. She went everywhere under escort—to school, to concerts, to the 
theater. He told her that it was for her safety. 

Evacuated to Kuibyshev, she pined for Moscow. “I don’t like this city... 
There are such a lot of ... lame people, blind people, cripples of all sorts. 
Every fifth person you see in the streets is a cripple.” The men who weren’t 
cripples were in his army. 

Stalin did not allow his daughter to come home for good until the summer 
of 1942, when the Germans had been driven back from Moscow. 
Unknown to him, she was a different Svetlana. In the preceding winter she 
had, as she later wrote, been overwhelmed by a terrible discovery. 
Someone had thoughtlessly given her a British magazine to read, and her 
mother’s suicide was mentioned as a generally known fact. She was 
“stunned.” She didn’t believe her eyes. 



The dacha at Zubalovo, damaged in the war, was rebuilt and Svetlana 
moved in there. Her brother Vasily was a frequent guest. His wife and 
child, and Yasha’s daughter with her nurse, shared the house with her. 
Vasily regularly brought friends home—fliers, athletes, actors. They drank 
recklessly, played music on the phonograph, and danced. “You wouldn’t 
have thought there was a war on,” Svetlana wrote. 

 

PRINCE VASYA 

After scraping through his lower and middle levels of school, the twenty-
year-old Vasya had been sent where all Soviet youngsters dreamed of going 
in those days—to the Air Force Training School. Stalin preserved letters 
about Vasya’s “exploits” there in his personal file. We read in a report from 
Beria that “on the way [to Flying School] he told the senior staff members 
who went to welcome him that ‘Papa is supposed to be coming to 
Sevastopol for a holiday this year, he’ll probably look in on me.’” The 
terrified staff were put on the alert. “Vasya,” Beria wrote, “was quartered 
not in the trainees’ hostel but in a house reserved for visitors ... his meals 
were prepared separately ... he went around in a car put at his disposal by 
the school.” His father gave harsh instructions as to how the “crafty little 
brat” should be treated: “Nobody should show such consideration or 
concern as to create special conditions of any sort.” 

Let us try to imagine what it was like to be a dictator’s son, for all practical 
purposes fatherless as well as motherless in adolescence. His mother’s 
suicide, the imprisonment of his relatives, the execution of family friends 
who had shown him so much affection—these were the horrors he had 
lived with in childhood. 

Stalin kept Vasily’s graduation certificate from the Air Force Training 
School: “An excellent pilot, enjoys flying, promoted to rank of lieutenant.” 
But he knew what such scraps of paper were worth. In March 1941, after 
Vasily had graduated, his father sent him to summer training camp at 
Lyubertsy, with what was known as the Palace Garrison. This was an elite 
air force unit which took part in ceremonial flybys and acrobatic displays 
in front of the Leader. Only ace pilots were recruited to it. 

At the Boss’s request, V. Tsukanov, commander of this famous unit, 
himself became Vasily’s instructor. He reported honestly that “Vasya is an 



able flier, but will always get into difficulties because of his drinking.” 

Then came the war. After Yasha was taken prisoner, the Boss would not let 
Vasya fly. He became an air force inspector, sitting in a big office on 
Pirogov Street, with nothing much to do, except drink. The front line was 
the place for meteoric rises in careers. But, knowing how insanely 
ambitious his pipsqueak son was, the Boss saw to it that he didn’t fall far 
behind. Vasya quickly rose to be head of the air force inspectorate. 

 

FALL FROM GRACE 

Life at Zubalovo became jollier, and boozier, all the time. Vasya fell in with 
a fun-loving crowd of filmmakers, among them the scenario writer Alexei 
Kapler, Moscow’s champion lady-killer. One husband, told that his wife 
was having an affair with this legendary figure, famously observed that 
“mere husbands shouldn’t bear a grudge against Kapler.” I knew him well. 
He was a friend of my father. He was fat and ugly and not a very good 
writer. His talent lay elsewhere: he was a raconteur of genius. When he 
spoke, it was like the Siren’s song—you were spellbound. Another member 
of the group was the documentary filmmaker Roman Karmen, an equally 
famous playboy in his day. Vasya plunged happily into the life of pleasure. 
When he was drunk he would shoot at chandeliers in restaurants—this 
was called “the cut-glass chimes.” He had endless brief affairs—his famous 
name gave him an immediate entree to women’s hearts. One of his 
drinking companions later told this story: “One day I went home and 
found my wife, L. Tselikovskaya [a Soviet film star of the late thirties], 
with her friend V. Serova [also a film star] and an air force officer 
unknown to me. He persuaded us to go out to his dacha. On the way there 
Serova told me that this was V. Stalin. At the dacha he began making 
shameless advances to my wife, and tried to drag her off to some secluded 
spot. I intervened pretty sharply, he apologized, and nothing much 
happened during the rest of the meal except that after a few drinks Vasya 
took a cinder from the hearth and decorated the faces of Slutsky, the 
cameraman, and Karmen while they sat at a table.” And they, of course, 
put up with it. 

It was during that time of carousing and conquests that Vasya took Alexei 
Kapler out to Zubalovo and introduced him to Svetlana. 



Like many other writers at the time, Kapler was then working as a war 
correspondent. He had just come back from an assignment: he had been 
dropped behind German lines and taken part in sabotage operations with 
partisans in Belorussia. Now he was getting ready to leave for Stalingrad, 
where the bloody battle was reaching its critical stage. 

Vasya brought him along during the October holidays. Kapler was 
bewitched as soon as he set eyes on the attractive and intelligent young 
girl. Half-dead with shyness, a little girl in the low-heeled shoes her father 
liked her to wear, Svetlana danced a foxtrot with him. It was fatal— once 
Kapler started talking. After her brother’s rambling anecdotage, her 
father’s silences, and the stuffiness of his colleagues, the spellbinder 
Kapler overwhelmed her. Her loneliness was at an end. She had found 
someone who understood her. That evening she told him everything— 
among other things that this was the tenth anniversary of her mother’s 
death, and how horrible it was that no one remembered it. 

They began to meet regularly. Those were dangerous meetings. Kapler lent 
her an unpublished translation of a Hemingway novel, and praised the 
great disgraced poets—Gumilev, executed in 1921, and the semi-
forbidden Akhmatova. In the language of the time, he was “ideologically 
corrupting” the Leader’s daughter. That alone could cost him his life. 

She fell in love with him. She did not know what sort of world she was 
living in, or what sort of man her father was. But Kapler, a man of forty, 
knew these things only too well. How can he have been so rash? Quite 
simply—he too was in love. He delighted in her childlike enthusiasms. 
Nothing else mattered to him. The forty-year-old man waited for the 
schoolgirl in a doorway opposite her school. They went to the unheated 
Tretyakov Gallery, they went to hear The Queen of Spades. A hangdog 
NKVD man trailed after them along the blacked-out streets of wartime 
Moscow—and Kapler occasionally gave him a cigarette to relieve his 
boredom. 

The Boss, of course, was told all about it. But he was completely absorbed 
in Stalingrad, where he was getting ready for his greatest victory. Nor did 
he realize how serious the situation was before Kapler left Moscow with all 
the other correspondents to await the great event at Stalingrad. 

And then the Boss read in Pravda, his Pravda, which he had once edited, a 
piece by Kapler. This was an account in the form of a “letter from 



Lieutenant L.,” of events in Stalingrad, and also of the author’s recent 
visits with an unnamed sweetheart to the Tretyakov Gallery and their 
walks around Moscow by night. The obviously insane lover ended with the 
words “It must be snowing now in Moscow. From your window you can 
see the crenellated wall of the Kremlin.” Just so that there could be no 
possible doubt as to the identity of his sweetheart! 

Stalin’s fury is easy to imagine. But he controlled it. For the first time in 
his life he did not know what to do. Shortly afterward, one of the officers 
of his bodyguard telephoned Kapler and suggested an assignment to 
somewhere more remote. Kapler told him to go to hell. 

When Stalin was told Kapler’s answer, he must have realized how much 
the war had changed people. Familiarity with death was overcoming fear. 
Some people had ceased to fear altogether. There would be work to do 
after the war. 

Throughout February Svetlana and Kapler continued their visits to the 
theater and their nocturnal strolls around Moscow, with the security man 
plodding behind them. On her seventeenth birthday, they turned up at 
Vasily’s apartment. They embraced in an empty room, trying not to make 
any noise. The unhappy NKVD man sat in an adjoining room straining his 
ears. He had to write some sort of report on each meeting. 

Kapler was arrested two days later. Her father arrived with a savage glare 
in his yellow eyes. She had never seen him like that. “I know everything. 
I’ve got your telephone calls here,” he said, tapping his pocket. “Your 
Kapler is an English spy, he has been arrested.” But she was her mother’s 
daughter. And his. She was not easily frightened. “I love him,” she said, 
and was slapped twice, for the first time in her life. He knew, though, that 
pain alone would not break her resistance. He had come armed with the 
most humiliating thing he could think of: “Just look at yourself. Who do 
you think would want you? He’s got women all over the place, you fool!” 

She stopped talking to him for several months. But for him it was all over. 
He felt betrayed for the second time. Her mother’s death had been the 
first. 

In fairy tales the tsar often cuts off the heads of those who try to carry off 
the princess. He had to control himself. He remembered her mother’s end. 
He knew how dangerous it was to reduce those crazy Alliluyevs to despair. 



The “spy” Kapler was banished to Vorkuta for five years. It could have 
been worse, but not much. 

He was furious with Vasya too. Vasya had produced Kapler—it was at 
Vasya’s brothel of a dacha that they had met. It was about then that Vasya 
acquired his wound. Not at the front, like others, but as the result of a 
drunken prank: while stunning fish in a river with aviation shells, Vasya 
was wounded in the cheek and in one leg. 

J. Stalin, People’s Commissar for Defense, ordered that “the regiment and 
its former commander Colonel V. Stalin be informed that he is hereby 
relieved of his command for drunken and disorderly behavior which tends 
to damage and corrupt the regiment.” 

Vasya was sent to the front. But after what had happened to his half-
brother he was seldom allowed to take part in aerial combat, and only with 
heavy cover. This infuriated him: he was brave and eager to show his 
prowess. The Boss nonetheless saw to it that his son rose in the service. 
Vasya was never kept in the same place for more than two years. He had 
begun the war as a twenty-year-old captain. He ended it as a twenty-four-
year-old general. 
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ONWARD TO VICTORY 

 

 

 

THE SECOND FRONT 

A great deal has been written about the course of the war, and the opening 
of a second front by the Western allies. I shall touch on this crucial period 
only briefly. 

After Hitler’s attack on Russia, Churchill became Stalin’s reluctant ally. 
The Boss understood his attitude very well: the ideal war for Churchill 
would be one in which the rival dictators bit through each other’s throats. 
But, as Churchill himself put it, “if Hitler occupies Hell I will ask the House 
of Commons for aid for the Devil.” Late in 1941, the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor brought the USSR another ally. Now Litvinov came to be 
useful. The disgraced Jew was appointed ambassador to the United States. 
To strengthen his arm, Stalin created in February 1942 a Jewish 
Antifascist Committee. The Yiddish theater in Moscow and the Yiddish 
poets were all drawn into it. It was headed by the great actor Mikhoels, 
director of the Yiddish theater. Their immediate task was to attract funds 
from wealthy American Jews. But a still more important objective was to 
influence Western public opinion in favor of the second front. Anti-
Semitism was forgotten. Litvinov signed an agreement with the United 
States under which the Soviet Union would get aluminum for aircraft, 
gasoline, antiaircraft guns, machine guns, and rifles (as well as generous 
food parcels— I can still remember the taste of American chocolate in 
frost-bound, hungry Moscow). 

Stalin desperately wanted the Allies to open a second front in the terrible 



months of 1941—1942, but Churchill was in no hurry. He preferred to 
watch the Soviet armies bleed. The Boss understood this way of thinking 
very well. In his place he would have done the same. 

The Allies did not open a second front in 1942 or in 1943. Instead of 
invading the continent, Churchill flew to Moscow, to that “grim Bolshevik 
state, which I once tried hard to suffocate at birth and which until the 
emergence of Hitler I regarded as the worst enemy of civilized freedom.” 

The Boss greeted Churchill like an old friend. They were alike in some 
ways. His intelligence service had told him that Churchill knew in advance 
about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, but had kept it from his 
American friends to make sure of drawing them into the war. There, too, 
he would have done the same himself. Churchill went to the Bolshoi, was 
entertained by the Boss at home, was introduced to Svetlana, and told her 
that the hair which had vanished from his head had been as red as her 
own. But he refused to open a second front, saying that the Allies were not 
ready. 

Churchill had in a way done Stalin a favor in leaving him to fight alone. 
With support from the Allies in weapons and food supplies his army 
acquired fantastic strength as it fought. Hitler’s generals and Europe’s 
strongest army were its teachers. By the end of 1943 Stalin had the 
greatest military machine that had ever existed, and Hitler’s fate was 
sealed. The Boss had already made plans for the mighty blows that would 
carry the war beyond Russia’s frontiers into Europe. The Great Dream was 
reborn. Stalin chose that time—spring 1943—to dissolve Comintern, in 
order, he told a Reuters correspondent, “to refute Hitler’s lie that Moscow 
intends to interfere in the lives of other states and to Bolshevize them.” In 
“in-depth language” this meant: Moscow will interfere in the lives of other 
states and will Bolshevize them. The personnel of the dissolved Comintern 
would become the rulers of Eastern Europe. 

The dissolution of Comintern, the restoration of the Patriarchate in 
Russia, the reintroduction of tsarist ranks in the army—all these things 
seemed to signify the end of Bolshevism. Stalin assiduously cultivated this 
notion in the minds of his allies, in preparation for the decisive assault on 
Europe. 

 



HONEYMOON 

In 1943 the Big Three met in conference at Teheran. The Western Allies 
were now themselves in a hurry to open a second front, before Stalin 
arrived in Europe. He had not grown out of Koba’s youthful habit: he 
arrived a day late. Eet them wait. He was the Boss now. 

At Teheran he met Roosevelt for the first time. Roosevelt, whom Stalin 
saw as an idealist, and Churchill were comically incongruous partners. 
Which of them did he like better? Asked this by Molotov, he replied, 
“They’re both imperialists,” the appropriate answer to a person of Stone 
Arse’s limited understanding. The fact was that they were both very much 
to his liking. He saw at once how he could cause a collision between 
Roosevelt, with his avowed aversion to under-the-table deals, and 
Churchill, who felt sure that without such deals they stood no chance 
against the dread Uncle Joe. “If I had to pick a negotiating team, Stalin 
would be my first choice,” said Anthony Eden, the British Foreign 
Secretary. 

During the Teheran honeymoon they exchanged protestations of eternal 
love. Churchill presented the Boss with the Stalingrad Sword. “Marshal 
Stalin,” he said, “can take his place beside the major figures in Russian 
history, and deserves to be known as ‘Stalin the Great.’” The Boss 
modestly replied that “it is easy to be a hero when you are dealing with 
people like the Russians.” The main subject of discussion was the second 
front. But Churchill couldn’t resist asking about territorial claims once the 
war was won. Stalin answered that “there’s no need to talk about that at 
present: when the time comes we shall have our say.” 

He knew even then that Churchill would suggest a tradeoff. In 1944 the 
Western Allies landed in Normandy, while Stalin’s armies crossed the 
Soviet frontier and began rapidly overrunning Poland, Hungary, Romania, 
Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia. Bulgaria and Finland withdrew from the war. 
The Balkans were at Russia’s mercy. The Communist-dominated National 
Liberation Army took control of the whole of mainland Greece. A partisan 
army led by the Communist Tito, helped by Soviet forces, was victorious in 
Yugoslavia. 

Churchill made haste. On October 9, 1944, he and Eden were in Moscow, 
and that night they met Stalin in the Kremlin, without the Americans. 
Bargaining went on throughout the night. Churchill wrote on a scrap of 



paper that the Boss had a 90 percent “interest” in Romania, Britain a 90 
percent “interest” in Greece, both Russia and Britain a 50 percent interest 
in Yugoslavia. When they got to Italy the Boss ceded that country to 
Churchill. The crucial questions arose when the Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs discussed “percentages” in Eastern Europe. Molotov’s proposals 
were that Russia should have a 75 percent interest in Hungary, 75 percent 
in Bulgaria, and 60 percent in Yugoslavia. This was the Boss’s price for 
ceding Italy and Greece. Eden tried to haggle: Hungary 75/25, Bulgaria 
80/20, but Yugoslavia 50/50. After lengthy bargaining they settled on an 
80/20 division of interest between Russia and Britain in Bulgaria and 
Hungary, and a 50/50 division in Yugoslavia. U.S. Ambassador Harriman 
was informed only after the bargain was struck. This gentleman’s 
agreement was sealed with a handshake. 

The percentages—the idea that the Boss would accept anything less than 
one hundred percent authority—were a comic fiction. 

Churchill knew very well that Stalin could not be trusted, and he tried to 
act in the way they both favored. But the Boss was unconcerned. He knew 
that Roosevelt would not countenance any breach of faith, however 
compelling the arguments in favor of it. When Churchill tried to enter into 
secret negotiations with Germany, the Boss immediately informed 
Roosevelt. Roosevelt indignantly protested and the talks were broken off. 
(When Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945, too soon to see Uncle Joe’s new 
Europe, the Boss wrote to Churchill that “for my part I feel particularly the 
grievous loss of that great man, our common friend.”) 

Hitler, in any case, had succeeded in consolidating the alliance of the Big 
Three by the end of 1944. The Germans made a sudden attack on the 
Allies in the Ardennes and inflicted heavy losses. Stalin nobly came to the 
rescue, and distracted the Germans by launching a premature offensive. 
The help he gave them was to be credited to his account when the time 
came to divide Europe. 

The Third Reich was within months of its end when the Allied powers met 
at Yalta. Roosevelt and Churchill were Stalin’s guests in the Eivadia Palace, 
the favorite home of the East Tsar and his family. The Conference adopted 
high-sounding decisions on the peaceful Europe of the future, on the 
establishment of the UN, on the demilitarization of Germany. But its 
main business was to complete the partition of Europe, and help to give 



substance to the Great Dream. This time Stalin was able to include Poland 
in his maneuvers. 

The monstrous Katyn affair caused complications. After the collapse of 
Poland more than twenty thousand captured Polish officers had been 
quartered in prison camps near the Soviet frontier. When Stalin was get-
ting ready to attack Germany, the thought of keeping so many potential 
enemies within the Soviet Union alarmed him. He remembered the 
mutiny of the Czechoslovak prisoners of war in 1918. As usual, he found a 
quick and drastic solution: the prisoners were “liquidated.” When General 
Anders began forming the Polish army in the West, Stalin released some 
two thousand Poles from the camps. But Poles abroad asked where so 
many thousands of officers had disappeared to. The answer given was that 
they had run away from the camps at the beginning of the war. The Polish 
government in exile was not satisfied, and persisted in asking about the 
missing officers. 

A little play-acting was called for. In the presence of the Polish 
representative Stalin telephoned Molotov and Beria to ask whether all 
Poles had been released from Soviet jails. They both said yes. But when the 
Germans occupied Smolensk they had found in the nearby Katyn forest a 
gruesome burial ground containing row upon row of corpses with bullet 
holes in the backs of the neck, the remains of the Polish officers. Stalin of 
course accused Hitler of a grotesque provocation. He changed his story: 
the Poles had not run away, but had been transferred to the Smolensk area 
to work on building sites. There the Germans had captured them, shot 
them, and blamed the USSR for it. A special Soviet commission was set up, 
with the Boss’s own writers, academics, and clergy as members. The 
commission, of course, confirmed his story. Roosevelt and Churchill had 
to take their ally’s word. The monstrous scale of the tragedy has only 
recently become known. A. Krayushkin, head of one of the directorates of 
the Federal Security Service (as the former KGB is now called), at a press 
conference in Smolensk in April 1995, informed the Russian and Polish 
journalists present that the number of Polish prisoners killed in various 
camps was 21,857. 

The documents concerning those shot were destroyed, with Khrushchev’s 
consent, in 1959. What remains is a letter from A. Shelepin, then head of 
the KGB, informing Khrushchev that “in all, 21,857 people were shot on 
orders from the KGB, including 4,421 in the Katyn forest, 6,311 in the 



Ostashkovo camp (Kaliningrad oblast), and 3,820 in the Starobel camp 
near Kharkov.” 

Shelepin’s letter then asks Khrushchev for permission to destroy the 
records of those shot, since they have “neither operational nor historical 
importance.” 

On the site of the terrible mass grave in the Katyn forest there now stands 
a dacha built by one of the “new Russians”—a rich businessman. 

August 1944 was the month of the Warsaw rising, organized by the Polish 
government in exile. Stalin’s armies had halted in sight of Warsaw, but he 
ordered them not to advance, and they stood there watching while the 
Germans destroyed the city. His main objective now was to get rid of the 
emigre Polish government. Repeated Allied attempts to talk to good old 
Uncle Joe about a democratic Poland were met with a sharp “no.” The logic 
of his position was simple. He had won the war in order to have good next-
door neighbors. He would allow the Western Allies to surrender Poland by 
easy stages: Roosevelt, he knew, had to think of the Polish vote at home. 
But that was as far as he would go. He had, then, in the final stages of the 
war erected the framework of a future Communist Eastern Europe. 

He also had plans for Asia. At Yalta they had discussed the part Russia 
might yet play in the war against Japan. Stalin had of course consented to 
join in. It would enable his armies to move into China and onward, toward 
realization of the Great Dream. 

At the very end of 1944 yet another ally arrived in Moscow—General de 
Gaulle, now Prime Minister of liberated France. The French visitors’ 
rooms were bugged, and the Boss was kept informed of their regular 
conversations about the bloodthirsty Stalin. 

At the Kremlin banquet lanky de Gaulle and the diminutive Boss made a 
comic duo. Stalin proposed a toast to Kaganovich—”a brave man. He 
knows that if the trains do not arrive on time”—he paused, and then 
concluded affectionately—”we shall shoot him.” Then he proposed a toast 
to Air Marshal Novikov—”a good marshal, let’s drink to him. And if he 
doesn’t do his job properly”—with a kindly smile—”we shall hang him.” 
The French no longer found him such a comic figure. He finished his 
teasing by saying laughingly, “People call me a monster, but as you see I 
make a joke of it. Maybe I’m not so horrible after all.” 



On the train de Gaulle said incredulously, “And these are the people we 
shall be dealing with for the next hundred years!” The French visitors, 
however, also carried away another impression. “In his behavior you 
caught a glimpse of something resembling the despair of a man who has 
reached such heights of power that he has nowhere else to go,” one of 
them wrote. On that same occasion in the Kremlin, Hitler’s conqueror had 
suddenly remarked to de Gaulle that “in the long run death is the only 
victor.” It was December, and his sixty-fifth birthday was drawing near. 

 

PREPARING THE COUNTRY FOR VICTORY 

Stalin had every right to call himself a “monster.” 

De Gaulle can have had no idea what was then happening in the jocular 
dictator’s country. For that matter, the monster’s own soldiers, who were 
finalizing their victory, did not know all that had happened deep in the 
rear, in many cases to their own families. 

Terror had almost vanished from the land by 1944. On the threshold of 
victory, Stalin began reviving it. What troubled him most were 
reawakened nationalist aspirations. At the beginning of the war his com-
missars could speak of a Ukrainian, a Georgian, a Moldavian, an Ar-
menian, an Azerbaijani “fatherland.” While the country stood on the brink 
of the abyss he had encouraged such talk, to stiffen the morale of the non-
Russians. Now he needed to eradicate these ideas, to burn them out of 
people’s minds. He had always known that nationalism was dynamite. 
(Dynamite indeed. Half a century later it would blow his empire to bits.) 

Late in 1943, when the war was at its most critical stage, Stalin had 
convened the Politburo to lecture them for over an hour on a screenplay 
written by Dozchenko. 

Dozchenko, a great filmmaker, was also a Ukrainian. His Earth was at the 
time one of the most famous films ever made. Before the war the Boss had 
condescended to take a stroll with him after a conference. They walked 
along the Arbat, which was deserted except for security men and NKVD 
cars parked along the sides of the street. Dozchenko talked incessantly, as 
artists will, while his companion listened. That evening told the Boss all 
that he needed to know. From then on he watched Dozchenko closely. One 



day he was told that the director had written a new screenplay and had 
read it to Khrushchev, then in charge of the Ukraine. Khrushchev, who 
was relaxing at his dacha, no doubt with the help of a few drinks, liked the 
script. The Boss asked to see it, and realized immediately that he had been 
right about Dozchenko. The cunning director had used a device to which 
writers would often resort in the post-Stalin period. His most challenging 
ideas, those he prized most, had all been put into the mouths of negative 
characters. A German officer, for instance, was made to say, “Your nation 
has a fatal Achilles’ heel: people are incapable of forgiving each other for 
their differences of opinion. They have been living for twenty-five years 
with negative slogans—rejection of God, property, the family, friendship. 
The word nation no longer exists except in the adjectival form.” And so on. 
Such sallies of course met with the orthodox answers, but how feeble the 
answers looked compared with those insidious criticisms. Stalin noted in 
particular Dozchenko’s central idea: “Whichever front we fight on, it’s the 
Ukraine we are fighting for. For a people forty million strong which has 
never found itself. For a people lacerated and fragmented.” He quoted this 
passage to the Politburo, in a meeting to which Dozchenko was invited, 
and commented that “there is no separate Ukraine! It does not exist! In 
fighting for the USSR you are fighting for the Ukraine also.” He had shot 
hundreds of thousands to teach them this lesson so that they would never 
forget it. And here he was again. The Boss savaged Dozchenko 
unmercifully: “He is trying to criticize our Party... If we were to publish 
this story Soviet people would give him such a going-over there’d be 
nothing left but a damp patch on the ground.” Dozchenko sat there pale 
and helpless. 

The Boss gave Khrushchev a chance to correct his own mistake. He set to 
work with a will. Dozchenko was lambasted at innumerable meetings and 
was driven out of the Kiev Film Studio. As he wrote in his diary, he was 
“hacked to pieces, and the bloody remains were distributed for desecration 
wherever an ugly mob could be gathered.” 

As soon as he glimpsed victory in 1944, the Boss decided to hit na-
tionalism hard, hard enough to draw blood. They must never forget that 
they belonged to the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Beria took the 
hint and quickly provided the country with an object lesson. During their 
occupation of the Caucasus the Germans had promised independence to 
the Chechens, the Ingush, the Balkars, and the Kalmyks. Members of 



these ethnic groups did sometimes collaborate with the Germans. The 
same was true of the Crimean Tartars. Beria knew the rules: the Boss 
could not be seen as the initiator of reprisals. He himself had to seek the 
Leader’s permission. 

I saw one of Stalin’s top-secret “special files,” a file that bore witness to a 
bloodbath of which the army, the country, and the world at large knew 
nothing. I saw a note from Beria to Stalin: “The Balkars gave a friendly 
welcome to the German occupation of the Caucasus. As they retreated 
before the blows of the Red army, the Germans organized Balkar 
detachments.” Nationalism leads to treason—that was the ideological 
lesson to be learned. And if these people had betrayed, how could they 
possibly deserve to go on living in the Caucasus, that earthly paradise? 
The birthplace of the Living God of communism? Stalin had his solution 
ready. On March 11, 1944, Beria reported that “37,103 Balkars have been 
loaded onto special trains and dispatched to their new areas of settlement 
in the Kazakh and Kirghiz republics. There were no incidents requiring 
attention during the operation. 

He continued punishing errant ethnic groups and rooting out nationalism 
throughout the spring and summer of 1944, that year of victories. 

While the Allies were singing his praises and discovering a new Stalin 
unlike their old picture of him, thousands of soldiers wearing NKVD 
uniforms arrived in the mountainous regions of the Caucasus, with the 
February snows falling. The local inhabitants were summoned to a 
meeting—it was the anniversary of the foundation of the Red army. They 
arrived, and found their hosts ready for them. Beria reported: “On 
February 23 there was a heavy snowfall, which caused difficulties in 
transporting people, especially in mountainous regions.” But by February 
25, in spite of frost and snow, settlements in which people had lived for 
thousands of years were deserted. The inhabitants had been driven out 
under escort. Cattle trucks were waiting down in the valley. They were 
crammed full of people and sent off to Siberia. 

On the same day, Beria reported that “the eviction of the Chechens and 
Ingush is proceeding normally: 342,647 people were loaded onto special 
trains on February 25 and by [February 29] the number had risen to 
478,479 of whom 91,250 were Ingush and 387,229 Chechens... The 
operation proceeded in an organized fashion, with no serious instances of 



resistance, or other incidents. There were only isolated cases of attempted 
flight.” 

There were of course “no incidents” in a report meant for Stalin, but in 
reality the NKVD had found it hard work. Ruslan G., a bank manager, 
recalled how “they combed the huts to make sure there was no one left 
behind. It was cold, and the floor was coated with hoarfrost. The soldier 
who came into the house didn’t want to bend down. He raked the hut with 
a burst from his tommy gun. Blood trickled out from under the bench 
where a child was hiding. The mother screamed and hurled herself at the 
soldier. He shot her too. There was not enough rolling stock. Those left 
behind were shot. The bodies were covered with earth or sand, carelessly. 
The shooting had also been careless, and people started wriggling out of 
the sand like worms. The NKVD men spent the whole night shooting 
them all over again.” 

“Incidents” there were. But no resistance—there Beria had spoken the 
truth. The country had not altogether forgotten its earlier lessons. Fear 
was rapidly returning. One ethnic group after another was driven out of 
the Caucasus. “The operation to resettle persons of Kalmyk nationality in 
eastern regions (the Altai, the Krasnoyarsk Krai, the Amur, Novosibirsk, 
and Omsk oblasts) proceeded successfully. In all 93,139 people were 
entrained. The operation was conducted without excesses—People’s 
Commissar Beria.” 

Beria had also exerted himself in the Crimea: “To Comrade Stalin. In 
compliance with our decree an operation to cleanse the Crimea of anti-
Soviet elements was carried out in the period April-June, and Crimeans, 
Tartars, Bulgars, Greeks, Armenians, and persons of foreign nationality 
have been deported to the eastern regions of the USSR. Altogether 
225,009 persons have been evacuated... 23,000 officers and other ranks of 
the NKVD took part in the operation. The NKVD hereby applies for the 
award of medals to those who have distinguished themselves.” 

Jewish nationalism also had to be dealt with. 

By the end of the war, Stalin was getting ready to play the Jewish card. 
Almost all of the well-known Jews in the Soviet Union were on the Jewish 
Antifascist Committee which he had set up. As well as Mikhoels, its 
members included the poets Fefer and Markish, and the academician Lina 
Stern, director of the Institute of Physiology. Stalin appointed Lozovsky, 



the head of the Soviet Information Bureau, to the committee as, to all 
intents and purposes, its political commissar. He also found a use for 
Molotov’s wife, Polina Zhemchuzina, a fanatical Communist, as patroness 
of the committee. 

In 1944 the committee wrote to Stalin on behalf of all Soviet Jews, 
recommending the establishment of a Jewish Socialist Republic in the 
Crimea, on vacant land from which the Tartars had been evicted. The 
letter was, of course, written by Lozovsky, but a man of his experience 
would never have risked writing such a thing without the Boss’s agree-
ment. One of the initiators of the letter was Zhemchuzina. But would 
Molotov’s wife have gone so far without consulting the Boss? He was 
obviously somewhere in the wings. “A California in the Crimea”—just the 
thing to win the hearts of American Jews and, of course, untie their purse 
strings. Besides, the rumor that good old Uncle Joe was going to give the 
Crimea to the Jews would help divert attention from the fate of the 
deported peoples. 

The Crimean Jewish Republic was, however, just another Trojan horse. 
The members of the Antifascist Committee did not realize what a 
dangerous position they had strayed, or rather been inveigled, into. The 
enticer had their future mapped out. The long game was always his 
preference. 

 

VICTORY 

His armies met those of the Allies on the Elbe. They fraternized, they got 
drunk together... this boozy display of brotherly love might have gone on 
forever, had the Boss not known his history. The Russian officers who 
defeated Napoleon had brought back from Europe the spirit of freedom, 
and founded secret societies. Stalin was particularly annoyed with Zhukov. 
The marshal was busy giving interviews to foreign news agencies, more 
often than not forgetting the obligatory refrain about “the greatest war 
leader of all times, Comrade Stalin.” 

Victory had arrived. Stalin allowed Zhukov the supreme privilege of 
formally accepting Germany’s unconditional surrender. Zhukov was also 
allowed to inspect the victory parade. Such honors bestowed by the Boss 
were dangerous. If Zhukov’s head had not been turned by victory, the 



shades of vanished marshals might have told him so. 

During the victory parade, on a rainy day when “even the skies wept for 
the fallen,” as his poets wrote, Stalin’s mind was on tomorrow, on the day 
after victory. 

His cities lay in ruins. The face of the country was pitted with the graves 
of his soldiers. Half of Europe was seeded with their bodies. When he got 
around to it he would think of a number which was not too frightening—
around seven million. After his death the numbers would grow from year 
to year. At an international conference held in the Russian Academy of 
Sciences in 1994 the majority of experts present agreed on the following 
figures: the army had lost around 8,668,000 men, and the civilian 
population 18 million: 26 million in all. 

For the present—let the soldiers who had survived this cruelest of all wars 
march over Red Square and fling the banners of Hitler’s defeated army at 
the foot of the Mausoleum. At his feet. But he must soon give some 
thought to the future, after demobilization of these soldiers who had 
learned to kill skillfully and without compunction. He was well aware that 
criminal gangs had sprung up in the capital. As his daughter wrote to him 
early in 1945: “It’s getting so that even in the central districts people are 
afraid to go out after dark.” 

While they were fighting, they had forgotten how to work, and how to be 
afraid. Or rather, they had forgotten what work was because they had 
forgotten what fear was. 

“I heard today,” his daughter wrote, “a rumor that Stalin had returned to 
Moscow and decreed that gangsterism and thieving are to be liquidated by 
New Year. People are always crediting you with something good.” He lived 
up to expectations, and gave his favorite order: shoot them all. Not just 
the looters, but those who could not put a stop to the looting. 

The gangs were swollen by hundreds of homeless and destitute people. 
Many of them were war cripples, men who had lost arms or legs or been 
disfigured and were afraid or reluctant to return to their families. Those 
who did return often found that their wives had received a “burial chit” 
and had married again. So these men would join one of the tribes of 
beggars or gangsters. 



The NKVD reports are still in his files: “A large number of professional 
beggars have turned up in Arzamas region. The largest concentration of 
beggars is round the ‘Dawn’ refinery. The refinery disposes of its waste 
products to the local population as animal feed. The beggar element now 
uses these waste products as food. Up to 20,000 people so far have visited 
the territory of the refinery.—L. Beria.” The beggars helped to reinforce 
the camp population. 

The country desperately needed a dose of terror. The counterespionage 
service zealously intercepted letters from the front, Beria regularly 
reported their contents, and the Boss saw that the worst had happened: 
together with a sense of personal responsibility, the war had reawakened 
independent thought. A relentless struggle with independent thinking 
would soon follow. 

 

VENGEANCE 

He also solved the problem of prisoners of war liberated from German 
camps. They had to pay for disobeying his orders to die on the battlefield. 
They had dared to survive as prisoners. And of course he had in mind the 
dangerous ideas they would have “picked up” (a favorite phrase in his 
propaganda) in multinational camps. 

Their fate, then, was decided in advance. These unfortunates, who had 
survived years of nightmare as prisoners, and lived to see their country 
victorious, were to be sent straight from German to Soviet prison camps. 

Marshal Zhukov told a plenary meeting of the Central Committee in 1957 
that “126,000 officers who returned from captivity were stripped of their 
rank and sent to the camps.” 

A sad fate also awaited civilians forcibly deported to Germany by the 
Germans. In Stalin’s logic anyone in contact with foreigners was infected 
with an incurable disease. These plague victims had to be segregated from 
healthy people. They too were destined to swell the population of his 
camps. 

Many of those due to return were in areas occupied by the Allies. They 
knew that, according to the Boss, only “traitors to their homeland let 
themselves be taken prisoner” and begged not to be dispatched to the 



USSR. But the Boss, as always, had provided for this. At the Yalta 
conference he had concluded an agreement with Roosevelt and Churchill 
under which all Soviet citizens taken prisoner or interned by the enemy 
during the war must be returned to the USSR. 

The Allies relentlessly carried out this agreement. In his book Victims of 
Yalta, Count Nikolai Tolstoy-Miloslavsky, great-nephew of Lev Tolstoy, 
presents evidence collected from eyewitnesses and from participants in 
the tragedy. Sergeant D. Lawrence (one of the British military escort for 
motor vehicles carrying Soviet citizens to be handed over to Soviet 
representatives) told the following story: “When the former prisoners 
arrived at Graz (Austria), where the Soviet reception point was located, a 
woman rushed to the parapet of the viaduct over the River Mur... threw 
her child into the water and then jumped in herself... Men and women 
were herded together into a huge concentration camp fenced with barbed 
wire... That nightmare will remain with me for as long as I live.” 

But these were citizens of the USSR. And as the Boss’s favorite hero, Ivan 
the Terrible, wrote about his subjects: “The tsar is free to reward them and 
free to punish them [put them to death] also.” 

The Boss also succeeded in claiming another set of victims. Thousands of 
his former enemies, who had fought in the White armies during the Civil 
War and then fled from Russia, found themselves in countries now 
occupied by his armies: Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Romania, 
and Hungary. His secret police sought them out and deported them to the 
USSR, to the camps. 

Some of his former foes, however, were in areas of the defeated German 
Reich occupied by the Western Allies. But although only “those who had 
been Soviet citizens before being deported to Germany or taken prisoner” 
were supposed to be repatriated, he obtained from his allies what should 
have been impossible: the Cossack General Krasnov, General Shkuro 
(awarded the British Order of the Bath for his feats of valor against the 
Bolsheviks in the Civil War), General Solomatin, and General Sultan-Girei 
were handed over by the British. 

In vain did Sultan-Girei don the uniform of a tsarist general, in vain did 
General Kuchuk-Ulugai flourish his Albanian passport before a British 
officer’s eyes. They were handed over by the British to officers of the 
NKVD. The Boss had compelled his allies to do his bidding. 



When they heard what had happened, thousands of Cossack emigres in 
Austria fled to the mountains. But British patrols hunted down the 
refugees and handed them over to the Soviet authorities. 

The Boss’s old enemies, the Civil War heroes Andrei Shkuro (now sixty) 
and Peter Krasnov (now seventy-eight) were put on trial, anathematized 
by the press, condemned, and hanged. 

The church also received his attention. By now he had forgotten his appeal 
to God. Soso’s youthful fears seemed ridiculous to Stalin. It was he—the 
God Stalin—who had won the war, the greatest war in history. It was he 
who had liberated the peoples. 

When he reinstated the Patriarchate he had arranged for close supervision 
of the church. The Council on Church Affairs watched its every move. 
Formally, the council was answerable to the Council of People’s 
Commissars (from 1946, the Council of Ministers). In practice, he put a 
very different body—the NKVD—in charge of the Council for Church 
Affairs and installed an NKVD colonel, G. Karpov, at its head. Karpov was 
also head of the Fifth Department of the NKVD, whose assignment was to 
combat the “counterrevolutionary clergy.” In the NKVD Karpov’s duty was 
to fight the church, in the council to assist it. 

But he also wished to show his gratitude. In 1947 he invited Metropolitan 
Ilya to the Soviet Union, and awarded him a Stalin Prize. The prelate 
would not accept it. He explained to the ex-seminarist that a monk did not 
need money, and donated $200,000, supplementing the Stalin Prize with 
money of his own, to a fund for the relief of war orphans. 

In July 1945 Stalin traveled by train to Potsdam for the peace conference. 
Seventeen thousand NKVD men were on duty along the route, six to 
fifteen security men for every kilometer of the line. Eight NKVD armored 
trains stood by. All this was a demonstration of the might of the God 
Stalin. The sacred train sped over the ruined land, filling his subjects with 
dread. 
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THE LEADER’S PLAN 

 

 

 

MOLOTOV AND “DRUZHKOV” 

Stalin’s fellow honeymooners were missing from the conference. Roosevelt 
was in his grave and Churchill flew from Potsdam to take part in a general 
election and did not return—the Labour Party, led by Attlee, had won. The 
Boss commented that Western democracy must be a wretched system if it 
could exchange a great man like Churchill for Attlee. 

The Western Allies, then, were represented by Truman and Attlee. Stalin 
had succeeded in outsmarting two Titans; what hope had these two 
against him? 

The partition of postwar Europe went on, at Potsdam and afterward, all 
through 1945. In the course of the negotiations the Western Allies were 
greatly impressed by Molotov. This was when the enigmatic Foreign 
Minister acquired a sort of charisma. The westerners were fascinated by 
his extraordinary taciturnity, his steely inflexibility, his cunning 
gamesmanship. Molotov mesmerized them with his slow responses, and 
at times perplexed them by refusing to say either “yes” or “no” to the 
simplest of questions. How did Molotov suddenly become a great 
diplomat? Documents in the President’s Archive gave me the answer to 
this riddle. 

It turns out that throughout 1945 Molotov received minutely detailed 
instructions from a certain “Druzhkov” in Moscow. These telegrams have 
not been published to this day. It is not difficult to work out who was 
hiding behind the pseudonym “Druzhkov.” Who would be giving orders to 



Molotov, the second man in the state? It was, of course, Stalin. By signing 
himself “Druzhkov” (which in Russian suggests “friendliness”) the Boss 
was evidently demonstrating his affection for Molotov. In these coded 
messages the Boss dictated literally every diplomatic move Molotov made, 
just as he had dictated his policies at home. Molotov the Soviet 
Metternich did not exist. There was only Molotov the transmitter of the 
Boss’s wishes, who dared not make a single decision independently. Hence 
his awe-inspiring leisureliness, his enigmatic ambiguity in the simplest of 
matters. 

In the last days of Hitler’s Germany, while the Allies-and-rivals were 
engaged in their headlong race for Berlin, the future of Poland was also 
being decided. Truman and Churchill in a joint demarche had stood firm 
for a democratic Poland. Druzhkov ordered Molotov not to give ground, 
however, and even told him exactly what to say. “The joint message from 
President Truman and Churchill is mild in tone, but in content shows no 
improvement. If they question the general principles of the Polish 
program you may reply that these principles are set out in Stalin’s 
message, and that unless they are accepted you see no possibility of 
reaching an agreed decision. Druzhkov.” 

Before the conference, Harriman informed Truman that Stalin attached 
importance to aid from the Allies, that he needed to rebuild his ruined 
country, and that consequently pressure could be brought to bear on him 
at Potsdam. The Western Allies, and Truman in particular, who arrived as 
the Americans were about to carry out a successful test of the A-bomb, 
braced themselves to defend Poland and as much of Eastern Europe as 
possible. 

But the moment Truman began asking Stalin to make concessions he was 
met, to his amazement, with a peremptory and unconditional “nyet.” 
“Nyet” because his armies had occupied Eastern Europe; “nyet” because he 
had purchased that “nyet” with the lives of millions of Soviet soldiers. 
“Nyet,” Molotov echoed, and went on repeating relentlessly, until Stalin 
had installed his protege Bierut in Poland. 

On August 9 Stalin joined in the war against Japan. His timing was 
perfect. Soviet troops shattered the Japanese army in Kwantung. They 
annexed the Kuriles and southern Sakhalin, avenging tsarist Russia’s de-
feat by Japan in 1905. What was more, the defeat of Japan and the oc-



cupation of Manchuria made it possible for Stalin to support Mao Tse-
tung openly. Soviet experts and Soviet weapons helped Mao seize control 
of Northern and Central China. China, with its enormous reserves of 
manpower, was about to join in realizing the Great Dream. 

Haggling over the future of Europe continued at the London session of the 
Council of Foreign Ministers. On September 12 Druzhkov instructed 
Molotov that “it is essential that you stand firm. No concessions with 
regard to Romania.” Molotov consulted Druzhkov at every step. “Molotov 
to Druzhkov. In cipher. 15.9.45. Invited by Attlee this evening to dinner at 
the Prime Minister’s residence. Attlee and Bevin (Foreign Secretary) were 
present with their wives. Dinner and after-dinner conversation passed off 
in a relatively relaxed atmosphere. Attlee, and more particularly Bevin, 
suggested expanding unofficial contacts between Russian and English 
peoples. He recommended sending Soviet football teams, and an opera 
and ballet group to London. It would be good if I could give them more 
definite answers on both of these matters.” Without instructions from 
Druzhkov the minister could give no “definite answer” even in the matter 
of the ballet dancers. He could only maintain his enigmatic silence. 

Druzhkov was assiduous in his fine-tuning. “Should the Allies show signs 
of intransigence in regard to Romania, Bulgaria, etc., convey to [U.S. 
Secretary of State James F.] Byrnes and Bevin that the government of the 
USSR will have difficulty in agreeing to the conclusion of the peace treaty 
with Italy.” 

Toward the end of the conference of foreign ministers Druzhkov ordered 
his minister to launch a determined attack: “It would be better to let the 
Council of Foreign Ministers collapse rather than make substantial 
concessions to Byrnes. I think we can now tear off the veil of amity, some 
semblance of which the Americans are so eager to preserve.” 

 

HONEYMOON OVER 

Molotov, however, still did not fully understand how his master’s mind 
was working. He knew as well as Harriman that the USSR needed aid from 
its allies. He continued reporting Western proposals and mentioning 
possible compromises. And the answer was always an ear-splitting “no.” 
“27.9.45. The Allies are putting pressure on you to break your will, force 



you into making concessions—obviously you must be absolutely 
inflexible. The conference may end in complete failure. Even if it does we 
need shed no tears.” 

Molotov finally began to understand. It was desperately important for him 
to anticipate the Boss’s secret wishes. His very life depended on it. 
Druzhkov wanted the foreign ministers’ conference to end in failure. He 
did not intend to cooperate with the Allies any longer. The honeymoon 
with the capitalists was over. Molotov immediately became icily arrogant. 
Harriman was mistaken: in 1945 Stalin not only did not want help from 
the Allies, he was eager to part company with them. But why? 

There were several reasons. One was that he wanted to hold on to 
occupied Eastern Europe and the Balkans, and to forget his promises 
about “percentages of influence.” He intended to create a powerful, in-
tegrated socialist camp opposing the West. Molotov changed his tune. He 
quarreled openly, and often, with the other foreign ministers and repulsed 
every attempt to moderate his demands. 

After the Americans dropped the atomic bomb, victory went to their 
heads. Since they were obviously about to lose China, they concentrated 
on the future of Japan. The Boss resented what he saw as an attempt to 
sideline him, and he let loose one of his famous “raucous no’s”: “26.9.45. 
To Molotov. In cipher. I consider it the height of impudence on the part of 
the Americans and the British, who regard themselves as our allies, that 
they have refused to give us a proper hearing on the question of the 
Control Commission in Japan.” His recommended remedy (one of his 
favorites) was blackmail: “We have information that the Americans have 
laid hands on gold reserves in Japan estimated at 1-2 billion dollars, and 
have made the British their accomplices. You must drop a hint that we see 
this as the reason why the Americans and British are opposed to the 
organization of a Control Commission, and are unwilling to allow us any 
part in matters Japanese.” Shortly after this telegram, Harriman 
presented Molotov with a note on the Control Commission: “30.9.45. An 
Allied Military Council will be established under the presidency of the 
Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers. The members of the Council 
will be the USSR, China, and the British Commonwealth.” Stalin had won 
again, in spite of the bomb. 

 



THE BOMB 

The Potsdam conference had been timed to coincide with the first test of 
the twentieth century’s superweapon, the nuclear bomb. At the 
conference, Truman was delighted to hear that “the baby has been born.” 
The hegemony of Stalin’s war machine was no more. Truman’s great 
moment had arrived: he triumphantly informed Stalin that the su-
perweapon had been tested. But Stalin was remarkably unperturbed by 
Truman’s announcement. The president could only suppose that the aged 
generalissimo had failed to understand how powerful the new weapon 
was. 

If the Boss appeared unmoved by Truman’s announcement it was because 
he had been kept informed about the “baby’s” progress long before its 
birth. How this grand old man of the theater must have smiled to himself 
when Truman moved in to stun him with the news. In fact, the damnable 
new weapon had troubled him all along. It meant life or death to the Great 
Dream. He had been frantically trying to catch up in the nuclear race for 
some time. He had started very late, but, as always, he was determined to 
catch up with a single bound. 

In the Gorbachev period, the Archive of the October Revolution took over 
from the KGB “Comrade Beria’s Special Files.” These files included 
position papers and reports, stamped “Top Secret,” meant for the eyes of 
the almighty head of the NKVD. One of these files, for 1946, contained an 
inspector’s progress report on construction projects No. 817 (Kurchatov’s) 
and No. 813 (Kikoin’s). Isaac Kikoin and Igor Kurchatov were Soviet 
physicists engaged in developing a nuclear bomb. 

In 1946, Stalin divided Beria’s all-powerful NKVD department into two 
ministries—State Security and Internal Affairs. Beria, as a Vice-Chairman 
of the Council of Ministers, continued to have overall responsibility for 
both top-secret departments. His loyal henchman Merkulov was in charge 
of State Security at first. But the Boss did not like this arrangement, and 
he replaced Merkulov with someone unconnected with Beria, Viktor 
Abakumov, the former head of Smersh (the army’s security organization). 
Smersh had not confined itself to counterespionage, but had kept a sharp 
lookout for political unreliability, had intervened in the appointment of 
commanders, and had earned notoriety with its ruthless executions at the 
front. 



It was to Beria and his secret departments that the Boss had thought it 
best to entrust the creation of the bomb. In this context Beria was like 
Molotov in his diplomatic activity—merely a workhorse driven by the 
Boss. 

When he joined the nuclear race, his scientists were far behind. Well 
before the war, physicists such as Y. Zeldovich, Y. Khariton, G. Flerov, and 
A. Rusinov had made advances in nuclear research. But neither Stalin nor 
any other member of the leadership had realized the importance of this 
work. They were preoccupied with the weaponry of the coming war—
tanks, airplanes, big guns. The oscillating needles of laboratory apparatus 
which so thrilled physicists left them unmoved. When Zeldovich and 
Khariton worked out the conditions necessary for a nuclear explosion, and 
estimated its potential force, Stalin was not even informed. 

But then Soviet intelligence relayed from London an item of news which 
startled him. It came from a theoretical physicist named Klaus Fuchs, a 
Communist emigre from Germany working in Britain with a team which 
was trying to develop an atomic bomb. When Fuchs learned that this work 
was kept secret from the USSR, he began passing information to the 
Soviet embassy in London. Soviet intelligence contacted him, and this was 
when the Boss at last appreciated the potential of the new weapon. He 
decided that the quickest way to close a dangerous gap was to put Beria in 
charge of a Soviet nuclear program. Beria’s spies would obtain the 
necessary information. Moreover, Beria’s department 

had unlimited resources. Many brilliant scientists were held in the 
sharashki, the prisons which were also scientific research establishments. 
The total secrecy of everything to do with Beria’s department guaranteed 
the secrecy of the nuclear program. 

This was when the disbanded Comintern became useful. Stalin’s spies 
appealed to those whose friends and comrades had perished in his torture 
chambers with a formula which he himself had authorized: “Stalins come 
and go, but the first socialist state in the world remains.” 

Some of his helpers—the Rosenbergs, Fuchs—were exposed, but many 
more escaped exposure. I have already written about Lieutenant General 
Sudoplatov’s memoirs. This is a work of disinformation, intended to 
distract us from the real secrets. And I often recall another intelligence 
officer, General Vasily Sitnikov. When I first met him he was Vice-



Chairman of VAAP (the All-Union Copyright Agency). This office was 
traditionally reserved for KGB generals no longer on the active list. In 
VAAP Sitnikov posed as a liberal. He even helped me when I was, not for 
the first time, refused an exit visa for the United States to attend a 
premiere of my play. He was Andropov’s man, and had high expectations 
of Gorbachev’s perestroika. As it happened, he was one of its first 
victims—summarily pensioned off when one of the new KGB people 
needed his job. He cherished wild ideas of revenge. Shortly after his dis-
missal I met him in the streets, and we got talking. “This,” he said, bran-
dishing the back number of Foreign Literature he was carrying, “includes a 
documentary play about the Oppenheimer affair... The interesting thing 
about it wasn’t Oppenheimer himself...” He smiled that familiar know-all 
smile, the smile I had once seen on the face of the investigator Sheinin. He 
was silent for a while, then went on: “Beria often said, ‘Comrade Stalin 
teaches us that no public figure in the bourgeois world is incorruptible. 
You only have to know what sort of bribe to offer. For most of them it’s 
money. And if one of these resists temptation it’s because you have been 
too miserly. Where money won’t do the trick, a woman may. And where a 
woman won’t, Marx will.’ The best people worked for us for idealistic 
reasons. If I were to write down all I know about these things ... I just 
might do that...” Soon after our conversation, I heard that he had died. 

After the Boss’s return from Potsdam, Beria relayed this message to the 
physicists: “Comrade Stalin has said that the atomic bomb must be made 
in a very short time whatever the cost.” He promised the scientists a spell 
in the camps in the event of failure. 

Between 1943 and 1946 intelligence reports from the United States had 
included large quantities of scientific information needed for the creation 
of a nuclear weapon. When Kurchatov, who was in charge of the Soviet 
project, learned that a bomb had been successfully tested in the United 
States, he decided to copy the procedures which had proved successful 
there. He had ideas of his own, but dared not continue with them once the 
Boss had demanded completion “in a very short time.” Instead, he would 
re-create the American bomb. 

The first Soviet bomb was tested successfully on August 29, 1949. Stalin 
had gotten what he wanted. The USSR had caught up with the USA, and 
“in a very short time” at that. After the explosion the Boss lavished awards 
and distinctions on his scientists, and said: “If we had been a year and a 



half late it would probably have been tried out on us.” 

The situation was transformed. Once again, Stalin had the most powerful 
army in the world. He now gave his scientists their heads, and they did not 
disappoint him. By 1951 they had created an atomic bomb of their own, 
more than twice as powerful as the first one and half as heavy. This was 
important, as he was already contemplating delivery. For, in 1951, he was 
already preparing to involve his country and mankind at large in the 
realization of his grandiose and bloody scheme. Apocalypse was drawing 
nearer. 

 

MAP OF THE EMPIRE IN ITS NEW BORDERS 

Stalin liked to repeat that “Russians have always been good at making war, 
but never good at winning the peace.” He, however, had been good at both. 
Molotov tells us that “when the war was over, a map of the USSR within 
its new borders was brought out to Stalin at his dacha. He pinned it to the 
wall with drawing pins, and said: ‘Let’s see what we’ve got, then: in the 
north everything’s all right, Finland greatly wronged us, so we’ve moved 
her frontier farther from Leningrad. The Baltic States, which were Russian 
territory from ancient times, are ours again, all the Belorussians are ours 
now, the Ukrainians also, and the Moldavians are also back with us. So to 
the west of us everything is normal. [He then turned to the eastern 
frontiers.] What have we got here? The Kurile Islands are ours, and the 
whole of Sakhalin... and look, isn’t it great: Port Arthur is also ours!’ He 
ran the stem of his pipe over China. ‘China, Mongolia, all as it should be.’” 

The extended borders of the empire were now surrounded with docile 
satellite countries. Finland, it was true, was still independent. 

She had “greatly wronged us” by fighting on the German side. His agents 
now more or less openly hunted down Russian emigres who had taken 
refuge in Finland after the Revolution, and delivered them to Moscow. The 
Finns had to turn a blind eye. 

“Now this frontier I don’t like at all,” he told Molotov, pointing south of 
the Caucasus. “The Dardanelles... We also have claims to Turkish territory, 
and to Libya.” His minister turned cold at this. The Boss was speaking of 
another partition of the world. Molotov’s fears were for himself, though, 



not for mankind at large. He remembered 1937, when the Boss had 
initiated the Great Terror in preparation for the war they had just fought. 
Did this talk of another war mean that another great bloodletting lay 
ahead? 
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THE RETURN OF FEAR 

 

 

 

THE SOCIALIST WAR CAMP 

The Boss needed an open quarrel with the West. As always, he needed 
enemies. With a new threat to the land of the Soviets, he could stop 
playing at democracy in Eastern Europe and tighten the screws at home. 

Churchill came to his aid with his famous Fulton speech. Both Truman 
and Attlee deprecated Churchill’s outspokenness, but it was too late: Stalin 
could proclaim that the USSR was threatened with aggression again. The 
war of mutual anathemas, the cold war which he so much wanted, had 
begun. The Soviet public was deluged with radio programs about the 
menace of imperialism and the incendiarist warmongers. 

His hands were untied. Between 1946 and 1948 he abandoned all pretense 
and unceremoniously fashioned his “mighty camp of socialism” from 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Poland, East Germany, Bulgaria, and 
Yugoslavia, installing Communist rulers everywhere. 

Cominform (the Communist Information Bureau), the legitimate heir to 
Comintern, was his control lever. Under his direction this body 
coordinated policy in Eastern Europe and channeled funds and 
instructions to Western Communist parties. Nothing happened within the 
camp unless he gave the order. No independent action was possible. The 
Boss had eyes for everything, and punished mercilessly any attempt to 
decide things without him. 

There were, of course, unpleasant surprises. Stalin learned that Tito, loyal 



Tito, was engaged in intrigue. First, Tito had tried to annex Albania 
without consulting the Boss. Then Tito and Dimitrov, the Boss’s slave and 
satrap in Bulgaria, had concluded a mutual security pact without 
informing him. Tito had gone so far as to suggest that Yugoslavia and 
Bulgaria should form a confederation. Worse still, he was trying to 
associate Poland, Czechoslovakia, and even Greece with it. The Boss 
reacted sharply to this wild stallion who threatened to lead his herd astray. 
His wrath was awesome. Menacing articles appeared in Pravda. He 
summoned Dimitrov and Tito to Moscow. Remembering the fate of the 
old Comintern hands, Tito sent some of his comrades instead. 

The Boss received both delegations in the Kremlin in the cold February of 
1948. He yelled at Dimitrov: “You’re kicking up your heels like some young 
Komsomol... You and the Yugoslavs never report on what you’re doing.” 

The Yugoslav Kardelj, trying to smooth over the situation, told him that 
“there are no disagreements between us.” 

This brought a furious outburst from Stalin: “Nonsense! There are 
disagreements, and very profound ones. You never consult us at all. You 
do this on principle—you don’t just make mistakes.” 

They resolved to consult each other regularly in the future. But the Boss 
had made up his mind to rid himself of Tito. He knew that “one bad sheep 
can spoil the flock.” Tito would now be more useful to him as an enemy—
as Trotsky had once been. He needed Tito as he had once needed Trotsky, 
to punish those who associated with him. By anathematizing Tito he 
would tighten the bonds of obedience within the camp, and he would 
gradually bring back fear. The other members of Cominform unanimously 
fell upon Tito, and Yugoslavia was expelled from the camp. 

Great China more than made up for little Yugoslavia. In October 1949 
Mao Tse-tung’s forces occupied Beijing. With the help of China’s army, a 
Communist regime was quickly installed in North Korea. The Boss had a 
firm footing in Asia. The socialist camp he had created possessed 
enormous human resources by the middle of the century. The Great 
Dream was so near to fulfillment... But first he had to reintroduce terror 
into his own country. 

Molotov was not mistaken. The Boss was preparing the country for an 
unprecedented ordeal. During the war the generals had been a cause of 



concern. They had become used to having their own way, and they had 
tasted glory. Even before the German army was driven from the USSR, he 
was planning to chasten them. V. Abakumov, then head of Smersh, was 
ordered in 1943 to monitor the future telephone conversations of 
marshals and generals. Files containing Smersh transcripts have been 
found in the KGB’s archives. Monitoring became even more intensive after 
the war. 

What follows is an excerpt from a conversation recorded eighteen months 
after the war. The speakers were Colonel General V. Gordov (a hero of the 
Soviet Union, he commanded the Stalingrad front in the summer of 1942 
and was appointed commander of the Volga Military District in 1946) and 
Major General Rybalchenko, his chief of staff. 

 

December 28, 1946. The following conversation between Gordov and 
Rybalchenko was monitored and recorded.  

R: The way things are now you might as well lie down and die... Everybody 
is fed up with his life, people say so quite openly—on the trains—in the 
Metro, everywhere, they come straight out with it. 

G: Everything depends on bribery and bootlicking nowadays. I’ve been 
passed over twice because I’ve never gone in for licking boots. 

R: Yes, well. Zhukov’s resigned himself to it, he just keeps soldiering on. 
[Zhukov, the conqueror of Germany, had recently taken the salute at the 
victory parade and had been relegated by the Boss to a provincial 
command.] 

G: On the face of it he’s soldiering on, but in his heart he doesn’t like it. 

 

December 31, 1946. The following conversation between Gordov and his 
wife Tatyana was monitored and recorded.  

G: Why do I have to go to Stalin—why do I have to beg and demean 
myself, crawl to that [obscene and derogatory expressions about Comrade 
Stalin]? 

T: I feel sure he won’t last more than a year now...  



G: I can’t bear to look at him, I can’t breathe the same air, yet you keep 
urging me to go and see Stalin. It’s just like the Inquisition, people are just 
dying. If you knew the half of it... You think I’m the only one, but I’m not, 
not by a long shot.  

T: At one time people with minds of their own could go underground and 
do something about it. But now there’s nothing you can do. They’ve 
broken even Zhukov’s spirit.  

G: They’ll keep Zhukov for a year or two, and then he’s finished. 

 

Conversations such as these confirmed for Stalin that his fears weren’t all 
idle fantasy. Gordov, his wife, and Rybalchenko were arrested in January 
1947 and subsequently shot. But the Boss must have remembered 
Gordov’s words: “You think I’m the only one, but I’m not, not by a long 
shot.” 

A number of other military “big mouths” were also shot, among them G. 
Kulik, a former marshal demoted to the rank of general. 

In all this seditious talk among army officers, Georgi Zhukov’s name was 
invariably mentioned. The Boss knew that as long as Zhukov was at 
liberty the clandestine military opposition would have a center. But an 
outsize bait would be needed to catch such a shark. He ordered his lackeys 
to find it. One April night in 1946, Marshal of Aviation Novikov, 
commander of the Soviet air force, found a reception party waiting outside 
his home. He was bundled into a car and, as he later described it, delivered 
to “some sort of room where they stripped off my marshal’s uniform and 
gave me a ragged pair of trousers and a shirt.” The joke which de Gaulle 
had heard was no joke after all. All the top people in the aircraft industry 
were arrested simultaneously. Abakumov conducted the investigation 
skillfully, and soon had yesterday’s war heroes slandering themselves. 
They confirmed that they had approved for service planes which they 
knew to be defective, with the result that a number of fliers had lost their 
lives. More important, they testified against Zhukov. 

On September 18, 1948, Lieutenant General Vladimir Kryukov and his 
wife, the popular singer Lidia Ruslanova, were arrested. The investigating 
officer’s record has survived. “Can you repeat hostile remarks made by 



Zhukov about the Party and the government? ... Can you give further 
examples of hostile and provocative statements made by Zhukov?” The 
general obliged. But Zhukov’s words were insufficient: criminal acts were 
required. According to his case file, General Kryukov had brought back 
from conquered Germany antique carpets, Gobelin tapestries, several 
antique dinner services, furniture, furs, pictures—all loaded onto four 
(looted) motor vehicles. In the first flush of victory the Boss had 
encouraged that sort of thing... with an eye to the future. That future had 
arrived: 

 

Investigating Officer: In the end you sank so low that you turned into a 
looter and a robber. Can we say that Zhukov, who accepted presents from 
you knowing their origin, was just as much of a looter and a robber as you 
were? 

Kryukov: I sent Zhukov valuable lengths of cloth, carpets, crockery, and 
many other things. Just as I did to several other generals.  

Investigating Officer. In what circumstances did Ruslanova present 
Zhukov’s wife with a diamond brooch she had appropriated in Germany? 

Kryukov: The day after the victory parade in June 1945 Zhukov gave a 
banquet at his dacha outside Moscow... Ruslanova proposed a toast “to 
faithful wives,” sang Zhukov’s wife’s praises, and presented her with the 
brooch saying: “It never occurred to the government to give medals to 
valiant wives.”  

Investigating Officer [indignantly]: You both toadied to Zhukov, knowing 
full well how much he loved flattery. You were the one who started calling 
him “Georgi, Bringer of Victory” [St. George is so called by the Russian 
Orthodox Church]. 

 

For a short time after the war, Stalin abolished the death sentence. 
General Kryukov, therefore, got “only” twenty-five years in the camps, and 
Ruslanova, the country’s favorite entertainer, ten years. A drastic purge of 
the army was meant to be the final stage of his operation, as it had been in 
the thirties. As long as the generals were a united group, it was too early to 
arrest Zhukov. Terror had first to be reinstated. 



Stalin began, as he had in the thirties, with the intelligentsia, using once 
again the tactics which had proved effective in the days of the Great 
Terror. The intellectuals had returned from the war with “private 
thoughts.” As one poet wrote: 

 

Smoke of the Fatherland—Thou art strange to us,  

Comrades—it is not as we thought. 

 

Rashly, the intelligentsia looked for changes. The war, the proximity of 
death, the brief interval of friendship with the Allies had encouraged a 
derisive attitude to doctrinaire ideology. In 1946, Stalin resumed his 
ideological bombardment. 

Stalin asked for Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible, Part II, recently finished, to 
be brought to him. Part I he had pronounced a masterpiece and awarded a 
Stalin Prize. 

Eisenstein was in the hospital at the time, and the Boss watched the film 
about his favorite hero in the company of Bolshakov, Minister of 
Cinematography. An eyewitness recalls that “when Bolshakov returned he 
was unrecognizable: his right eye was half-closed, there were red spots on 
his face and after what he had gone through he was incapable of saying 
anything for the rest of the day.” The Boss had called the film a 
“nightmare.” And his parting words to Bolshakov were: “We could never 
quite get around to you during the war, but now we’ll give you the full 
treatment.” 

Shortly afterward came the famous decree “On the Magazines Zvezda and 
Leningrad.” The two celebrities chosen for demolition were Anna 
Akhmatova, a poet already famous in tsarist times, and the satirist 
Mikhail Zoshchenko. The Boss had been watching Zoshchenko closely for 
some time. Stalin’s daughter, Svetlana recalled that “he used to read 
Zoshchenko to us and sometimes he’d say ‘this must be where Comrade 
Zoshchenko remembered the GPU and changed the ending.’” Konstantin 
Simonov said that “Zoshchenko and Akhmatova were chosen because 
their public appearances in Leningrad had been so demonstratively 
applauded. Their audience had consisted of openly disaffected 



intellectuals.” 

The Leningrad intelligentsia were summoned to hear Stalin’s henchman 
Andrei Zhdanov, a pudgy little man with a silly mustache, call the great 
Akhmatova a whore and vilify Zoshchenko. In the course of his speech, he 
asked a question which sent a shudder through the hall: “Why are they 
still free to stroll through the parks and gardens of this city sacred to 
Lenin?” The Boss, however, decided not to touch them, for the present. 
Pavlenko told my father that “Stalin personally ordered that Akhmatova 
should not be touched. The poet Soso had once been fond of her verses.” 
That was a story put about by his secret police. It was Stalin’s practice to 
show clemency while getting ready for a great bloodletting. 

All the arts were systematically savaged: literature, the theater, the 
cinema. Soon it was music’s turn. The West’s favorites, Prokofiev and 
Shostakovich, were the two composers most lambasted in a Central 
Committee edict of February 1947. As soon as the edict was published, 
Prokofiev wrote a penitential letter. It was published and read out at a 
general meeting of Moscow composers and musicologists, who all “joined 
with the Soviet people in warmly welcoming the Central Committee’s 
decision.” Prokofiev and Shostakovich waited in dread to see what would 
come next. Out at his dacha Prokofiev locked himself in his study and 
burned the works of his favorite author, Nabokov, and a complete set of 
the magazine America. 

The Boss did not lay a finger on them either, for the present. He did, 
however, give them a warning. Prokofiev was then living at his dacha with 
his young second wife. His Italian ex-wife, Lina, a singer, lived in Moscow 
with their two sons. At the end of February both sons arrived at the 
dacha. Prokofiev realized at once what had happened. He went outside to 
talk to them, and they told him that Lina had been arrested. It was enough 
to frighten him once and for all. 

Prokofiev’s son Svyatoslav said that “after all that, my father suffered 
from exhausting headaches and chronic hypertomia. He was a different 
man, he always looked sad and hopeless. His ex-wife, the Italian singer, 
was already in a prison camp, hauling slop buckets on a handcart. The 
writer Evgenia Taratuta, who was in the camp with her, remembered that 
she ‘sometimes stopped pulling the handcart and stood beside the slop 
buckets ecstatically telling us about Paris.’” Lina would outlive both Stalin 



and Prokofiev—she returned from the camp and died in 1991. 

Shostakovich, too, tried to make the best of it. He wrote incidental music 
for propaganda films such as Meeting on the Elbe, The Fall of Berlin and 
Unforgettable 1919. He also wrote a symphony called 1905 and another 
called 1917. Stalin was already dead when Shostakovich addressed this 
statement to the party: “Recently I have felt more strongly than ever how 
much I need to be in the ranks of the Communist Party. In my creative 
work I have always been guided by the Party’s inspiring instructions.” So 
wrote the greatest composer of the century. He too had been frightened 
once and for all. 

The Central Committee’s successive edicts on the arts were issued in 
pamphlet form, and the whole country studied them in “political ed-
ucation groups.” The intelligentsia trembled and were silent. 

Against this background of ideological pogroms, arrests were already 
being made. The victims were relatives of the great ones of this world— 
chosen so that everyone would learn what was happening and be afraid. 

Peter Shirshov, People’s Commissar for the Merchant Marine, had many 
titles. He was an academician, had won fame as a member of expeditions 
to the North Pole, and was a hero of the Soviet Union. He was married to a 
beautiful thirty-year-old actress, Zhenya Garkusha. They were madly in 
love with each other. In 1946 she was arrested, and he was not even told 
why. His daughter Marina has preserved Peter Shirshov’s diary. 

 

In spite of everything I am writing because I can no longer bear the horror 
of it. Another Saturday has gone by, and at 4 A.M. I simply can’t find 
myself anything more to do in the Commissariat. I go home reluctantly, 
knowing that I shan’t be able to sleep anyway. It is a struggle to keep 
going, 13-14 hours at work—and then what? What can I do with myself 
when I’m alone, what can I do to get away from myself?... 

Zhenya, my poor Zhenya... It was Sunday, like now, and you whispered to 
me “Shirsh, we shall have another little Marina soon, but let’s hope for a 
boy this time!” Then you talked about the marvelous time we would have 
together in the South... It was quite dark when we got up to leave the bal-
cony, and as we went in you snuggled up to me and said “Shirsh! if only 



you knew how happy I am with you!” That was how our last day passed. 
Next morning there was the usual mad rush at work—telephones ringing, 
papers to sign, coded messages, telegrams. Then at 7 P.M. they sent for me 
and I was told Zhenya had been arrested. They were waiting for her on the 
riverbank. She was happy and laughing, and she was just as happy and full 
of life when she got in the car, with nothing over her light summer frock. 
Among strange, hostile people... Once, in a tent on an ice floe, cut off from 
the world by a blizzard and the polar night, I listened to the wind howling 
and dreamt of a great love. I always believed in it and was always waiting 
for it to happen. And finally I’d got what I’d dreamt of—when I was a gray-
headed idiot, still as naive as a little boy in my forties. Listen, that’s the 
wind whistling through the prison bars. How it howls over the roof of the 
crowded hut they’ve locked your poor Zhenya in... It will soon be morning. 
For three months ... I kept waiting for something to happen, for a miracle, 
I didn’t admit it even to myself, but I was expecting Zhenya to return. 
Time and time again the telephone has rung, my heart has missed a beat, I 
had a presentiment that it was Zhenya ringing from home—they’d 
released her! How often have I come home at night and gone into the bed-
room quietly in case the miracle had happened—maybe she’s at home, 
maybe they just haven’t told me. For three months I’ve been trying my 
hardest to get them to tell me about her, tell me what’s happened to her, 
and every time I come up against a wall of silence. Nobody tells me 
anything, and they obviously don’t intend to. Why am I writing all this? I 
don’t know. I’ve got more than enough time ahead of me. I’m trying to 
hold out! ... I must go on living for your mama’s sake, and yours, little 
Marina. But I hope you will never know what torment it can be to resist 
taking the easy way out... I hope you’ll never know how hard it can be to 
wrench your hand away from a pistol that has gotten hot in your coat 
pocket. 

 

Zhenya Garkusha was sent to the gold mines to pan for gold, work so 
dangerous to human health that women were not normally made to do it. 
She was thirty-three when she died in the camp. Shirshov remained at his 
place of work, and held his tongue, as any good Communist should, or any 
slave. He never found out why she had been arrested. He died of cancer in 
1953. 

The Boss did not overlook what was left of the Alliluyev family. He had 



stopped seeing them long ago. They belonged to a forgotten life. Now they 
would help him reinstate Terror. Beria informed him that Zhenya 
Alliluyeva, of whom he once had been so fond, was spreading the rumor 
that her husband had been poisoned. He had never forgiven her for 
spurning his advances, and for remarrying in a hurry. Beria went to work 
and in a little while a counterrumor crept around: Pavel had indeed been 
poisoned, but by his wife! Zhenya had been living with another man and 
wanted to get rid of her husband, the story went. 

Svetlana wrote to her father on December 1: “Papa dearest, about Zhenya. 
I think your doubts about her arose because she remarried too quickly. She 
herself has told me more or less why it happened like that... I shall 
certainly tell you when you get here... remember that people have said all 
sorts of things about me too!” Papa dearest, however, was already taking 
action. 

Zhenya’s daughter, Kira Alliluyeva-Politkovskaya, recalled: “It happened 
on December 10, 1947... I had just graduated from drama school, and life 
was beautiful. Then came that ring at the door. I opened it. There were 
two of them standing there: ‘Can we see Evgenia Alexandrovna?’ I 
shouted, ‘Mama, two citizens want to see you,’ and went back to my room. 
A little later I heard Mama walk along the corridor and say loudly, ‘Prison 
and poverty can’t be kept waiting.’ When I heard that I dashed out. She 
gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and left the apartment. When she came 
back from the camp I asked why she’d walked out so quickly. She said: ‘I 
realized it was the end, and meant to throw myself down the stairwell 
from the eighth floor, so that they couldn’t torture me when they got me 
there.’ [She knew kind Joseph only too well.] But they grabbed her and 
took her away. Some time later the bell rang in the night. Two men in 
uniform came in and said, ‘Get dressed and take some warm clothes and 
25 rubles, just in case.’” That was only a month after her mother’s arrest. 

He pinned a charge of conspiring against Stalin on Anna Sergeevna, his 
wife Nadya’s older sister, and had her jailed. When she returned she was 
mentally ill and suffered from auditory hallucinations. In 1948 he 
banished Dzhonik Svanidze, the son of the friends he had executed. The 
explanation he gave Svetlana was laconic but honest: “They knew too 
much and chattered too much. And that helps our enemies.” 

All Moscow was horrified by these arrests, wondering whether 1937 was 



about to begin all over again. 

 

1937 REDUX 

He had already opened fire on his headquarters staff. The destruction of 
his henchmen had begun. 

Who were these henchmen of his? “The all-powerful favorite” Zhdanov 
was in reality a hopeless drunkard, a lackey on whom the Boss regularly 
vented his bad temper. Cunning Beria? It doesn’t say much for his cunning 
that a hundred days after Stalin’s death he failed to spot the very first 
conspiracy directed against himself. If he can be called cunning at all it is 
for his skill in divining the Boss’s wishes, and creating the spurious 
conspiracies which Stalin wanted to see. Beria, like all of them, was a 
willing workhorse, and no more. Malenkov, that “fat, flabby, cruel toad,” as 
one of his colleagues called him, was left high and dry when his Leader 
died. They all had a paranoid fear of the Boss, and observed his first 
commandment: no thinking for yourself. We need only look at Stalin’s 
“special files.” Beria reported absolutely everything that happened in the 
capital, even the discussion of a play in the Maly Theater or the visit of a 
foreign delegation to a high-rise building—it was all reported to him, read 
by him, double-checked by him—by the Boss in person. The slightest sign 
of independence could be fatal. When in 1951 Khrushchev took the 
initiative in proposing the amalgamation of collective farms into larger 
units, a bellow of rage followed immediately. Khrushchev had to write a 
schoolboy letter of apology: “Dear Comrade Stalin—you have perfectly 
correctly pointed out the mistakes I have made... I ask you, Comrade 
Stalin, to help me correct my gross mistake and to minimize the damage 
done to the Party by my erroneous statement.” Shortly afterward, an 
attempt to act without authorization destroyed Voznesensky. 

No, the Boss’s henchmen were nothing without him. They were 
handpicked nonentities—chosen because they could not be a danger to 
him. The idea that they could engage in intrigues of their own is laugh-
able. It was he who organized them in rival groupings and egged them on 
to destroy each other. One man and one man only stood behind each and 
every one of the Kremlin cliques: the Boss. 

So he began his purge of the country by striking first at his lieutenants. He 



had grown tired of them. They had got on his nerves. They were 
overburdened with secrets, and too old. He needed new, obedient young 
cadres to carry out his will, to realize the Great Dream. The deafening 
crash of toppled leaders would signal the return of Terror. 

As soon as the war was over he had begun harping on his age. His 
lieutenants, of course, were expected to deny that he was getting old. K. 
Popovich, one of the Yugoslav leaders who visited Stalin, described how he 
“took us out to the nearer dacha in the night. A woman served supper on 
silver dishes without saying a word. Supper, and toasting each other, took 
a whole hour. Then Stalin started putting gramophone records on and 
jigging to the music, while Molotov and the others kept calling out 
‘Comrade Stalin, how fit you are!’ But his mood suddenly changed and he 
said: ‘No, I haven’t got long to live now.’ His comrades shouted ‘You’ll live a 
long time yet. We need you!’ But Stalin shook his head: ‘The laws of 
physiology are irreversible.’ Then he looked at Molotov and said: ‘But 
Vyacheslav Mikhailovich will still be around.’” Molotov must have broken 
into a sweat. 

He evidently said this on other occasions. Molotov told Chuyev, the poet, 
that “after the war Stalin thought of retiring and once said at table: ‘Let 
Vyacheslav do some of the work now. He’s a bit younger than me.’” 
Molotov did not say what his answer was. But we can imagine how pas-
sionately he protested. He must surely have been terrified, and thought: It 
won’t be long now! Nor, indeed, did the Boss keep his lieutenants waiting. 

He began by setting a trap. In the President’s Archive I read this telegram 
from the Boss to Molotov, who was in New York. “14.9.46. The 
academicians ask you not to object to your election to honorary mem-
bership in the Academy of Sciences. Please do agree. Druzhkov.” 

Molotov sent a courteous telegram to the Academy expressing his 
profound gratitude and signing himself “Yours, Molotov.” An angry ri-
poste in cipher followed immediately: “I was astounded by your telegram. 
Are you really in ecstasies over your election to honorary membership? 
What did you mean by signing yourself ‘Yours, Molotov’? It seems to me 
that you, as a statesman of the highest category, ought to show more 
concern for your dignity.” 

Molotov knew then that it had begun. He hastened to do penance. “I can 
see that I have acted stupidly. Thank you for your telegram.” He knew the 



Boss’s habits. This was just a beginning. When the time came to destroy 
him, any excuse would be good enough. “Molotov’s proposed amendments 
to the draft constitution for Germany must be regarded as incorrect and 
damaging.” Stone Arse’s seat was getting wobblier all the time. But for the 
moment, as he undermined Molotov, the Boss was regularly promoting 
Voznesensky. Mikoyan recalled that “at Lake Ritsa in 1948 Stalin said that 
he had aged and was thinking about successors. He mentioned N. A. 
Voznesensky as a possible Chairman of the Council of Ministers and A. 
Kuznetsov as a possible Secretary General of the Central Committee.” 
Molotov, with all his experience, must have heaved a sigh of relief when he 
heard this: the bell had tolled for others. The Boss had fresher quarry in 
his sights. 

The young Politburo member Voznesensky had come to the fore in the war 
years. An able economist, he was now First Vice-Chairman of the Council 
of Ministers, and Stalin’s deputy in that body. Another young man, A. 
Kuznetsov, one of the Secretaries of the Central Committee, acted more 
and more frequently in alliance with Voznesensky. In some respects 
Kuznetsov resembled Kirov: he had great charm, he was honest, and he 
was a hard worker. And, like Kirov, he had previously led the Leningrad 
Communists. The Boss had brought him to Moscow as a secretary of the 
Central Committee, making him in effect second man in the Party 
hierarchy, and had entrusted him with supervision of Beria’s two 
ministries, State Security and Internal Affairs. Unlike Stalin’s other 
henchmen, Kuznetsov and Voznesensky were substantial figures, capable 
of making independent decisions. Such men had been needed during the 
war. But the war was now over—and they seemed incapable of 
understanding that fact. 

The Voznesensky-Kuznetsov partnership had obviously arrogated too 
much power. Stalin would aim his first murderous blow at them. Beria and 
Malenkov at once sensed what the Boss had in mind. Beria, in particular, 
resented Kuznetsov’s supervising role and could not wait to assail him. 
The dogs were straining at the leash. 

When Stalin made V. Abakumov Minster of State Security, Kuznetsov 
welcomed his appointment in an enthusiastic speech. He did not know 
that, on the Boss’s orders, he himself was under investigation by the 
ministry which he nominally supervised. Abakumov would subsequently 
state that “the case against Voznesensky and Kuznetsov was dictated by 



the highest authority,” that is, by the Boss. 

It began with a nonsensical quibble. The Leningrader Kuznetsov was, so it 
was said, spoken of as the city’s “chief,” and Leningrad Party members also 
called Voznesensky “chief.” The two of them decided, without informing 
the Boss, to organize an all-Russian trade fair in Leningrad. The fair itself 
was unimportant; it was the principle that mattered. From January 10 to 
20, 1949, Leningrad hosted the trade fair. Malenkov promptly charged 
Kuznetsov, and certain senior officials in the city, of pandering to 
Leningrad’s self-importance and of organizing the fair without informing 
the Central Committee or the Council of Ministers. The Politburo 
immediately ruled that Kuznetsov had made a “demagogic bid for 
popularity” with the Leningrad organization, shown disrespect for the 
Central Committee, and attempted to “alienate the city from the Central 
Committee.” This nonsense was enough to deprive the previously all-
powerful secretary of all his offices, while Voznesensky was reprimanded. 

For thousands of Party functionaries the nonsense had an ominous ring. 
In “in-depth language” it meant: “Get ready!” Get ready for a repetition of 
the days they remembered so well—when the Zinovievite organization 
was destroyed. They braced themselves, and they were not disappointed in 
their expectations. The Boss was on the warpath. 

While the case against Voznesensky and Kuznetsov was cobbled together, 
Stalin went on undermining Molotov, who might be thought by some to 
symbolize the previous foreign policy of the USSR and friendship with the 
West. His demise was meant to emphasize that friendship with the West 
was at an end. And someone had to answer for the alliance with Hitler! 

 

A NEW POGROM 

Moreover, Molotov’s wife was Jewish. In the Boss’s new plan, a leading 
role was reserved for the Jews. 

He began with the “cosmopolitans,” and the Jewish Antifascist Committee 
(JAC), a symbol of close relations with the United States. As far back as 
October 1946 the Ministry of State Security had produced a secret 
memorandum on “nationalist manifestations among JAC personnel”: “The 
JAC makes international contacts with bourgeois public figures without 



observing the proper class approach... and exaggerates the Jewish 
contribution to the achievements of the USSR, which is a manifestation of 
nationalism.” The Boss gave orders to whip up a case against the JAC, but 
the great Mikhoels stood in his way; since the war he had become far too 
famous for the Boss’s liking. 

Mikhoels’s death was surrounded by legends. In 1953, Beria would hasten 
to dissociate himself from his late master’s misdeeds by disclos 

ing “breaches of legality.” The relevant documents, however, remained 
inaccessible for forty years. What follows is an extract from a letter writ-
ten by Beria to the Presidium (the Politburo was so renamed in 1952) of 
the Central Committee: 

 

A review of the documentation in the Mikhoels case has shown that... by 
order of the Minister of State Security, V. Abakumov, an illegal operation 
for the physical liquidation of Mikhoels was carried out in Minsk in 
February 1948. In this connection V. Abakumov was interrogated in the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs of the USSR... Abakumov testified that “in 
1948 Stalin instructed me to organize the liquidation of Mikhoels as a 
matter of urgency, assigning special people to the case. We knew that 
Mikhoels, and a friend of his whose name I do not remember, had arrived 
in Minsk. When this was reported to Stalin he gave instructions that the 
liquidation was to be carried out there and then, in Minsk. When Stalin 
was informed that Mikhoels had been liquidated he expressed his 
appreciation and ordered that medals should be awarded, which was done. 
Various plans for the removal of Mikhoels had been suggested. The one 
adopted was to invite him, via the secret police, to a social gathering at 
night, send a car to his hotel, take him to the grounds of an out-of-town 
dacha belonging to L. F. Tsanava, Minister of State Security of the 
Belorussian Republic, liquidate him there, then take him to an 
unfrequented backstreet in the city, lay his body on the road leading to his 
hotel, and run over it with a truck. This was done. To ensure secrecy 
Golubov, the agent of the Ministry of State Security who took Mikhoels to 
the ‘party was also liquidated.” 

 

In January 1948, Stalin limited himself to Mikhoels, and postponed the 



demolition of the Jewish Antifascist Committee. This was because the 
Boss was simultaneously watching with close interest the establishment of 
the state of Israel. Many emigres from Russia had a hand in its creation, 
including several former Comintern activists. Disillusioned with the Arab 
nationalists (who had looked either to the fascist regimes or to Britain for 
support), the Boss decided to place his bet elsewhere. Already in May 1947 
the USSR’s United Nations representative, Gromyko, had announced to 
the UN General Assembly that the ereation of an independent Jewish 
state in Palestine had the full support of the USSR. The Boss’s plan was to 
use an Israeli state under Soviet influence in opposition to Britain, and to 
bar the way to the Americans. Israel was meant to be his advanced post in 
the Near East. So the Jewish Antifascist Committee lived on, though 
without Mikhoels. Mikhoels himself was buried with full honors. 

The first ambassador of the new state of Israel, Golda Meir, arrived in the 
USSR with due ceremony on September 3, 1948. The Minister of State 
Security, under Abakumov, monitored Jewish reactions to this event, and 
amassed material for future use. Meir arrived on the day on which the 
Boss’s faithful henchman Andrei Zhdanov was buried. Golda was struck by 
the millions who went to pay their last respects to him. She did not yet 
know that grief, like everything else in Stalin’s country, was organized. 

Meir was warmly welcomed, but Ilya Ehrenburg was commissioned to 
write an article telling Soviet Jews that Israel had nothing to do with them 
since anti-Semitism and the “Jewish problem,” did not exist in the Soviet 
Union. In the USSR there was no “Jewish people,” only a “Soviet people.” 
Israel was needed only by the Jews in capitalist countries, where anti-
Semitism flourished. Soviet Jews, however, did not understand that this 
was a warning and a threat. They knew only that the great Stalin had 
supported the creation of Israel, and that Molotov had received “our 
Golda.” The heady spirit of freedom had not yet evaporated. An 
unprecedented crowd, some fifty thousand strong, gathered outside the 
synagogue which Golda Meir attended on the Jewish New Year. There 
were soldiers and officers of the Red army, old people and youngsters. 
Babes were held up by their parents to see her. She wrote in her memoirs 
that “people were calling out ‘Our Golda!,’ ‘Shalom, Goldele!,’ ‘Long life and 
good health!,’ ‘Happy New Year!’ Such an ocean of love overwhelmed me 
that I could hardly breathe. I came close to fainting.” Her words to the 
crowd were, “Thank you for still being Jews.” A dangerous thing to say in 



Stalin’s kingdom. 

At a reception given by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Meir was ap-
proached by Molotov’s wife, Polina, who addressed her in Yiddish. “You’re 
Jewish?” Meir asked in surprise. “I’m a daughter of the Jewish people,” 
Polina answered in Yiddish. This was probably just part of the effort to 
seduce Meir. As always, the Boss had distributed the parts: Ehrenburg 
could write an article for the general public, but someone had to think 
about friendship with Israel. 

It did not take Stalin long, however, to realize that ungrateful Israel was 
obviously leaning toward America. He need no longer hesitate to carry out 
his long-cherished plan. 

 

THE JEWISH CARD 

Early in 1949 Stalin launched a massive campaign against “homeless 
cosmopolitans.” That was the name now given to those accused of 
“kowtowing to things foreign.” It was announced that excessive praise of 
things foreign was an insidious form of propaganda for the bourgeois way 
of life. 

The campaign quickly degenerated into lunacy. Stalinist historians 
“revealed” that the discoveries of Russian scientists had been pirated 
wholesale by rascally foreigners. It now appeared that the steam engine 
was invented not by Watt but by a Siberian skilled workman called 
Polzunov, the electric lightbulb by the Russian Yablochkov, the radio by 
Popov, not Marconi... The first successful test flight was made by the 
Russian engineer Mozhaisky, not the Wright brothers, and Petrov, a 
schoolteacher, had discovered the electric arc. Whatever later Russians 
had not invented had already been discovered by Mikhail Lomonosov in 
the eighteenth century. 

Filmmakers, writers, and musicians were in permanent conference, 
exposing instances of “kowtowing to the West,” while unmasked “cos-
mopolitans” did public penance. The great majority of the unmasked 
“cosmopolitans” were Jews. 

There should be no doubt about the anti-Semitic thrust of the campaign. 
Stalin combined it with the destruction of the Jewish Antifascist 



Committee. 

Moscow was fed terrible rumors that the late great Mikhoels had been 
found to be a spy and an agent of the Jewish nationalists. Malenkov 
summoned the new chairman of the Jewish Antifascist Committee, 
Lozovsky, who was also head of the Soviet Information Bureau, and 
roundly abused him. The accusations against him were simple: Meir’s 
reception had shown that thousands of Jews were potential spies whose 
hearts were in a hostile state. Zionist organizations had made the 
Antifascist Committee their agent—witness the fact that the committee, 
with American backing, had planned to create a Jewish outpost in the 
Crimea. Lozovsky was an old enough hand to know that any attempt to 
excuse himself by mentioning Stalin’s involvement in that scheme would 
mean a slow and painful death. All he could do was to confess and hope for 
clemency. But clemency was not to be had. The Boss was planning too far 
ahead. Lozovsky and the other members of the committee were shortly 
arrested. They would all be shot (except for academician Lina Stern) later, 
in the summer of 1952. In 1949 the arrested members of the Antifascist 
Committee were needed alive, for the big-game hunt in which Molotov 
was the quarry. 

The disbandment of the Antifascist Committee made possible the arrest 
of Molotov’s wife, Polina Zhemchuzina. Molotov told the poet Chuyev 
that “when Stalin read out at a Politburo meeting the information about 
Polina given to him by the Chekists my knees were knocking. She was 
accused of links with Zionist organizations and with the Israeli 
Ambassador Golda Meir, in connection with their wish to make the 
Crimea a Jewish republic. She had been on good terms with Mikhoels... 
She ought, of course, to have chosen her friends more carefully. She was 
dismissed from her post, but not arrested for some time afterward... Then 
Stalin said, ‘You’ll have to divorce your wife.’”A more accurate version of 
this would read: “Before having her arrested Stalin said ‘you’ll have to 
divorce your wife.’” Molotov said of his spouse, “She said, ‘If that’s what 
the Party needs, I’ll get a divorce.’ We parted at the end of 1948. In 1949 
she was arrested.” Yet again, Molotov has failed to tell the whole story. I 
found the necessary supplement in the President’s Archive. 

It turned out that when the Central Committee voted to expel his 
completely innocent wife from the Party, Molotov heroically abstained. 
But shortly afterward he wrote the following note: “January 20, 1949. Top 



Secret. To Comrade Stalin. When the Central Committee voted on the 
proposal to expel P. S. Zhemchuzina from the Party, I abstained, which I 
acknowledge to be politically incorrect. I hereby declare that after thinking 
the matter over I now vote in favor of the Central Committee’s decision, 
which is in accordance with the interests of the Party and the state, and 
which teaches us the true meaning of Communist Party membership. 
Furthermore, I acknowledge that I was gravely at fault in not restraining 
in time a person near to me from taking false steps and from dealings with 
such anti-Soviet nationalists as Mikhoels.” Betraying his wife was the price 
of liberty. As always, he observed the rules. 

Meanwhile his wife was being broken down by the investigators. Three 
files containing the records of her interrogation and of confrontations 
with witnesses are to be found in the archives of the former KGB. 

She was accused of long-standing connections with Jewish nationalists. 
Molotov’s own name cropped up occasionally in this connection. 

She denied everything. She even denied that she had ever visited the 
synagogue. The following is an excerpt from the record of Zhemchuzina’s 
confrontation with Slutsky, head of the NKVD’s overseas administration: 

 

Slutsky: I am a member of the board of twenty responsible for the 
operation of the Moscow synagogue. 

Interrogator: Did you make a statement that Zhemchuzina was present 
during prayers at the synagogue on March 14, 1945?  

Slutsky: Yes, I made such a statement and I now confirm it... The rule in 
our synagogue is that the men are down below in the hall and the women 
in the gallery. We made an exception for her, and gave her a particularly 
honorable place in the hall.  

Zhemchuzina: I was not in the synagogue, all that is untrue. 

 

She also denied witnesses’ statements that she had taken an active 
interest in the scheme for a “California in the Crimea.” She denied 
everything. Why? Because the truth was something which she had no 
right to tell the interrogator. I believe that she was always the right wife 



for her husband. Attending the synagogue and being a “good Jewish 
daughter” were for her merely a Party assignment. Her husband knew all 
about it, and that means that the Boss also knew. She dared not say so; 
flat denial was all that was left to her. 

Stalin contented himself with banishing her. He had a further use for her 
in the near future. She was exiled in the distant Kustanai oblast, where she 
was known as “Object Number 12.” Female stoolies regularly reported her 
conversations to the center. But Polina preserved her self-control and was 
guilty of no treasonable utterances. 

In the same year, 1949, Molotov lost his post as Minister of Foreign 
Affairs. The Boss stopped inviting him to the dacha. Molotov knew from 
experience that his time was nearly up. 

The Boss, meanwhile, was tying up the loose ends of the Kuznetsov-
Voznesensky affair. Malenkov was sent to Leningrad in February 1949, 
and quickly extracted from Party officials under arrest the required con-
fession that a secret anti-Party group had existed in the city. Kapustin, 
Secretary of the city’s Party Committee, confessed to being a British spy. 

Stalin staged a revival of his 1937 production not because he lacked 
imagination, but because old accusations automatically produced the old 
reflex response: mindless Terror. 

For Voznesensky the end had come. The accusations against yesterday’s 
“outstanding economist” were that he had “deliberately set low output 
targets” in the Five-Year Plan, and that his members “were not honest 
with the government.” In March 1949 he was dismissed from all his posts. 
The man who had once been Stalin’s deputy in the Council of Ministers 
now sat at home in his dacha working on a book about “the political 
economy of communism” and waiting for the end. 

When he least expected it, he was summoned to the nearer dacha. The 
Boss embraced him, and sat him down to eat and drink with his former 
friends in the Politburo. The Boss even drank a toast to him. He went 
home happy—and was arrested at once. The Boss had liked Voznesensky, 
and had given a farewell banquet in his honor, but personal feelings were 
unimportant. The old machinery of government had to be replaced. 

The repeat performance of 1937 was now well under way. Two thousand 



Party officials had been arrested in Leningrad. Voznesensky, Kuznetsov, 
and a number of others were tried in that city in September. They 
confessed to all sorts of unlikely crimes, and were sentenced to death. The 
finale in the courtroom was fantastic. After sentence had been passed, 
secret policemen draped white shrouds around the condemned men, and 
carried them like so many sacks right across the courtroom to the exit. 
They were shot in a single batch one hour later. Trials arising from the 
“Leningrad case” continued throughout 1951 and 1952. 

 

A SUITABLE PLACE 

Meanwhile a special prison for Party members was being built in a hurry 
on Matrosskaya Tishina Street in Moscow. Kuznetsov and Voznesensky 
were among its first prisoners. A great future was planned for it. After 
Malenkov’s fall, in the late 1950s, documents taken from his aide 
Sukhanov included lists of the questions to be put to certain important 
future prisoners, together with the answers which they would be giving. 
The prisoners-elect were still at large, but their statements were already 
on file. The Great Storyteller had thought of everything. This special 
prison was meant to hold forty to fifty people, the elite of the ruling 
group. Specially selected interrogators had a direct line to the Boss. Stalin 
intended to supervise the staging of this next grandiose spectacle in 
person. 

He warned Malenkov at the start that Beria was to have no authority over 
this prison. In other words, Beria too was finished. 

All the top Kremlin personnel were under close observation. The resuits of 
the NKVD’s eavesdropping on Marshals Budenny, Timoshenko, Zhukov, 
Voroshilov, and other prospective inmates of the special prison run to 
fifty-eight volumes. They were taken from Malenkov’s private safe after 
his fall. At a plenary Central Committee meeting in 1957 Malenkov tried 
to excuse himself. “My conversations were also listened to—it was the 
general practice.” An amusing argument—a scene from the theater of the 
absurd—ensued: 

 

Khrushchev: Comrade Malenkov, you were not bugged. You and I lived in 



the same building. You were on the fourth floor, I was on the fifth... The 
eavesdropping device was under my apartment. 

Malenkov: No. Both Budenny and I were overheard via my apartment. 
Remember when you and I were going to arrest Beria—you came to my 
place, but we were afraid to talk there because we were all of us bugged. 

 

Malenkov in fact was right. They were all being monitored. He had 
sentenced all of them to end their lives in the new prison. Malenkov had 
simply been chosen to play Yezhov’s former role, and to leave the stage in 
the same way. 

By 1949 the shape of the impending supertrial was clearly discernible. The 
Jewish connection brought Molotov into it, as an American and Zionist 
agent. Molotov’s testimony would involve the other members of the 
Politburo. Finally, as in earlier purges, the military would be included as a 
bonus. 

The unified society, forged in the white heat of the purge, annealed once 
more by Terror, he would lead forward to the third and final world war. To 
the Great Dream—the worldwide Soviet republic. 
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THE APOCALYPSE 

THAT NEVER WAS 

 

 

 

THE SUN OF OUR PLANET 

As always, an apparent relaxation of his ideological campaign prefaced 
Stalin’s next decisive step. Throughout 1949 he focused the country’s 
attention on the celebration of the day he had chosen as his seventieth 
birthday. On the eve of the anniversary, Beria diverted him with a letter 
from another emperor—Henry Pu-Yi, the last emperor of Manchuria, who 
had been taken prisoner by the Red army. It is still there in his special file: 

 

It is the highest of honors for me to be writing the present letter to you... I 
am treated with consideration and generosity by the authorities and by 
the personnel of the camp. While here I have begun reading Soviet books 
and newspapers for the first time. For the first time in the forty years of 
my life I have got to know Questions of Leninism and the Short Course in the 
History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. I have learned that the 
USSR is the most democratic and progressive country in the world, the 
guiding star of small and oppressed peoples... I have asked to remain in 
the USSR, but so far have received no answer. My interests are identical 
with those of the Soviet people, I want to work and to toil as Soviet people 
do, to show my gratitude for your beneficence. 

 



Such was the letter to the God Stalin from a common emperor. We can see 
in every line how eager poor Pu-Yi was to earn his freedom. But the Boss 
had other plans. Since Pu-Yi’s state was now part of Communist China, he 
dispatched the dethroned emperor to his brother Communist Mao Tse-
tung. The hapless emperor was transferred from captivity in Soviet hands 
to captivity in China. To be reeducated all over again. 

By 1949 Stalin had created his own personal school of literature. Its main 
object was glorification of the “Leader and Teacher,” the “Coryphaeus of 
Science and Technology,” the “Greatest Genius of All Times and All 
Nations”—appellations now regularly bestowed on him. There were 
others, even more curious, such as “the Sun of Our Planet.” This was 
Dozchenko’s invention—he had learned his lesson. 

But what looked like a crass “personality cult,” mere madness, had in fact a 
very serious purpose. One of Stalin’s favorite writers was Peter Pavlenko. 
The Boss had bestowed the highest literary award—the Stalin Prize, First 
Class—on him four times. Pavlenko, fortune’s favorite, was in fact the 
unhappiest of men. He had joined the Party in 1920, had ties with many 
victims of the purges, lived in perpetual fear of his own past, and spent his 
life trying to atone for that past. Since the war he had written the 
screenplay for two films officially declared “masterpieces of Soviet art”: 
The Vow (1946) and The Fall of Berlin (1947). 

He had in fact only been coauthor of these films. “The vow” of the title 
was that made by Stalin over Lenin’s coffin. Pavlenko showed the 
manuscript of his scenario to my father. It was lavishly adorned with 
marginal notes made by the hero himself. Stalin the leader had corrected 
the portrayal of Stalin the character in the script. Pavlenko told my father 
that “when Beria handed over the annotated scenario to Chiureli, the 
director, he told him that The Vow must be a ‘sublime’ film in which Lenin 
is John the Baptist and Stalin the Messiah.” This seminarist’s language 
betrayed the authorship of this observation. Thus The Vow became a film 
about the God-Man. The Fall of Berlin further developed the theme. The 
film ends with an apotheosis: Stalin arrives in the center of conquered 
Berlin not on a humdrum train, but by plane. Dressed in a dazzling white 
uniform (of course, the white attire of an angel descending from heaven) 
he reveals himself to the expectant humans. They represent the rejoicing 
peoples of the earth. They glorify the Messiah in all tongues. “A mighty 
‘Hurrah!’ is raised.” Foreigners hail Stalin, each in his own tongue. A 



rousing song rings out: 

 

We follow you to wondrous times,  

We tread the path of victory... 

 

The God-Man... Konstantin Simonov, one of the most famous writers of 
the Stalin era, was made a member of the Stalin Prize Committee. In his 
memoirs, he described Stalin’s behavior at a meeting of the committee 
called to consider works of literature recommended for one of the prizes 
bearing his name. He walked about inaudibly behind the backs of 
members of the Committee. This was his usual practice, so that they could 
not see the God’s face. This raised the tension as they struggled to divine 
and to do his will... He paced the room, sucking his pipe. The Secretary of 
the Commission called out “the writer S. Zlobin, candidate for a Stalin 
Prize for his novel Stepan Razin. Malenkov unexpectedly intervened: 
‘Comrade Stalin, Zlobin was in a German POW camp and behaved badly.’ 
There was an astonished silence. Everybody knew that candidates were 
carefully screened beforehand. Was this meant to test the members of the 
commission? Stalin’s quiet voice broke the silence. ‘Should we forgive him, 
or shouldn’t we?’ They were all silent. They were afraid. He slowly circled 
the table, smoking his pipe, and asked again: ‘Should we forgive him, or 
shouldn’t we?’ Again, a deathly silence was the only answer: the accusation 
made against Zlobin was a terrible one! He should be losing his head, not 
winning a Stalin Prize! Now he was making his third round of the table. 
Again he asked: ‘Should we or shouldn’t we forgive him?’ But this time he 
answered his own question: ‘He is forgiven.’” So instead of being sent to a 
prison camp Zlobin became a Stalin laureate—raised in the twinkling of 
an eye to the summit of wealth and fame! Yes, he and he alone was the 
arbiter of destinies. It was given to him, the God-Man, to pardon any 
crime. This was his way of teaching them. 

His comrades-in-arms, by now half-mad with fear, racked their brains 
trying to decide how to celebrate his jubilee. In 1945, for the victory 
(Stalin’s victory) over Germany, they had already bestowed on him the 
title of “Generalissimus.” Marshal Konyev remembered how Stalin had 
grumbled at the time, “What need has Comrade Stalin of that? Some title 



you’ve thought up! Chiang Kaishek is a generalissimo. Franco is a 
generalissimo—fine company I find myself in!” But he became 
“Generalissimus” nonetheless, accepting promotion to what had been the 
highest military rank in tsarist times. He was portrayed more and more 
frequently in marshal’s uniform, with red stripes on his trousers. These 
were one of the distinguishing features of the uniform worn by high 
officers in the tsarist armies. 

He had not only renamed the People’s Commissariats “ministries”— 
another throwback to Tsarist times—but reintroduced uniforms for bu-
reaucrats. His henchmen, of course, understood the Boss’s aspirations. 
Obviously they had to think up something very special for his jubilee, a 
title, equivalent to that of “tsar.” But it had to be a revolutionary title. The 
anniversary was getting nearer and nearer, the tension was growing, and 
still they couldn’t think of anything. I found traces of their agonized 
lucubrations in the archives. “Secret. December 16, 1949. Project for the 
introduction of an ‘Order of Stalin and a Jubilee Medal’... ‘Medal for 
Laureates of the International Stalin Prize.’” They just couldn’t think of 
anything new. He realized yet again how indolent his henchmen had 
become. He, of course, would not hear of an Order of Stalin, “which would 
rank below the Order of Lenin,” in the words of the planned citation. 

They misunderstood him. He was not afflicted with senile vainglory. The 
realization of the Great Dream was imminent, when he would lead his 
peoples in their assault on the enemy’s stronghold. The image of the 
god—the God Stalin—would lead them into that last, decisive, and truly 
bloody battle. That was the whole purpose of the Stalin cult. That was why 
his newspapers and his radio had to exalt his name day and night... The 
earth was filled with the thunder of his name. As a contemporary wrote in 
her diary: “Stalin here, Stalin there, Stalin, Stalin everywhere. You can’t go 
out to the kitchen, or sit on the toilet, or eat without Stalin following 
you... He creeps into your guts and your very soul, creeps into your brain, 
stops up all holes, treads on a person’s heels, rings you up in your 
innermost self, gets into bed with you under the blanket, haunts your 
memories and your dreams.” 

 

THE SINS OF THE FATHER 

At the end of his life he said, laughingly, about his henchmen, “They’re all 



great men! All geniuses! But there’s nobody to have tea with.” At the 
summit of his power he was utterly alone. His henchmen—soon to die—
exasperated him. His daughter had become a stranger. In 1944 she 
decided to marry a Moscow University student named Grigori Morozov. 
She had known him for a long time—they had attended the same 
exclusive school. He was the handsome son of a well-off intellectual 
family; his father was deputy director of a scientific research institute. But 
Grigori was Jewish. Svetlana went to the nearer dacha to tell her father 
the news. “It was May,” she wrote in her memoirs, “and everything was in 
flower.” “So you want to get married?” her father said. Then he was silent 
for a long time, looking at the trees. “Yes, it’s spring,” he said suddenly, 
and then added, “Do what the hell you like.” But he would not allow her to 
bring Grigori home. She gave birth to a boy, strangely like Stalin, and gave 
the child his name. But shortly afterward she got a divorce. Stalin had not 
pushed her into it; it was her own idea. She then married the son of the 
deceased Zhdanov. He was pleased with this marriage, but father and 
daughter still saw little of each other. One day he mentioned her mother 
to her—for the first time i” in her life. It happened during the November 
celebrations—on November 9. This, the anniversary of the October 
Revolution, was the country’s most important official holiday, and also the 
day on which Nadezhda had died. 

“It poisoned the holiday for him,” Svetlana wrote in her memoirs, “and he 
preferred to spend it in the South.” On this occasion she had gone there to 
join him. They were alone together, when he suddenly said angrily: “It was 
such a wretched little pistol.” (He showed her how small it was.) “It was 
Pavel who brought it! What a present to give her.” Then he was silent. 
They never spoke of it again. His daughter left, and once again there was a 
long interval before their next meeting. Although he often thought of her 
and remembered when she was “mistress of the house.” For many years 
now Valechka Istomina, a maidservant at the nearer dacha, had been the 
woman at his side. She was never “mistress of the house.” Just a humble 
servant. But devoted to him—and that was what mattered. 

He was getting old. And, like any aging Georgian, he had become fond of 
his son. That was why Vasily had risen so rapidly since the war. 

At twenty-seven he commanded the air arm of the Moscow Military 
District. The Boss’s son organized those famous aerial displays. The Boss 
and the whole Politburo drove out to the airfield at Tushino to see them. 



Together they watched daring aerobatics, and mock air battles, while the 
whole country sat listening to radio commentaries on the display. The 
announcer’s voice had a steely ring when he spoke of the plane piloted by 
Vasily. According to Marshal Savitsky, “It is a myth that Vasya led the 
aerial displays over Red Square or at Tushino. He sat in the right-hand 
seat, the bomber’s—in other words he just sat there while the flight 
commander was at the controls and actually flying the plane.” 

People were afraid for Vasya, who was drinking more than ever. After 
divorcing his wife, he left the House on the Embankment and went to live 
in a detached house on Gogol Boulevard, taking both children with him. 
Their mother had no right of access, but visited them secretly. It was Anna 
Karenina: the children’s nurse could not bear a mother’s grief, and 
surreptitiously arranged for her to see her children. Vasya, meanwhile, 
married the famous swimmer Kapitolina Vasilieva. He showed his love as 
Caesar’s son should, and built for her a whole sports complex, which still 
adorns the Leningrad Prospect. The first 50-meter covered swimming pool 
in the country is a monument to their love. But this marriage was also 
short-lived. 

Vasily was arrested after Stalin’s death and charged with “systematic 
misappropriation of state property.” The records of the criminal 
proceedings against him are in the President’s Archive. The files give a de-
tailed account of his way of life. What follows is from the testimony of his 
adjutant, Polyansky: “Vasily drank heavily almost every day, did not turn 
up at work for weeks on end, and could not leave the women alone... He 
had so many affairs that if I were asked how many I wouldn’t know what 
to say... Using air force funds he established a 55-hectare [135-acre] 
reserve for hunting in the Pereyaslav-Zalessky area, where three villas 
were built, linked by a narrow-gauge railroad... Fifty spotted deer, a 
number of willow grouse, and other game were delivered to the estate.” 
And from the testimony of B. Voitekhov, a writer: “At the end of 1949 I 
arrived at the apartment of my second wife, the actress Maria Pastukhova, 
and found her in a state of extreme distress. She said that Vasily had just 
visited her, and tried to force her to become his mistress. I went to his 
apartment and found him drinking with other fliers... Vasily knelt down, 
called himself a heel and a scum, and said that he was sleeping with my 
wife. In 1951 we made peace with each other. I had money troubles and he 
gave me a job on his staff, as a consultant. I did no work but received the 



same wage as an air force sportsman.” 

And his chauffeur A. Brot recalled: “He had a big garage at headquarters. 
As far as he was concerned, traffic regulations did not exist. He would be 
sitting beside me in the passenger seat after a few drinks and put his foot 
down on the accelerator. He always made me drive fast, often on the same 
side as the oncoming traffic.” 

In spite of all this, the drunken Vasya’s dream was to be like his father. He 
longed to make everyone fear him. Major A. Kapelkin testified that “one 
night, just before the November holiday, he summoned me to his 
apartment and said: ‘We have to interrogate a terrorist.’ He said that 
Colonel Golovanov, the head of the counterespionage service, had ‘ar-
rested a group of terrorists’ who allegedly intended to carry out a terrorist 
act against J. V. Stalin. Vasily announced that he himself would be 
questioning one of them—Major Kashin, formerly of the Personnel De-
partment. He ordered one of his subordinates to take off his shoes and 
kneel on a chair. He then started beating the soles of the man’s feet with a 
thin rod, trying out the instrument of torture... When Kashin was brought 
in, Vasily felled him with a blow. After this prelude Kashin was 
interrogated and denied the charges against him. He was made to kneel on 
the chair, but the rod broke after the first stroke on the soles of his feet. 
We tried to beat a confession out of him. Whenever he fell down we kicked 
him. Then we all started drinking.” 

Brot, his driver, recalled that “Vasily soon got married for the third time, 
to a daughter of the war hero Marshal Timoshenko. She was very strict, 
and could be cruel. She did not like Vasily’s children. The cook and I used 
to give them extra food on the sly. His adjutant told me one day that a 
trunkload of presents from the High Command was on its way from 
conquered Germany. It arrived, and the adjutant collected a few things for 
Vasily, mainly desk sets. He gave orders for the rest to be sent to Vasily’s 
wife, Ekaterina, out at the dacha. It included golden ornaments with 
diamonds and emeralds, dozens of carpets, a lot of lady’s lingerie, a huge 
number of men’s suits, overcoats, fur coats, fur wraps, astrakhan... Her 
house was bursting with gold, German carpets, and cut glass ever since the 
war anyway. She asked me to sell it all in commission shops. I was carting 
stuff there for a whole month, and handing the money over to Ekaterina.” 

His father had hoped that the Timoshenkos, sensible, thrifty people, 



might perhaps bring Vasily to his senses. They didn’t. One scandalous 
situation followed another. Trying to deal with them distracted the Boss 
from the Great Dream. 

 

THE PRINCE AND THE SPORTSMEN 

Vasily’s great passion was sport, and the Air Force Sports Society. Above 
all, he loved soccer and hockey. In a very few years he had created the 
famous WS (air force) hockey team. Living accommodations in the USSR 
were not bought privately, but were allocated by the state. The star players 
in Caesar’s son’s team received the richest of rewards— apartments of 
their own—besides special rations and other benefits. In a very short time 
all the great stars were playing for the WS team. And the elite of Soviet 
hockey perished to a man after one of Vasily’s escapades. 

The team was traveling by air to play at Chelyabinsk. A blizzard made it 
impossible for the plane to land at the Chelyabinsk airfield, and it had to 
touch down at Kazan. The players got restless and telephoned Moscow. 
Vasya Stalin, exercising his authority as commander of the Moscow 
Military District’s air arm, ordered the pilot to continue the flight. The 
plane crashed while attempting to land in the blizzard, and all eleven star 
players were killed. The plane itself was one which was supposed to take 
only Politburo members as passengers. 

His father was informed immediately. He gave orders that the disaster 
should be given no publicity. Disasters did not happen in his country! The 
public knew only that the country’s finest hockey players had disappeared. 
No one dared ask where or why. 

What Vasily, and the country at large, loved best was football. His bounty 
had also created an all-star football team. In the early fifties, only 
Dynamo, Beria’s team, could rival the WS squad. But although Vasya had 
recruited brilliant players, the WS team was a disappointment at first. It 
lacked an effective trainer—until Vasya remembered that Spartak’s 
famous trainer, Nikolai Starostin, was still serving his sentence in a camp 
somewhere in the Far East. 

Starostin himself has described what followed. One night in 1948 he was 
awakened and taken by car to the camp commandant’s office. Over the 



secret government telephone line he heard a voice saying, “Hello, Nikolai. 
This is Vasily Stalin.” The personal plane of the commander of the WS 
landed on the nearest military airfield shortly afterward. Starostin was 
flown to Moscow and taken to the detached house on Gogol Boulevard. A 
decanter holding vodka stood on a table in the middle of an enormous 
room. Vasya drank to their meeting. A little later Starostin was at home, in 
the eight square yards which was all they had left of their own enormous 
apartment, with his wife and daughter beside him weeping for joy. But 
before he could begin training the WS team, Beria, the Dynamo fan, struck 
back. Two uniformed men turned up and told Starostin, “You know very 
well that you have come here illegally, and you must go back within 
twenty-four hours.” 

Vasya was furious. How dare they! He quickly made up his mind. “You’ll 
live with me in my house. Nobody will touch you there.” After that the 
Boss’s prisoner and the Boss’s son were inseparable. They went together to 
headquarters, to training sessions, to Vasily’s dacha. They even slept in 
the same extrawide bed. 

Vasily went to bed with a revolver under his pillow. He forbade Starostin 
to leave the house alone. But Starostin missed his family, and one day, 
when Vasily had drunk himself to sleep, he climbed through a window into 
the garden and went home. Next morning he was awakened by a ring at 
the door. Two colonels came in. Starostin was put on a train out of 
Moscow. But at the very first stop the head of Vasily’s counterespionage 
department boarded the coach and told Starostin, “I’ve caught up with you 
by plane. The Boss [Vasya loved to be called that] has ordered me to get 
you to Moscow by whatever means are necessary.” Once Starostin was 
safely delivered, Vasily grabbed the telephone, rang the Ministry of the 
Interior, asked for one of Beria’s deputies, and said “Two hours ago you 
told me that you didn’t know where Starostin was... He is now sitting here 
with me. Your people’ had abducted him. Just remember that in our 
family we never forgive an insult.” In the end his father had to intervene. 
Order had to prevail. Starostin was sent back. 

All this time, Vasily was drinking heavily. Disaster struck in 1952. S. 
Rudenko, commander of long-distance aircraft, and P. Zhigarev, 
commander-in-chief of air forces relieved the drunkard of responsibility 
for the Tushino air display. The display was a brilliant success, and Stalin 
broadcast his thanks to all those who had taken part. Afterward Vasily, 



scarcely able to stand on his feet, turned up at a reception attended by his 
father, his father’s henchmen, and high-ranking officers. “What do you 
mean by this?” his father asked. “I’m on holiday.” “Do you often spend 
your holidays like this?” There was silence. Then Zhigarev said, “Yes, he 
does.” Vasily cursed Zhigarev. 

The silence was terrifying. Then Stalin said curtly, “Get out of here.” Vasily 
was relieved of all his posts, and enrolled as a student in the Aviation 
Faculty of the Military Academy. 

But the Boss remembered how his henchmen and the service chiefs—
braggarts whose egos had become inflated during the war—had gloated 
over his son’s humiliation, and hadn’t even tried to hide it. He knew, of 
course, why Vasya drank and misbehaved. His poor weak son was mortally 
afraid of what would happen to him when his aged father was no more. He 
tried to drown his fear with drink, to deaden it with womanizing. They—
Stalin’s old henchmen—would rid themselves of Vasily immediately. His 
son knew far too much about them. 

 

HE BECOMES A MYSTERY EVEN TO His HENCHMEN 

It was 1950. His life followed the routine which he had long ago es-
tablished: the same nocturnal banquets, sometimes prolonged till dawn. 
After a long day’s work in the Kremlin his henchmen still had to drive out 
with him to the dacha for the torment of a sleepless night’s drinking. But 
to be invited was happiness enough: it meant that he was not yet ready to 
destroy them. Forty years later his ancient former bodyguards would tell 
me about the secret life of this lonely man in the hermetically sealed 
nearer dacha. 

When he banqueted with his henchmen, clean plates, cutlery, and 
wineglasses stood near a luxurious buffet. It was self-service, so that there 
would be no servants to overhear their conversation. From time to time he 
would call for a clean tablecloth. The servants would appear, take the 
festive tablecloth by its four corners, and make a bundle of it— crockery, 
uneaten food, and all. All would then hear the sound of fine cut glass 
breaking. Every dish was accompanied by a certificate: “No poisonous 
substances found.” A doctor retained for this purpose periodically tested 
the air. I. Orlov, commandant of the dacha, said that “portraits of the 



Politburo hung in the room where they gathered. He liked each of them to 
sit under his own portrait.” The portraits of Voznesensky and Kuznetsov 
had by then been removed. Molotov was no longer invited, but, knowing 
that staying close to the Boss meant survival, turned up anyway looking 
dejected, like a faithful dog. The Boss now openly sneered at the former 
head of government, calling him an “American spy.” He knew that several 
of the portraits would shortly vanish. 

They whiled away the small hours by telling dirty jokes. Among his 
henchmen he liked using obscene language. He made his guests drink too 
much. They dared not refuse: to do so meant that they had something to 
hide and were afraid that drink would loosen their tongue. They would 
play practical jokes of the sort his daughter Svetlana describes— put a 
tomato on someone’s chair as he stood up to propose a toast, sprinkle salt 
in a neighbor’s wineglass. Or push someone into the shallow pond on the 
grounds. They were happy: as long as he was making fun of them it meant 
that he was not angry. He sucked his pipe and watched the humiliation of 
the living dead. The feasting would end at 4:00 A.M. After that he allowed 
the exhausted buffoons to go home to bed. His own lonely night was not 
yet over. 

After they had gone he would work in his study, or in the garden. He liked 
cutting flowers at night, using pruning shears by lamplight. His guards 
would pick up the severed heads. But his hands were not what they had 
been. They trembled, and he often cut himself. When a paramedic was 
called in to dress the cuts, his hands trembled too with fear. Stalin would 
laugh and bandage his finger himself. Toward morning he slept a little—
sometimes, in the summer, on a trestle bed under the stairs to the second 
floor, covering his face with his cap so that the early morning sun would 
not disturb him. In winter he liked tobogganing on the grounds. But he 
did this less often. His rheumatism was getting worse, his legs hurt, and 
he had become very irritable. 

Of the many rooms in the dacha he chose one and practically lived there. 
The servant Valechka made up his bed on the sofa, and he took his meals 
at his desk, clearing a little space among the clutter of books and papers. A 
portrait of Lenin hung on the wall. The ex-seminarist kept a lamp burning 
beneath it day and night: the eternal flame illuminating the God Lenin’s 
face. 



When the Politburo clowns were not around, he liked talking to his f 
guards. These semiliterate people were now his best friends: he discussed 
things with them, and told stories about his years in exile, exaggerating as 
old men do. He lived more and more in the past. “He was lonely, I felt 
sorry for him, he showed his age,” one former member of his guard told 
me. 

This pathetic old man was in fact the beast of prey he always had been. 
The aged leopard was resting, preparing to spring. The great purge he had 
planned was already under way, throughout the country. 

As in 1937, members of his own bodyguard began disappearing. “The old 
fellow couldn’t prove his innocence,” he would say sadly. He really was 
sorry for them. But that was the way it had to be. All the old hands had to 
disappear. Vlasik would shortly have to go, like Pauker before him. The 
man who had commanded his guard for many years and was burdened 
with so many secrets would be arrested in 1952. 

The year 1950, however, was a quiet one of secret murders. One August 
night, on Stalin’s orders, dozens of high officers, including Gordov and 
Rybalchenko, were shot. They were followed in autumn by a large number 
of people arrested in connection with the Leningrad affair. The 
crematorium near the Donskoi Monastery worked overtime, and the ashes 
of fresh victims were regularly tipped into the bottomless grave number 1. 

 

STORM CLOUDS 

Meanwhile preparations for the next big show had already begun. 

A number of doctors employed in the clinic of the Stalin Automobile 
Works (ZIS), the largest in the country, were arrested, together with some 
senior ZIS executives, a few bureaucrats, and even a woman journalist who 
had written about ZIS. The names of those arrested told their own story: 
Aron Finkelstein, David Smorodinsky, Miriam Eisenstadt, Edward Lifshits. 
They were all Jews. 

All the accused were shot in November 1950. 

He was warming up, in preparation for the “Kremlin doctors” event. It 
would give the interrogators a little practice. The “ZIS case,” as some called 



it, attracted no publicity whatsoever. 

In his last years he published two pamphlets, one concerned with Marxism 
and linguistics, the other with the economics of socialism. 

It had been a long time since he had treated the country and the Party to 
one of his excursions into Marxist theory. The war had prevented it. But 
Leninist tradition demanded that the Leader should be a great theorist. 

Did he write these two pamphlets himself? No. In both cases the original 
idea was his, but he graciously permitted his academicians to do some of 
the work for him. He was, however, far from idle. He rewrote them both, 
from start to finish, and also added certain previously undisclosed ideas of 
his own. 

In Economic Problems of Socialism, for instance, he had a great deal to say 
about the struggle for peace. He called on a favorite ploy of his: as he 
prepared for war, he praised the “peace partisans,” who were active in 
several countries under the tutelage of Soviet secret agents, secretly 
implying that they were meant to become a fifth column in the rear of his 
future enemy. “In some countries,” he wrote, “the struggle for peace will 
develop into a struggle for socialism.” In “in-depth language” this meant: 
“through the peace movement we shall promote rebellion and revolution.” 

He dealt also with the likelihood of war, arguing in particular that war 
between capitalist countries was inevitable. In “in-depth language” this 
meant: “we shall set them on each other as we did in Hitler’s day.” At the 
same time he tried, as had Lenin, to reassure the Western “deaf-mutes.” 
He declared that “war between capitalist countries is more likely than war 
between the socialist and capitalist camps,” but went on to say that war 
was not inevitable once imperialism was destroyed. Only when the Great 
Dream prevailed would the miseries of the human race come to an end. 

As soon as these works were published, they were extravagantly praised. 
Eminent philologists and economists wrote innumerable articles on the 
renascence of their disciplines. Dissertations and multivolume studies 
were planned. 

The campaign expanded, and shortly all branches of scholarship were 
reporting that Stalin’s pamphlets had marked a major turning point. The 
God on earth had vouchsafed his worshipers a revelation. He had done so 



not only to gratify his vanity. Like the Short Course in the History of the 
Communist Party, which had appeared after the Great Terror, these works 
were intended to mark the beginning of a new era. He was writing for the 
future, for those who would survive the great bloodletting. 

 

The destruction of his top people was about to begin. In 1952 he convened 
the Nineteenth Party Congress after an interval of thirteen years. He 
himself spoke only at the end of the Congress. Everyone knew that he was 
feeling ill. Khrushchev recalled that “he spoke for five to sever!” minutes 
and said to us afterward: ‘There you are—I can still do it!’ We looked at 
our watches: he’d spoken for five to seven minutes. If that was all he could 
manage, we came to the conclusion that he was physically very weak.” 

He had deceived his wretched associates yet again. A plenary meeting of 
the Central Committee took place immediately after the Congress, and 
there the “physically weak” Stalin made a long and passionate speech. The 
writer Konstantin Simonov, who was present, described the occasion in 
his memoirs. Many years later he still remembered it with horror: 

 

October 16, 1952. Kremlin. The Sverdlov Hall. He entered from the rear 
door, accompanied by the other members of the Politburo, and looking 
grimly purposeful. People began applauding, but he raised his hand to 
stop them. Malenkov presided, and called on Stalin to speak. His manner 
was stern and humorless. He spoke without notes. 

He fixed his audience with an unwavering gaze. The tone and content of 
his speech left them numb and dazed. The meeting went on for two hours, 
and Stalin’s speech took up three-quarters of that time. His main theme 
was that he was old and that the time was approaching when others would 
have to carry on his work. “But for the present the job has been entrusted 
to me, and I’m doing it,” he said bluntly, almost savagely. He called for 
courage and firmness, the Leninist firmness of 1918. He recalled how 
Lenin had “thundered away in an incredibly difficult situation, he 
thundered on, fearing nothing, he just thundered away.” He repeated the 
word “thundered” three times. He mentioned Lenin—he said—because of 
the conduct of “certain comrades.” 



 

The “certain comrades” shortly acquired names: 

 

He pitched into Molotov, accusing him of cowardice and defeatism. He 
spoke of Molotov at length and unsparingly, citing examples of his 
behavior which have escaped my mind... I realized that Stalin’s white-hot 
anger made these accusations a direct threat... Then he turned on 
Mikoyan, and his words became angrier and ruder still. There was a 
terrible silence in the hall. The faces of all the Politburo members were 
rigid, petrified. They were wondering whom he would attack next. 
Molotov and Mikoyan were deathly pale. Having demolished Molotov, 
Stalin mentioned his age again, and said that he could no longer cope with 
the task entrusted to him. He asked therefore to be relieved of his post as 
Secretary General, while remaining Chairman of the Council of Ministers. 
As he said it he stared at the audience. I saw a look of dread on Malenkov’s 
face—that of a man who realizes that he is in deadly danger. His face, his 
gestures, his eloquently raised hands beseeched those present to reject 
Comrade Stalin’s request. And voices behind Stalin’s back hastily called out 
“No! Please stay!” At once the whole hall was abuzz with calls of “Please, 
please, stay!” 

 

I remember a play by Brecht in which as people are killed their faces are 
daubed with white paint, and they stand motionless on the stage until the 
end of the act. Molotov’s ghastly white face... Malenkov’s sudden pallor... 
Simonov is right: if they had granted the Boss’s request, Malenkov would 
have been the first to answer with his head. But it is difficult to imagine 
what it would have cost the rest of the audience. He needed a repetition of 
the Seventeenth Congress. He needed traitors, so that he could destroy 
them wholesale. They dared not oblige. He had trained them too well. But 
they were doomed just the same. 

Then came the elections. In preparation for the massacre, he enlarged the 
Politburo and changed its name to Presidium. It was, in fact, a facade for a 
small inner group which now performed the functions of the former 
Politburo. Neither Molotov nor Mikoyan was admitted to it. Everyone 
considered them as good as dead. 



 

CROSSES AND QUESTION MARKS 

After Stalin’s death Sharapov, an employee of the Party Archive, was sent 
to sort out the Boss’s library. In one room he found a thick, black-bound 
volume containing the stenographic record of the next to last Congress, 
the Eighteenth, in 1939. On the eve of the Nineteenth Congress in 1952 
Stalin had looked through the list of those elected to membership or 
candidate membership of the Central Committee in 1939. He had put 
crosses against the names of those who, at his own wish, had since ceased 
to live. He had also generously distributed question marks among the 
survivors. The first wave of those soon to be purged. 

He had acquired an amusing habit. When he destroyed one of his 
henchmen he gave the victim’s dacha to the next in line. Thus, Beria now 
had Chubar’s dacha, Molotov had Yagoda’s, Vyshinsky had Serebryakov’s. 
They all would soon be handing over their dachas to new occupants. 

We are now entering the last four and a half months of his reign, the 
terrible months of preparation for Apocalypse. 

At the beginning of the fifties the Boss had authorized Abakumov, the 
Minister of State Security, to arrest a large number of Georgians from 
Beria’s native province, Mingrelia, people whom Beria had planted in 
important posts. When he began the operation the Boss had told 
Abakumov in so many words to “look for the big Mingrel in the plot.” But 
progress was slow. Abakumov was obviously afraid to collect evidence 
against his overlord. The Boss saw how frightened he was, and Abakumov 
was doomed. 

Abakumov was working at the time on the “case of the Kremlin doctors.” 
Back in 1948 Eidia Timashuk, senior electrocardiographer at the Kremlin 
Clinic, had reported that Zhdanov was not receiving the appropriate 
treatment. The Author of the 1936-1937 thriller had remembered her 
letter, and now saw how it could help his story line. Professor Vovsi, for 
instance, one of the Kremlin doctors, was related to Mikhoels. This 
prompted the idea of a proliferating Jewish conspiracy utilizing the 
world’s most humane profession. Stalin had vivid memories of the anti-
Semitic tracts devoured by the mob in his youth—Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion, the outpourings of the Union of the Russian People. With his mind 



always on the Great Dream he knew that there were two emotions which 
could unite society: fear, and hatred of the Jews. His “anticos-mopolitan” 
campaign had been instructive. The results had surpassed his 
expectations. The public had joined wholeheartedly in vilifying Jews, 
deliberately distorting the names of their victims. He remembered par-
ticularly the enthusiasm of the workers in that factory at the time of the 
ZIS affair. As one Russian writer put it: “Anti-Semitism makes your vodka 
stronger and your bread more appetizing.” Before leading his people to the 
Apocalypse he would bestow on them a great claim to superiority: the 
most downtrodden of Russians would rejoice in the fact that he was not a 
Jew. 

 

His LAST THRILLER 

He had, then, composed his last thriller. The country would shortly learn 
its contents. 

The storyline Stalin concocted went as follows: the sinister Jewish 
organization Joint was bent on destroying the Russian people. It had 
probably begun operations in the days of Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev. 
Later, its agents, Mikhoels and other loyal instruments of American 
imperialism, had infiltrated everywhere. Acting on instructions from 
Joint, the ubiquitous cosmopolitans were poisoning the country’s 
ideology. But that was the least of it. Traitorous doctors were killing 
statesmen. (The “murdering doctor” theme had been given an airing at the 
Bukharin trials. But that was all to the good: it conditioned the public to 
associate Jews and Terror.) 

Zionists had infiltrated even the highest levels of the political elite. This 
was where Zhemchuzina came in. He had spared her, as he had once 
spared Zinoviev and Kamenev, for use in a public trial. She was the 
intermediary through whom Molotov had been recruited as an enemy 
agent. The Boss could go on from there to write group after group of 
conspirators into his story. In the early stages they would be destroyed by 
the Great Mingrel. 

But he now had the “socialist camp” to think of, not just the Soviet Union. 
He therefore broadened the scene of action to embrace the “fraternal 
countries.” He could not forgive Dimitrov for his alliance with Tito. The 



Bulgarian leader, who had served him so well, was now dying, and the 
Boss could easily write his close associates into the thriller. One of them, 
Traicho Kostov, who was also one of the Cominform leaders, was shot. The 
charge against him was, of course, espionage. 

The thriller also took on the required anti-Semitic complexion in the 
fraternal countries. In Czechoslovakia Slansky, the First Secretary of the 
Communist Party, was put on trial, and several other senior officials were 
tried with him. They had one thing in common: all of them were Jews. 
Slansky was shot as an agent of international Zionism. 

Meanwhile the Boss was completing the recruitment of those who were to 
implement his terrorist scheme. 

Abakumov’s hesitancy in dealing with Beria called for a decision. 
Abakumov, the cruel torturer who looked like a gallant guardsman, was 
consigned to oblivion. Bobkov, the Vice-Chairman of the KGB (the 
Committee of State Security, which superseded the Ministry in 1953), 
later remembered “members of the staff wandering round the corridors 
stunned. They had heard news of Abakumov’s arrest and pored over the 
Central Committee’s edict.” The Boss, with his unfailing sense of humor, 
had removed the ruthless executioner for being insufficiently ruthless. 
The decree stated that “Chekists have lost their vigilance, they are working 
in white gloves.” That was enough. In the drive against the “white-gloved” 
brigade, many heads of departments and branches in the Ministry of the 
Interior were arrested. Abakumov’s, and so also Beria’s, proteges were 
routed. Ministry of State Security personnel were urged to “apply ruthless 
pressure to those under arrest.” Everyone finally realized that this was 
indeed 1937 all over again. The Boss appointed Ignatiev, a Party official 
unconnected with Beria, to the Ministry of State Security. 

By then a large group of eminent Jewish doctors—Kogan, Feldman, 
Ettinger, Vovsi, Grinstein, Ginzburg, and others—had been arrested in 
readiness for the coming trial. Stalin’s story line, however, demanded that 
the conspiracy should be against himself. There was only one thing to do: 
he generously added his own doctor, Professor V. Vinogradov, to the list. 

In January 1953 a team of secret police brought “Object Number 12”—
Polina Zhemchuzina—from her place of banishment to a Moscow jail. A 
statement made by the “Object” is preserved in the case file: “What the 
government has decided upon is what must happen.” By then Vinogradov, 



Kogan, and Vovsi had made the required depositions, which also 
incriminated Zhemchuzina. The “Object” was taken to the Lubyanka for 
interrogation. Molotov’s future was no longer in doubt. 

The Molotovs, husband and wife, survived only because of the Leader’s 
death. Yet they both went on praising him for the rest of their days. 
According to Molotov, his wife “not only never spoke ill of Stalin, she 
couldn’t bear to hear anyone else speak ill of him.” 

After parting with his doctor, Stalin dispatched another old favorite of his 
to jail—Vlasik. Semiliterate Vlasik had succeeded the semiliterate Pauker 
as commander of the Boss’s bodyguard, and had inherited his inordinate 
influence. In 1947 the Boss had made him head of the Chief 
Administration of Security, whose job it was to appoint the bodyguards of 
the Boss’s henchmen. In practice, he planted informers on them. But he 
had begun to slip up. Sarkisov, who had been planted on Beria, kept Vlasik 
informed on “Beria’s debauchery.” But Vlasik failed to sense the Boss’s 
current wishes. He not only did not pass on this information but rebuked 
Sarkisov for submitting it. The Boss, who double-checked everything, 
found out about this, and saw that the old dog’s nose was not so keen as it 
used to be. His drinking bouts and his incessant womanizing made him 
even less reliable. The obvious solution was to write him into the thriller. 
On December 15, 1952, Vlasik was arrested. 

A verbose petition for pardon, and his testimony before the court, survive. 
Vlasik, like Yezhov, draws a striking picture. 

 

VLASIK’S TRIAL 

He was tried on February 17, 1955, when Stalin and Beria were both dead. 
This is an excerpt from the interrogation of Vlasik by the presiding judge: 

 

“When did you meet the artist Stenberg?” 

“About 1934 or 1935. He was involved in preparing Red Square for 
ceremonial occasions.” 

“How did you and Stenberg become friends?” 



“We obviously became friends because of drinking together and because of 
the women we knew.” 

“Defendant Vlasik, you revealed the names of Ministry of State Security 
agents to Stenberg. Stenberg has testified that ‘I learned from Vlasik that 
my woman friend Kirova was an agent of the organs, and that his mistress 
Ryazantseva also cooperated with them.’” 

 

Vlasik admitted this, but went on to claim that 

 

“Where my duties were concerned I was always in order... Meetings with 
women were on account of my health and in my spare time. I admit that I 
had a lot of women.” 

“The head of government warned you that such behavior was 
unacceptable.” 

“Yes, he said to me in 1949 that I was abusing my relations with women.” 

“You have testified that Sarkisov reported Beria’s debauchery to you, and 
you said: ‘We mustn’t interfere with Beria’s private life, we have to protect 
it.’” 

“Yes, I kept out of it, because I didn’t think it was my business to interfere, 
as it was connected with Beria’s name.” 

“How could you permit the enormous overexpenditure of state funds by 
your department?” 

“My literacy is very poor, my whole education consists of three classes in a 
parish school.” 

 

Stenberg testified that “I have to say that Vlasik is a moral degenerate, he 
cohabited with many women, in particular with [the list includes more 
than twenty names] and others whose names I do not remember. Vlasik 
used to get me and my wife drunk and then had sex with her, as he himself 
cynically told me.” 



One other activity of his was the subject of questions. 

 

“Defendant Vlasik, tell the court what captured enemy property you 
obtained illegally, without payment.” 

“As far as I remember an upright piano, a grand piano, three or four 
carpets...” 

“What about the fourteen cameras?... And where did you get cut glass 
vases, wineglasses, and porcelain tableware in such quantities?” 

 

There was much more of the same. 

In the earliest days of revolution they had promised in their anthem to 
“build a world of our own, to build the world anew.” They had built it. So 
much blood, so many lies, betrayals, and murders had gone to produce 
them—the Vlasiks, the Yezhovs, Vasya Stalins—people of the new world 
created by the God Lenin and the God Stalin. The triumph of 
“loutishness,” gloomily predicted in early-twentieth-century Russian lit-
erature, was now a reality. Dostoevsky’s Devils had conquered. 

Stalin’s death saved Vlasik. In 1955, Vlasik wrote a petition for a pardon, 
which contains something extremely interesting. Vlasik tells us that he 
was originally interrogated by Beria in person. He was astonished to find 
that Beria knew details of private conversations between himself and the 
“head of government” (Stalin) which he could have obtained only by 
“eavesdropping.” “Beria,” Vlasik wrote, “must have known about the head 
of government’s expressions of dissatisfaction with Beria after the war.” 

The Boss had, for the first time in his life, been in too much of a hurry. By 
arresting Vlasik he had deprived himself of an experienced watchdog with 
no other to take its place. 

Like all previous victims, Beria was required to complete the work 
entrusted to him before his removal. He was more immediately relevant to 
the Great Dream than anyone else. 

The new, more powerful nuclear bomb had been tested under Beria’s 
supervision in 1951. Now, in 1953, his scientists had created a new 



weapon of unprecedented power. The transportable hydrogen bomb was 
shortly to be tested. Its yield was expected to be twenty times that of the 
bomb dropped on Hiroshima. There was nothing else like it in the world. 
The Boss alone possessed such a weapon. (The bomb would not be tested 
till August 1953, some months after his death.) 

Before this new weapon became available, Stalin had ordered Beria to 
complete Moscow’s rocket defenses. It had been decided at the end of the 
forties to surround Moscow with special formations armed with enough 
ballistic missiles to shoot down any plane flying toward the city. Two 
gigantic concrete rings were built, with antiaircraft rocket installations at 
intervals around them. The Boss insisted that this work should be carried 
out in feverish haste. The work was done by the experienced construction 
workers available to Beria’s department. There were six hundred rockets 
to each emplacement. Twenty rockets could be launched simultaneously. 
Radar stations tracked the targets, rockets soared... but coordination was 
unsatisfactory. The Boss told Beria to hurry up. The engineers were 
housed in barracks. Beria summoned the chief designer and told him that 
the system must be made to work—”or else.” 

It began to work. By early 1953 the Boss knew that Moscow would soon be 
looking at the West from behind a picket fence of rockets. 

Everything was ready: the superweapon and the most powerful army in 
the world, which had not yet forgotten the art of killing. It had not been 
idle talk when Stalin said to Molotov soon after the war: “The First World 
War delivered one country from capitalist slavery, the Second has created 
the socialist system, and the Third will finish imperialism for ever.” In “in-
depth language” this meant: “We shall start a war and we shall finish it.” 
The Great Dream, bequeathed to him by the God Lenin, would come true. 

 

LIGHTING THE FUSE 

Ignatiev was told to get everything ready for the trial of the “Kremlin 
doctors” in the shortest possible time—and was promised that “if they 
don’t confess you’ll be where they are.” 

On January 13, 1953 the country read a Tass communique on the 
“discovery of a terrorist group of poisoning doctors.” In an accompanying 



article, Pravda recalled the Leader’s words in 1937: “Our successes lead not 
to the damping down but to the exacerbation of the class struggle. The 
more insistent our advance, the fiercer the struggle of the enemies of the 
people will become.” Pravda was dispelling all doubts: it was 1937 all over 
again. But the incipient horror had one quite new and decisive ingredient: 
anti-Semitism. The incitement of a fanatical mob meant that Terror would 
range more widely than anyone would have thought possible. 

All day long loudspeakers barked menacing messages. Their burden was 
always the same: “Soviet people angrily condemn this criminal gang of 
murderers and their foreign masters.” This was accompanied by a promise 
that struck a chill into all who understood “in-depth language”: “as for 
those who inspire these hirelings, they must be sure that retribution will 
soon find its way to them.” 

The “inspirers” were the doctors’”foreign master”—”American im-
perialism.” And retribution, in the shape of war, was already trying to find 
a way to them. My family spent that winter at a dacha near Mamontovka 
Station outside Moscow, where several of the “Kremlin doctors” had 
dachas. Their dachas were deserted. None of them came out there to ski 
that winter. 

The campaign was escalating. Pravda published a selection of reports “on 
the arrest of spies in various towns.” In Moscow the black limousines 
drove around by night, arresting prominent Jews. Sheinin, once 
Vyshinsky’s deputy, was among them. The sacred mummy failed to protect 
its Jewish custodian, Zbarsky. His role would obviously be that of “the Jew 
who desecrated the Sacred Body.” 

Zbarsky was released in 1954, well after Stalin’s death. For him it should 
have been an anniversary: thirty years without a break beside the Body. 
Later he described his role as Custodian of the Body: “I was connected 
with the Mausoleum by phone twenty-four hours a day. I instructed my 
collaborators to call me even if a fly settled on him, and strictly forbade 
any attempt to remove it in my absence. All my life I used to dream about 
the telephone ringing and somebody saying ‘Boris Ilyich, we’re sending a 
car, there’s a fly in the sarcophagus,’ and I would jump up and rush off like 
a madman.” Zbarsky died that same year, in 1954. The Body endured. 

 



ONE STEP NEARER APOCALYPSE 

He was now more often than not completely alone at the nearer dacha. His 
daughter had long been an infrequent visitor. She communicated with him 
mainly by letter. “26.10.52. Dear Papa, I very much want to see you. Just 
to see you—I have no ‘business,’ no ‘problems’ to discuss. With your 
permission, and if it would not be a burden to you, I should like to spend 
two days of the November holiday, November 8-9, with you at the nearer 
dacha.” She was getting divorced again. “10.2.53. I very much want to see 
you, to tell you face to face what’s happening in my life at present. As far 
as Yuri Andreevich Zhdanov is concerned, we decided to part for good just 
before the New Year... I’m sorry but I’ve had enough of that dessicated 
professor, that unfeeling polymath, let him bury himself in his books, he 
doesn’t really need a wife and family. I have enough money at present—
the money you sent me—so it isn’t just that.” On her rare visits she was 
alarmed to see strange pictures on the walls. He had taken to cutting out 
illustrations from magazines and pinning them up. Pictures of children—a 
little girl giving milk to an elk calf, a boy on skis, children under a cherry 
tree. The pictures were substitutes for grandchildren. 

That terrible year, 1952, was, as Khrushchev wrote in his memoirs, the 
first year in which he did not go away on holiday. He had no time for 
holidays, or for children. The world was on the threshold of the Great 
Dream. He no longer invited Molotov, Mikoyan, Kaganovich, Voroshilov, 
and others under sentence of death. Only four Politburo members were 
now entertained at the dacha: Malenkov, Beria, and two recent additions 
to the inner leadership—Khrushchev and Bulganin. This quartet would be 
required to act first against the disgraced elders, then against each other, 
after which they would be replaced by new robots. The Party jail was now 
quite ready for its new inmates. 

The intended victims, like Roman senators in the days of Nero, meekly 
awaited their fate. Fear, total fear, had paralyzed them. The atmosphere 
was growing hotter. Women in shops abused and threatened Jewish 
women standing in line. From one day to the next people expected 
something terrible to happen. 

An ominous signal was given in February. 

 



A PUBLISHED CONFESSION 

Endless accusations of anti-Semitism were heard in the West, and the 
Cultural Committee’s propagandists counterattacked with a collective 
letter from representatives of the Jewish community, persons eminent in 
science and the arts. They angrily condemned the “murderers in white 
gowns,” and declared that anti-Semitism did not and could not exist in the 
USSR, the land of workers and peasants, but that well-deserved 
punishment awaited a miserable handful of bourgeois nationalists, agents 
of international Zionism. 

There were, subsequently, all sorts of rumors about those who had signed 
this letter and those who had refused to do so. One of the signatories (I 
will not mention his name; he punished himself to the end of his days for 
signing) told me: “Yes, we signed that grotesque letter out of animal 
fear—for ourselves and our children. At the same time I told myself that 
the doctors could not be saved, and that we had to save all the others. To 
put a stop to the anti-Semitic campaign we had to distance ourselves, to 
separate other Jews from the unfortunate doomed doctors.” 

The letter was supposed to appear at the very beginning of February, but 
something unexpected happened. On February 2 bewilderment reigned in 
the editorial offices of Pravda: the newspaper was forbidden to print the 
painstakingly prepared letter. Everybody realized that only the Boss could 
have suppressed a letter drafted on instructions from the Secretariat of 
the Central Committee. The well-known writer and literary critic A. 
Borshchagovsky, one of the main targets of the anti-Semitic campaign of 
1949-1953, wrote in his book Blood Condemned that “the peremptory veto 
came right from the very top. Stalin did not want to divide the Jews into 
good and bad. He did not want the Jews to purchase immunity by 
sacrificing a handful of bourgeois nationalists.” 

Those who knew about this affair were terrified. They knew that if he 
refused to accept the “handful of bourgeois nationalists” as ransom for the 
rest, he probably intended to punish all Jews. On February 8 Pravda 
stepped up the campaign against the Jews by substituting for the letter 
from the Jewish penitents an angry anti-Semitic article entitled “Simple-
tons and Scoundrels.” The article listed the Jewish names of the many 
“swindlers,” “saboteurs,” and “scoundrels” to whom the “simpletons”— 
Russians who had relaxed their vigilance—had given employment. 



A new wave of anti-Semitic hysteria followed. Jews were sacked, Jews 
were beaten up in the streets. At the end of February rumors went around 
Moscow that the Jews were to be deported to Siberia. People knew that 
any rumor of which the Boss disapproved was quickly silenced—and those 
who disseminated it promptly jailed. But this rumor was more insistent, 
more widely believed, and more alarming from day to day. As in the days 
of Nazism many Jews tried to reassure themselves. The man in the next 
apartment to ours asked my father whether he realized how many freight 
cars would be needed and said, “No, he simply can’t do it!” 

They were lying to themselves. They knew very well that he could do it. 
Just as he had been able even at the height of the war to transfer 
hundreds of thousands of people from the Caucasus to Siberia. 

I still remember my mother coming home from work one day and telling 
my father in a whisper (so that I wouldn’t hear) that “the house 
management committees are drawing up lists of Jews. They know the date 
already.” My father feebly replied, “It’s just rumors.” 

After Stalin’s death the whole world would hear of the deportation 
planned by Stalin. Professor B. Goldberg noted in his book The Jewish 
Problem in the Soviet Union that “Stalin’s plan to send the Jews to Siberia 
reached the West after his death.” And in The Jews of the Soviet Union 
Benjamin Pinkus, professor of Jewish history at Ben-Gurion University, 
wrote that “Stalin saw in the trial [of the doctors] a way to prepare the 
ground for exiling the Jewish population from the center of the Soviet 
Union.” “Only Stalin’s death saved the Jews from this fate.” (The Little 
Jewish Encyclopedia, Vol. 1, “Anti-Semitism.”) In Siberia and Kazakhstan 
people still point out the remains of the flimsy wooden huts, without 
heating, in which hundreds of thousands of Jews were meant to live, or 
rather to die. 

 

THE APOCALYPSE INTERRUPTED 

What did it all mean? What was the purpose of the anti-Semitic campaign, 
the planned deportation of the Jews, the impending purge of the 
leadership, and the rising tide of terror? 

It is simplistic to explain this (or for that matter the Terror of 1937) by 



Stalin’s paranoia or his brutish anti-Semitism. 

The Boss was a cold pragmatist who, throughout the twenty-five years in 
which he held absolute power, always had precise reasons for his 
monstrous actions. 

My father often repeated a remark made by someone else about f Stalin: 
“Woe betide the victim of such slow jaws.” 

Stalin, of course, disliked Jews, but he never acted simply to gratify his 
likes and dislikes. Some of his most trusted associates were Jews, amongst 
them Kaganovich, third man in the state, and Mekhlis, who had been his 
secretary and during the war was put in charge of the Political 
Administration of the Soviet army. 

What then was the point of it all? 

Could someone as cunning as Stalin fail to understand that his official 
anti-Semitism would create a wave of revulsion against the USSR in the 
West, and above all in the United States? That the deportation of Jews 
could exacerbate American hostility to a dangerous degree? 

A strange question. The fact is that for some reason he wanted this 
confrontation, wanted to fall out with the West once and for all! 

Then again—why was he planning a new wave of terror? The Great Terror 
in the thirties was intended to create a unified society, implicitly obeying 
the Boss. The terror planned in 1953 had the same aims. It was meant to 
reestablish the discipline which had been impaired by the war, to bring 
back the fear which was gradually disappearing, so as to establish once 
again a unified society implicitly obedient to the Boss. 

But, as Molotov correctly explained to Chuyev, the ultimate aim of the 
Terror in the thirties was to prepare the country for war. 

It was the same in the fifties—the Boss needed the terror which he 
planned in order to ... 

Yes, in order to begin the Great War. War with the West. The last war, 
which would finally destroy capitalism. A holy war, whose battle cries 
would be those so dear to the hearts of his deluded people: crush the 
universal evil of capitalism, crush its agent, international Jewry! 



The Boss’s propaganda insistently proclaimed that America, “Uncle Sam,” 
was the incarnation of this evil. This was why he sought to provoke a 
confrontation with the United States. The aged Dictator had resolved to 
realize the Great Dream with the aid of the Jews. 

This was the moment at which he had everything necessary to the 
achievement of his objective. His troops were stationed in Eastern Europe 
and in Germany, his battle-hardened army was the most powerful in the 
world, his capital was protected by a ring of rocket sites, he was expecting 
from day to day the results of tests on the most powerful weapon in the 
world (he knew that the Americans were lagging behind), a third of 
mankind was under his banners, and hundreds of thousands of others 
sympathized with the conqueror of Hitler. 

But all these advantages were temporary. For the time being he was ahead. 
Tomorrow his half-ruined, half-starved country would inevitably start 
falling behind. 

How could the great predator, who already felt his strength waning and 
the end approaching, fail to take advantage of this last chance to realize 
the Great Dream? 

 

IN RUSSIA EVERYTHING Is A SECRET, AND NOTHING Is A MYSTERY 

I knew very well that there could be no relevant documents. The screening 
of Stalin’s archives began on March 5, 1953, the day of his death. 
“Malenkov G. M., Khrushchev N. S., and Beria L. P.” were instructed “to 
take steps to ensure that the documents and papers of Comrade Stalin, 
both current and archival, are put in proper order.” (This secret clause in a 
decision made at a joint meeting of the Central Committee of the CPSU, 
the Council of Ministers, and the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet on 
March 5, 1953, was first published in 1994, forty-one years later, in the 
journal Istochnik.) 

“Steps” were of course taken, “proper order” was established—and this 
trio would hardly leave behind evidence of the USSR’s intention to launch 
a world war. But there exists in the USSR, a country where documents 
were either periodically destroyed or were full of falsifications, an 
intriguing historical source—the oral testimony of contemporaries. For, as 



Mme. de Stael, whom we have previously cited, put it: “In Russia 
everything is a secret, and nothing is a mystery.” 

A. Borshchagovsky, who is still among us, told me about a remarkable 
statement supposedly made by Stalin at a meeting of the Bureau of the 
Presidium of the Party’s Central Committee in February 1953. Bor-
shchagovsky had heard it from close acquaintances of his (since, alas, 
deceased) who were present at the meeting: the writer V. Yakovlev, author 
of several books about Lenin and speechwriter for a number of Party 
functionaries, and Colonel General D. Dragunsky, a member of the Central 
Revision Commission of the Central Committee. 

In the course of the meeting, Vyshinsky (who had ceased to be public 
prosecutor in 1940 and had served as Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs 
from 1940 to 1949 and as Minister from 1949 to 1953) told Stalin about 
the “enormous” reaction in the West to the impending trial of the doctors. 
Vyshinsky was openly supported by some members of the Presidium. In 
reply Stalin savaged Vyshinsky, describing his statement as “Menshevik,” 
and berated his comrades-in-arms, calling them “blind kittens.” He 
concluded with this ominous sentence: “We are afraid of no one, and if the 
imperialist gentlemen feel like going to war there is no more favorable 
moment for us than the present.” 

After which Stalin went off to his dacha, never again to leave it alive. 

I have heard various other accounts of Stalin’s departure for his dacha in 
February 1953. The most interesting of them I heard by chance in the 
Union of Soviet Writers at the end of the seventies. The story was told by 
Yuri Zhukov (one of Pmvda’s most influential and most “conservative” 
political commentators and, incidentally, like Dragunsky, a member of the 
Revision Commission of the Central Committee of the CPSU). Zhukov’s 
story was as follows: In February 1953 Vyshinsky was present when the 
Boss received some ambassador or other. The ambassador raised the 
subject of the anti-Semitic campaign in the USSR, and after he left 
Vyshinsky complained that the “doctors’ affair” had made difficulties for 
Soviet diplomacy. Stalin did not reply. But when Vyshinsky had gone, and 
some of Stalin’s comrades-in-arms came into the office, he suddenly 
launched into an attack on Vyshinsky, calling his remark “provocative” and 
mentioning his Menshevik past. Then he turned to his silent comrades 
and said: “How easy it is for the imperialist gentlemen to intimidate you! 



We shall obviously have to make it a question of ‘either-or.’ Either we shall 
liquidate them, or after my death they will liquidate you like blind kittens.” 
Those present of course began saying that “Comrade Stalin will live many 
years yet.” He dismissed them with foul language and left for the nearer 
dacha. This was his last appearance in his office. But—in Zhukov’s 
words—”a rather anti-Semitic article was sent to Pravda from on high.” 

All these stories must obviously have some basis in reality. I did, however, 
find Borshchagovsky’s assertion that some of Stalin’s associates spoke out 
against him improbable. To the day he died they never dared contradict 
the Boss. The second story, therefore, seemed more plausible than the 
first. 

But I saw no way whatsoever of checking these stories against actual 
events. No record of proceedings at meetings of the Bureau of the 
Presidium were kept at that time. All that happened was that particular 
members of the Bureau went into Stalin’s office to deal with particular 
problems—and any such meeting might count as a meeting of the Bureau. 
Apart from which, as I have already said, no document concerning possible 
Soviet aggression would have been allowed to survive. It was not until 
July 1995 that a simple solution occurred to me: I would use once more an 
objective source which had already proved its value—the visitors’ book 
from Stalin’s office—to see what had happened in his office in the last 
February of his life. 

It turned out that February 17 was the last day Stalin spent in his office. 
After that, he never appeared in the Kremlin again. One person whom he 
did receive that day was the Indian ambassador, Kumar Menon. But 
Vyshinsky was not present at their meeting. After the ambassador left, 
Beria, Malenkov, and Bulganin (newly promoted by the Boss) arrived in 
the office. 

We find, however, that on February 7, from 6:00 to 6:45 P.M. the Ar-
gentinian ambassador, Bravo, was received in his office, and that 
Vyshinsky was present. When Vyshinsky left, Stalin’s next visitors were 
his four closest aides—Malenkov, Beria, Khrushchev, and Bulganin. And 
the anti-Semitic article previously mentioned—”Simpletons and 
Scoundrels”—actually appeared in Pravda on the following day. February 
7, then, was probably the day on which it all happened. The story, as I see 
it, is as follows. 



It may very well be that the Argentinian ambassador raised the subject of 
the anti-Semitic campaign and that this was where Vyshinsky made his 
mistake: once he was alone with the Boss he probably complained that the 
doctors’ trial created difficulties for Soviet diplomats. The Boss, more 
likely than not, made no reply. But when his associates arrived, he 
attacked Vyshinsky and alarmed them by saying: “If the imperialist 
gentlemen feel like going to war there is no more suitable moment for us 
than this.” 

He probably repeated this thought on subsequent occasions. Then, on 
February 17, Menon’s visit reminded him of Vyshinsky, and he renewed 
his attack. This time he also vented his anger on his comrades-in-arms. 
This was possibly when the words “liquidate the imperialists” were first 
heard. 

After February 17 no visitors to Stalin’s office are recorded. In fact, he 
never returned to Moscow after that date. Someone has drawn a red line 
in the margins of the register, as though closing the account. 

Visitors would, however, enter his office on March 2. In his absence. 

 

CAESAR! BEWARE THE IDES OF MARCH! 

March was drawing near. 

According to rumor March 5 was the day on which the Jews would be 
loaded onto trucks. And Beria, needless to say, would realize that onr’ 
March 5, the war which the Boss had in mind would almost be upon them. 
The second part of the program devised by the Boss would follow at once: 
the Terror, the great purge, in preparation for war. And that would be the 
end for all of them. 

If Beria wanted to save himself he would have to hurry. 

February was drawing to an end, and a sunny March was promised, like 
that March long ago when the Revolution had just begun, and he had 
stepped out onto the platform in Petrograd, full of hope ... a sunny March. 
But he would not see it. 

March 5 was the day on which he intended to lead the world into the 
Apocalypse, and to destroy the chosen people. But March 5 was the day on 



which he would close his eyes forever. It was his turn at last to discover 
that God does exist. 

“And I will deliver my people out of your hands, and you shall know that I 
am the Lord.” 
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THE LAST SECRET 

 

 

 

I still remember that day in March. I remember the voice of Levitan, 
Moscow Radio’s chief announcer, a menacing voice which people had come 
to associate with the Boss himself, reading the official bulletin on his 
illness. The country listened, numb with horror, to news of his white 
blood-cell count. So he had white blood cells just like the rest of us! Did 
this mean that death would dare to snatch him from us? People 
bombarded the newspapers with fantastic suggestions, even offering to 
give their own lives— what mattered was that he should live. 

There is no end to the legends about his death. Even K. Simonov, the 
writer who was also a member of the establishment, knew nothing for 
certain. In 1979 he wrote, “A quarter of a century after the event I am still 
tormented by curiosity as to how he really died.” 

Yet even in the Khrushchev period people passed on in hispers the 
following story: The Boss did not die in the Kremlin, as stated in the 
official announcement, but at the nearer dacha. On the night of February 
28-March 1 Stalin’s guards summoned Beria to the nearer dacha by 
telephone. They said that “the Boss had not left his rooms for a 
suspiciously long time.” Beria telephoned Khrushchev and Malenkov, and 
they went out there. They went into his room together and found him 
lying unconscious on the floor. But suddenly he stirred—and Khrushchev 
rushed up to him and began strangling him. The others joined in, and 
together they choked the tyrant. Beria had all Stalin’s guards shot that 
same night. When the country was informed that Stalin was ill, he had in 
fact been dead for some time. 



His life began with one mystery, and ended with another. 

 

WITNESSES COME FORWARD 

The first testimony from genuine witnesses of Stalin’s death was 
published in 1989, in D. Volkogonov’s book. On the strength of a 
conversation with A. Rybin, one of Stalin’s guards, Volkogonov f 

confirms that Stalin died at the nearer dacha. Another member of his 
bodyguard, Starostin, found Stalin lying on the floor after a stroke. 

I knew even then, however, that Volkogonov was wrong about Starostin. I 
had read Rybin’s unpublished memoirs in the Museum of the Revolution. 
His manuscript contains some startling pages. 

 

THE Boss’s INCREDIBLE ORDER 

Rybin himself had not served in Stalin’s guard since 1935, but on March 5, 
1977, the anniversary of Stalin’s death, he organized a little gathering. 
Those present included several members of the guard who had been at the 
nearer dacha around the time when Stalin died. He wrote down whatever 
these “officers for special missions attached to Stalin” (to give the 
watchdogs their official title) could tell him about the event. He first 
recorded matters on which they all agreed: 

 

On the night of February 28-March 1, members of the Politburo watched a 
film at the Kremlin. After this they were driven to the nearer dacha. Those 
who joined Stalin there were Beria, Khrushchev, Malenkov, and Bulganin, 
all of whom remained there until 4:00 A.M. The duty officers on guard 
that day were M. Starostin and his assistant Tukov. Orlov, the 
commandant of the dacha, was off duty, and his assistant, Peter 
Lozgachev, was deputizing for him. 

 

M. Butusova, who looked after the Boss’s linen, was also in the dacha. 
After the guests had left, Stalin went to bed. He never left his rooms again. 



After this introductory note Rybin recorded separately the testimony of 
Starostin, Tukov, and Lozgachev. Starostin’s statement was the briefest. 
“At 19:00 the silence in Stalin’s suite began to alarm us. We (Starostin and 
Tukov) were both afraid to go in without being called.” So they got 
Lozgachev to go in, and it was he who found Stalin lying on the floor near 
the table. But it was the recorded statements of Tukov and Lozgachev 
themselves that startled me. Starostin, it appeared, had omitted a 
surprising detail. Before going to bed Stalin had given his guards an 
incredible order. In Tukov’s words: “When the guests left, Stalin told the 
servants and the commandants ‘I’m going to bed, I shan’t be wanting you, you 
can go to bed too.’... Stalin had never given an order like that before.” 

So then the Boss, with his obsessive concern for his own security, 
suddenly for the first time orders his guards to go to bed. In effect, leaving 
his own suite unguarded. And that very night he suffers a stroke. 

The main witness, Lozgachev, who was the first to see him lying on the 
floor after his stroke, bears out Tukov’s statement. “Stalin said, ‘I’m going 
to bed, you go to bed as well.’ ... I don’t remember Stalin ever giving such 
an order—’everybody go to bed’—before.” 

I made up my mind to interview Peter Vasilievich Lozgachev. 

 

THE MAIN WITNESS 

He proved elusive. I rang him dozens of times. He kept changing his mind 
and putting off our meeting. He was afraid—they will all be afraid as long 
as they live. The “secret object” to which they were “attached” (they called 
themselves “the attached”) had not lost its power over them. But my 
persistence was rewarded. Lozgachev finally agreed. 

At his suggestion we met at a Metro station. Lozgachev was a short, 
broad-shouldered man, still robust in spite of his age. We sat on a bench 
with passengers bustling around us. I repeated what I had told him so 
often before: that his testimony was of great historical importance, that 
all his colleagues were now dead... He listened attentively to the familiar 
words, thought a while, heaved a sigh, and then took me to a small 
apartment in a new building. I wrote down his statement in the tiny 
kitchen. 



After typing up my text I visited him again and asked him to sign it. This 
time he was remarkably ready to oblige, put on his thick-lensed glasses, 
spent a long time reading the text, then signed at the bottom of the pages 
with a trembling hand. 

Before getting around to that last day, Lozgachev told me a great deal 
about life at the nearer dacha. One episode seemed to me particularly 
interesting: 

 

Shortly before he died the Boss asked me: “What do you think— will 
America attack us or not?” I said, “I think they’d be afraid to.” He flared up 
and said, “Clear out—what are you doing here anyway, I didn’t call you.” 
The guys said to me afterward: “What did you do to make him so angry 
today?”... Suddenly there was a call: go to the house. I went over, and his 
tone had changed completely: “Forget that I shouted at you,” he said, “but 
just remember this: they will attack us, they’re imperialists, and they 
certainly will attack us. If we let them. That’s the answer you should give.” 

 

He was getting ready for the Apocalypse. 

Lozgachev finally got around to that last night. 

 

I was on duty at the dacha. Orlov, the commandant, had just returned 
from leave, and was off duty. Those on duty in Stalin’s quarters were the 
senior “special attachment,” Starostin, his assistant Tukov, I myself, and 
Matryona Butusova. “The guests,” as the Boss called members of the 
Politburo, were expected. As usual on such occasions we helped the Boss 
work out the menu. That night it included three bottles, I think it was, of 
Madzhari—that’s a young Georgian wine, but the Boss called it “the juice” 
because of its low alcoholic content... In the night the Boss called me in 
and said, “Give us another two bottles of the juice each.”... Who was there 
that night? His usual guests —Beria, Malenkov, Khrushchev, and the 
other one with the beard, Bulganin. Some time later he called me in again: 
“Bring some more juice.” We took it in and served it. Everything was quiet. 
There were no complaints. Then at 4:00 A.M... or a bit later—we brought 
the guests’ cars around. When the Boss saw his guests off, an 



“attachment” always saw them off with him, and closed the doors behind 
them. The “attachment” Khrustalev, when Ivan Vasilievich was closing the 
doors, saw the Boss, and the Boss said, “Go to bed, all of you, I don’t need 
anything. I’m going to bed myself. I shan’t need you today.” Khrustalev 
came and told us, happily: “Well, guys, here’s an order we’ve never been 
given before,” and he repeated the Boss’s words. It was true, in all the time 
I worked there that was the only occasion when Stalin said “go to bed.” He 
usually said, “Want to go to bed?” and looked daggers at you. As if we’d 
dare! So of course, we were very glad when we got this order, and went off 
to bed without thinking twice. 

 

“Wait a bit,” I said. “Where does Khrustalev come into it? You didn’t say 
that this Khrustalev was also at the dacha.” Lozgachev replied, “‘At-
tachment’ Khrustalev was at the dacha only till 10:00 A.M., then he went 
home to rest. He was relieved by Starostin, Mikhail Gavrilovich.” We see 
now why Starostin did not tell Rybin about the Boss’s strange order: he 
simply didn’t know about it. 

So then—that night at the nearer dacha only light wine was drunk, no 
cognac, no particularly strong drink likely to make him ill. The Boss, 
according to Lozgachev, was “amiable,” whereas, Lozgachev also tells us, 
when he felt ill “his mood would change, and it was best not to go near 
him.” But none of that matters much. The important thing is the sur-
prising sentence that Lozgachev heard from the Boss for the first time 
ever—”go to bed, all of you.” 

To be precise, he heard it not from the Boss but from the attachment 
Khrustalev. It was Khrustalev who passed on the order, and left the dacha 
next morning. The order came as a surprise to Lozgachev and the other 
guard, Tukov, because the Boss insisted on strict observance of standing 
regulations. Those alleged words of his were a breach of his sacrosanct 
routine: they authorized the attachments not to guard his rooms. And not 
to keep an eye on each other. 

Lozgachev said, “Next day was Sunday. At 10:00 A.M. we were all in the 
kitchen as usual, planning the day’s work.” 

Lozgachev, then, obeyed the order, and conscientiously slept through to 
10:00 A.M. He obviously could not know what his comrades were doing 



during the night. What, for instance, was Khrustalev doing, between 
transmitting the Boss’s improbable order and leaving for home next 
morning? Lozgachev continued his account: 

 

At 10:00 A.M. there was “no movement” in his rooms—that was the 
expression we always used when he was sleeping. 11:00 A.M. came, 
12:00—still no movement. It began to seem strange. He usually got up 
between 11 and 12, but he was sometimes awake as early as 10. 

1:00 P.M. came, and there was still no movement. We began to be alarmed. 
3:00 P.M., 4:00 P.M.—no movement. People may have been trying to ring 
him, but when he wanted to sleep his calls were usually put through to 
other rooms. I was sitting there with Starostin, and he said: there’s 
something wrong, what shall we do? We wondered whether to go in there. 
But he had given the strictest possible orders that if there was “no 
movement” no one should enter his rooms. He would punish severely 
anyone who did. So we sat there in our staff quarters—which were con-
nected with his rooms by a corridor twenty-five yards long, entered 
through a separate door—for six hours, wondering what to do. Suddenly 
there was a ring from the sentry out in the street. “I see the light’s gone on 
in the little dining room.” Thank God, we thought, everything’s all right. 
We were all at our posts, all ready for action... and still nothing happened! 
8:00 P.M.—still nothing. We didn’t know what to do. 9:00 P.M.—”no 
movement.” 10:00 P.M.—still none. I said to Starostin—”You go, you’re in 
charge of the guard, you ought to be getting worried.” He said “I’m afraid.” 
I said: “You’re afraid—what do you think I am, a hero?” About then they 
brought the mail—a packet from the Central Committee. It was usually 
our job to take the mail straight to him. Or rather mine, the mail was my 
responsibility. Oh well, I said, I’ll go, if anything happens, guys, don’t let 
me down. I had to go. As a rule we were careful not to creep up on him, in 
fact you sometimes knocked on the door specially loudly, so that he’d hear 
you coming. He reacted very badly if you went into his rooms quietly. You 
had to walk with a firm step. You didn’t have to look embarrassed, and you 
didn’t have to stand at attention. If you did he’d say, “Why are you 
standing at attention like the good soldier Schweik?” Well then, I opened 
the door, and walked noisily along the corridor, and there’s a room where 
we put the documents, just before you get to the little dining room, and I 
went into that room, and looked through the open door to the little dining 



room, and there was the Boss lying on the floor holding up his right hand 
like this [here Lozgachev showed me—crooking his arm and raising it 
slightly]. I was petrified. My hands and legs wouldn’t obey me. He had 
probably not yet lost consciousness but he couldn’t speak. He had good 
hearing, he’d obviously heard me coming, and probably raised his hand 
slightly to call me in to help him. I hurried up to him and said: “Comrade 
Stalin, what’s wrong?” He’d—you know— wet himself while he was lying 
there, and was trying to straighten something with his left hand. I said, 
“Shall I call the doctor, maybe?” He made some incoherent noise—like 
“Dz—dz... ,” all he could do was keep on “dz”-ing. His pocketwatch and a 
copy of Pravda were lying on the floor. When I picked the watch up the 
time it showed was 6:30, so 6:30 was when it must have happened to him. 
I remember there was a bottle of Narzan mineral water on the table, he’d 
obviously been going to get it when the light in his room went on. While I 
was questioning him, maybe for two or three minutes, he suddenly gave a 
little snore, like a man snoring in his sleep. I raised the receiver of the 
house phone. I was trembling, I broke into a sweat, I rang Starostin: 
“Come over quick, I’m in the house.” Starostin came, he was dumbstruck, 
too. The Boss was unconscious. I said, “Let’s put him on the sofa, it’s 
uncomfortable for him on the floor.” Tukov and Motya Butusova arrived 
after Starostin. We all helped to lift him onto the sofa. I said to Starostin: 
“Go and ring them all up—without exception.” He went to ring. I didn’t 
leave the Boss’s side. He was lying motionless, just snoring. Starostin rang 
Ignatiev at the Ministry of State Security first, but Ignatiev was frightened 
and referred him to Beria and Malenkov. While he was ringing, we talked 
it over and decided to move him onto the large sofa in the big dining 
room... We moved him because there was more air in there. We all helped 
put him on the sofa, and covered him with a rug, we could see he’d got 
very cold, lying there since 7:00 P.M. Butusova rolled his shirtsleeves 
down—he must have felt cold like that. In the meantime Starostin had put 
in a call through to Malenkov. Roughly half an hour later Malenkov rang 
us and said: “I haven’t found Beria yet.” Another half an hour went by, and 
Beria rang to say: “Don’t tell anybody about Comrade Stalin’s illness.” 

 

So an hour had passed, and still no one was hurrying to the dying (former) 
Boss. Only the attachments sat at his bedside, waiting. 

 



KHRUSHCHEV’S VERSION 

Only one of Stalin’s comrades-in-arms has described that nocturnal 
tragedy—Nikita Khrushchev. And a very strange story he tells. 

 

I suddenly got a call from Malenkov. “The Chekists” (he mentioned a 
name) “have rung from Stalin’s place. They’re very worried, they say 
something’s happened to Stalin. We’d better get out there. I’ve already 
phoned Beria and Bulganin. Go straight out to Stalin’s place, I’ll be on my 
way, and so will the others.” I called for a car immediately... We agreed not 
to go straight up to the dacha, but to call at the duty room first. 

 

So, according to Khrushchev, all four of last night’s guests set off im-
mediately. 

 

We looked in at the duty room and asked, “What’s wrong?” They explained 
that Stalin always rang at about 11 in the evening, and asked for tea... This 
time he hadn’t. The Chekists said they’d sent Matryona Petrovna 
[Butusova] to reconnoiter — she waited at table, a person of very limited 
intelligence, but honest and devoted to Stalin. She came back and said that 
Comrade Stalin was lying on the floor, and that the floor under him was 
wet, he’d wet himself. The Chekists had picked Stalin up and put him on 
the couch in the little dining room. When they told us what had happened, 
and that he was now asleep, we thought that it would be rather 
embarrassing if we turned up there while he was in such an unseemly 
state. So we went back home. 

 

According to Khrushchev, then, they went out there immediately, but 
tactfully withdrew, all four of them, when they were told about the Boss’s 
“unseemly state.” 

Lozgachev told me otherwise: “At 3:00 A.M. I heard a car drive up.” Nearly 
four hours had passed since that first telephone call. Lozgachev recounted: 

 



Beria and Malenkov had arrived. [And there was no Khrushchev!] 
Malenkov’s shoes creaked, and I remember him taking them off and 
tucking them under his arm. They came in: “What’s wrong with the Boss?” 
He was just lying there, snoring... Beria swore at me, and said, “What 
d’you mean by it, starting a panic? The Boss is obviously sleeping 
peacefully. Let’s go, Malenkov.” I told them the whole story, how he was 
lying on the floor, and I asked him a question, and he could only make 
inarticulate noises. Beria said to me: “Don’t cause a panic, don’t bother us. 
And don’t disturb Comrade Stalin.” Then they left. 

 

So, then — after declaring that a seventy-four-year-old man, who had 
been lying for 4 hours (or possibly longer) in a pool of his own urine, was 
“sleeping peacefully,” his comrades-in-arms drove off, leaving the Boss still 
without help. 

 

“I TOOK HIM OUT” 

Lozgachev. “I was on my own again, I thought I’d better call Starostin and 
tell him to get them all up again. I said, ‘Otherwise he’ll die, and it’ll be 
curtains for you and me. Ring and tell them to come.’” 

N. Khrushchev: “After a short time there was another ring. Malenkov was 
on the line. He said, ‘The boys have rung again from Comrade Stalin’s 
place. They say there really is something wrong with Comrade Stalin. 
Matryona Petrovna did say, when we sent her in, that he was sleeping 
peacefully, but it isn’t an ordinary sleep.’ We shall have to go again. We 
agreed that the doctors would have to be called in.” 

Lozgachev: “Around 8:00 A.M. Khrushchev put in an appearance. [This 
then was his first appearance.] Khrushchev said, ‘How’s the Boss?’ I said, 
Very poor, something’s happened to him,’ and told him the whole story. 
Khrushchev said, ‘The doctors will be here right away.’ I thought, ‘Thank 
God!’ The doctors arrived between 8:30 and 9:00 A.M. 

He had been lying there, without help, for thirteen hours. 

We will never know for sure what happened that night in the Boss’s locked 
rooms. But there are only two possible versions. Either the Boss suddenly 



lost his mind, ordered everybody to bed, and then had a stroke in the 
night, or Khrustalev was ordered by somebody to send his subordinates to 
bed so that he, or someone unknown to us, could be alone with the Boss. 

After Vlasik’s arrest, Beria had of course recruited support for himself 
among Stalin’s guard, which was no longer under proper supervision. The 
Boss had always thought he could count on Beria because he was a man of 
straw. He had miscalculated. Beria had seized his last chance of survival. 
Was it Khrustalev himself who ventured into the Boss’s room? Or 
someone else? Perhaps they gave the Boss, who was fast asleep after his 
Madzhari, an injection? Perhaps the injection caused his stroke? Perhaps 
the Boss managed to wake up when he felt ill and tried to save himself? 
But the injection took effect before he got any farther than the table? If 
that is how it all happened we can easily understand why his henchmen so 
bravely refrained from rushing to his aid. It looks as though they knew 
exactly what had happened, and that the Boss was no longer dangerous. 

Even if we prefer the first variant, the four of them calmly and deliberately 
denied Stalin help and left him to die. 

In either case, then, they killed him. Killed him like the cowards 

they had always been. Beria had every right to say to Molotov—as 
Molotov later old Chuyev—”I took him out.” 

 

TIMETABLE OF A DEATH 

Lozgachev explained: “Well, the doctors were all terrified... They kept 
looking at him... They were all trembling, like us. They had to examine 
him, but their hands were shaking. A dentist came to take out his false 
teeth, and they slipped out of his hands, he was so frightened. Then 
professor Lukomsky said: “We’ll have to take his shirt off, to measure his 
blood pressure.” I ripped open the shirt. They started measuring. Then 
they all took a good look and asked us who was there when he fell. We 
thought, This is it then, they’ll put us in a car and it’s goodbye—we’re 
done for! But the doctors, thank God, came to the conclusion that he’d had 
a hemorrhage. Then a lot of people started arriving, and from that 
moment we were really out of it all. I stood in the doorway. There were 
crowds of people behind me, people who’d just come. I remember that 



Ignatiev, the minister, was afraid for some time to come in. I said, ‘Come 
on in, there’s no need to be shy.’” 

On March 2 Svetlana was brought in, as she recalled: “They called Vasily in 
as well, but he was drunk and hurried off looking for the guards. I heard 
him out there in the staff quarters shouting that they’d killed Father... 
Then he went off home. They applied leeches, and x-rayed his lungs. The 
whole Academy of Medical Sciences met to try and decide what else they 
could try. An artificial respirator was brought in. The clumsy machine 
stood there unused, while the young technicians looked goggle-eyed at 
what was going on around them.” 

He died in the atmosphere he had created, surrounded by fear and false 
pretenses. 

His comrades-in-arms left him dying and drove to Moscow. Straight to his 
office. 

The Boss’s office had continued to function while he was dying. On March 
2 at 10:40 A.M., according to an entry in Stalin’s visitors’ book, the trio 
who returned from the dacha—Beria, Malenkov, and Khrushchev—
assembled there. The four who had fallen out of favor— Molotov, 
Mikoyan, Voroshilov, and Kaganovich—together with the other members 
of the Presidium, officeholders of the second rank, joined them. They 
began dividing his power among themselves, there in his office. After 
which Beria and Malenkov, together with the newly confident Voroshilov 
and Mikoyan, set out again for the dacha to keep an eye on the dying man. 

At 8:30 P.M., according to the visitors’ book, they reassembled in Stalin’s 
office and continued discussing the division of power. 

The following morning they returned to the dacha. 

That was now their daily routine. 

The eminent physician A. L. Myasnikov was one of the experts assembled 
to determine the cause of Stalin’s death. He recalled that “Stalin lay there 
in a heap. He turned out to be short and rather fat. His face was 
contorted... The diagnosis seemed clear—a hemorrhage in the left cerebral 
hemisphere resulting from hypertonia and sclerosis... The consultants had 
to answer Malenkov’s question: What is the prognosis? There could be 
only one answer: ‘Death is inevitable.’” 



He was helpless, scarcely breathing, close to death, but they still had need 
of him. Myasnikov recalled: “Malenkov gave us to understand that he 
hoped that medical measures would succeed in prolonging the patient’s 
life ‘for a sufficient period.’ We all realized that he had in mind the time 
necessary for the organization of the new government and the 
preparation of public opinion. Stalin groaned from time to time. For just 
one short minute he seemed to be looking at those around him and rec-
ognizing them. Voroshilov said: ‘Comrade Stalin, we are here—your loyal 
friends and comrades. How do you feel, dear friend?’ But by then there 
was no expression on his face. On March 5 we spent the whole day giving 
injections and writing bulletins. Members of the Politburo approached the 
dying man’s bedside. Those of lower rank looked in through the door. I 
remember that Khrushchev also kept to the doorway. The order of 
precedence was strictly observed. Malenkov and Beria were in front. Then 
came Voroshilov, Kaganovich, Bulganin, and Mikoyan. Molotov was 
unwell, but looked in briefly two or three times.” Molotov recollected: “I 
was called to the dacha. His eyes were closed, and whenever he opened 
them and tried to speak Beria rushed over and kissed his hand. After the 
funeral Beria said, ‘The Coryphaeus of Sciences, eh?’ and roared with 
laughter.” 

 

MARCH FIFTH 

Svetlana described his last moments: “Father’s death was slow and 
difficult... His face was discolored and different ... his features were 
becoming unrecognizable... The death agony was terrible. It choked him 
slowly as we watched. At the last minute he opened his eyes. It was a 
terrible look—either mad or angry and full of the fear of death... Suddenly 
he raised his left hand and seemed either to be pointing upward 
somewhere or threatening us all ... then, the next moment, his spirit after 
one last effort tore itself from his body.” 

Each of those present had a different interpretation of that last gesture. 
The resuscitator G. Chesnokova said that, “the rhythm of his breathing 
changed abruptly, and signs of agitation appeared. His left hand rose as if 
in greeting. That was the death agony. Breathing ceased.” 

Lozgachev told me, “They say that when he died he raised his hand, as he 
had that other time, by the table, begging for help... But who could help 



him!” 

Myasnikov noted, “Death took place at 21:50.” 

 

COMRADE STALIN CONTINUES TO FIGHT AGAINST DEATH 

Svetlana wrote, “Beria was the first to rush out into the corridor, and in 
the quiet of the room where we were standing in silence we heard him say 
in a loud, undisguisedly triumphant voice: ‘Khrustalev—the car!’... 
Valechka Istomina, with her round face and snub nose, rested her head on 
the deceased’s breast and wept out loud.” This note of Svetlana’s has 
preserved for us Beria’s triumphant voice—and the fact that he addressed 
himself to Khrustalev! Of all the attachments he singled out Khrustalev. 

Beria was in a hurry. But the other comrades-in-arms stayed behind. To 
Beria, Stalin was just the Boss. To some of the others—Molotov, 
Kaganovich, Voroshilov—he meant their youth, the friends they had be-
trayed for him, their hopes, their very lives. 

But they stayed only a little while before dashing to the Kremlin after 
Beria, to assume power. The Central Committee of the Party, the Council 
of Ministers, and the Supreme Soviet held a joint meeting in the Kremlin 
to legalize what they had already agreed on. 

The writer Konstantin Simonov, although he was a member of the 
Supreme Soviet, believed, like the rest of the country, that Stalin was still 
alive: 

 

I arrived in the hall forty minutes early, but everybody was already there. 
We all believed that Stalin was lying somewhere nearby in the Kremlin, 
unable to recover consciousness. We all sat in complete silence... I would 
never have believed that three hundred people sitting so closely together 
could remain so silent for forty whole minutes. I shall never forget that 
silence. They emerged from a door at the rear of the hall—the Bureau of 
the Presidium of the Central Committee, plus Molotov and Mikoyan. 
Malenkov made the introductory speech. The gist of it was that Stalin 
continued to struggle against death, but that even if he won the fight his 
condition would be so grave that... The country could not be left without 



leadership. It was therefore necessary to form a new government. 

 

They did as they were told. There was then no point in prolonging the 
farce. After the meeting Simonov went off to the Pravda offices. The 
editor’s phone rang, and as he hung up he told Simonov that Stalin was 
dead. Lozgachev recalled: “They told us that they’d be taking him to the 
hospital right away to embalm him. Nobody called us in to say goodbye to 
the dead man, we went in without being asked. Svetlana was there briefly. 
Vasya was there too. I wouldn’t say he was drunk, but he was overexcited... 
Then a car came with a stretcher, they put him on it and carried him out, 
with me watching. And that was it... There was nobody else there—only 
ourselves standing and watching.” I asked Lozgachev whether it was 
correct that, as some people said, there was a bruise on the Boss’s body, as 
if someone had pushed him. He said “There was no bruise, and there could 
be no bruise... Nobody pushed him. Khrustalev was there when they 
embalmed him, and told us they’d found something like a cinder in his 
lungs. Maybe something had got in when they were piping oxygen in. 
Otherwise there was nothing.” What, I asked, became of the attachments 
afterward? “Afterward they were all sent to different places... One or 
another would be called in and sent out of Moscow—’leave the city 
immediately and take your family with you.’” But Starostin, Orlov, and 
Tukov decided to go and see Beria and ask him not to send them away. 
When they got to him he said: “If you don’t want to be there—you’ll be 
there (pointing at the ground).” So off they went. 

What about Khrustalev? I asked Lozgachev. He replied, “Khrustalev fell ill 
and died soon after. Orlov and Starostin were posted to Vladimir, and I 
remained at the ‘object’—the ‘object’ was vacant, and I was in charge of it. 
It was handed over to the Ministry of Health... That was the end of the 
nearer dacha... Valechka Istomina... was thirty-eight at the time, she used 
to look after him, see to his shirts and socks and linen, I don’t know what 
else there may have been between them. She was a clever one, talkative, a 
chatterbox, I’ve seen her a few times since, she was sent away somewhere 
at first. Now she’s in Moscow, married, with grandchildren.”‘ Stalin lay in 
state in the Hall of Columns, and thousands of mourners took to the 
streets. Trainloads of people arrived from every town, to say goodbye to 
the God. His fellow citizens, who idolized him, and of whom he had 
destroyed more than all Russia’s wars put together, trampled each other in 



the struggle to catch one last glimpse of him, to say farewell. 

I remember that sunny day, I remember the girl standing in front of me. 
The crowd was crushing us. The militia were hemming us in, and we were 
suffocating. I remembered that girl’s fear-crazed eyes. Suddenly something 
gave, and people began falling down. I found myself carried away, pinned 
between two sets of shoulders, stumbling over bodies, right out of the 
crowd, where I was flung onto the roadway. The skirt of my overcoat was 
torn, but I was alive. Thousands were carried off to mortuaries that day. 
He had refused to depart without a blood sacrifice... The crushed 
mourners joined the millions he had destroyed in his lifetime. 

On the day of Stalin’s death, March 5, 1953, another death passed quite 
unnoticed—that of Sergei Prokofiev. His widow tried to get flowers, 
flowers of any sort, for his coffin. But everything was closed, nothing was 
being sold. Her neighbor took cuttings from all the indoor plants so that 
there would be something at least to lay on the great composer’s coffin. 
Prokofiev’s favorite pianist, Svyatoslav Richter, was flying from Tiflis at 
the time, to play beside the Leader’s coffin in the Hall of Columns. It was a 
special plane, and it was crammed full of flowers. Richter was almost 
suffocated by their scent. 

The Burial Commission was in permanent session, doing its utmost to 
immortalize the Leader: “The Commission deems it expedient to carry out 
the long-term embalmment of Comrade Stalin’s body in the special 
laboratory of the Lenin Mausoleum. Comrade Stalin’s body must be laid in 
the coffin in military uniform, with the medals of Hero of the Soviet 
Union and Hero of Socialist Labor, and also ribbons of his other 
decorations and medals, attached to his tunic... A decree on the con-
struction of a Pantheon should be drafted.” Instructions to the embalmers 
specified that his shoulder boards, the buttons on his uniform, and his 
“hero’s stars” must be of gold. 

The sarcophagus containing the mummy of the second Bolshevik God 
stood outside the Mausoleum. On the Mausoleum stood the loyal 
comrades-in-arms who had killed him: Malenkov in a cap with ear flaps, 
Khrushchev in a squashed fur hat, Beria in a felt hat with the broad brim 
pulled down over his pince-nez, looking like a Hollywood mafioso. They 
joined in glorifying the murdered God. 

After the funeral the Boss’s comrades arranged for his son’s apartment to 



be permanently bugged. The records of his conversations are in the 
President’s Archive. We have Vasily talking to his chauffeur, Fevralev, 
about the funeral: “All those people crushed—it’s terrible! I had a row with 
Khrushchev about it... Something terrible happened in the House of the 
Unions. An old woman with a walking stick came in, Malenkov, Beria, and 
Molotov were standing in the guard of honor... and suddenly the old 
woman says, ‘You killed him, you swine, now you can be happy! May you 
be damned!’” Three weeks after his father’s death Lieutenant General of 
Aviation Vasily Stalin was discharged from the Soviet regular army 
without the right to wear military uniform. A month after that he was 
arrested. The once too-powerful general finally came out of prison only in 
the spring of 1961. He was banished to Kazan, where he died on March 
19, 1962. Perhaps, following the tradition established by his father, 
someone helped him to die? 

Beria, who had jailed Vasily, shortly followed him inside. A description of 
his execution has survived. “They tied his hands behind his back and 
attached him to a hook driven into a wooden board. Beria said, ‘Permit me 
to say...’ but the Procurator General said, ‘Gag his mouth with a towel.’ 
One protruding eye glared at them wildly over the blindfold. The officer 
pulled the trigger and the bullet struck him in the middle of the forehead.” 
Malenkov, Molotov, Kaganovich—they all fell in turn. And last of all, 
Khrushchev. 

While his henchmen were destroying each other, people in dirty padded 
jackets drifted over the expanses of Stalin’s empire. The great deliverance 
from the camps was under way. Alexei Kapler, whom his daughter once 
loved, was one of those freed. Many years later he told me about it. “I went 
into a little park and stared stupidly at the children playing. One little boy 
ran past me, laughing—I saw his skinny, defenseless childish legs. And 
something happened to me. I burst into tears. I sobbed and sobbed 
shamelessly—enjoying it, like I used to in my childhood. I wept and 
wept... forgiving them... forgiving everybody.” 

Stalin himself, even after Khrushchev’s denunciation, still lay in the 
Mausoleum. I remember when I first saw him: beside Lenin’s doll-like 
head, his face was that of a living person. Stubble had grown on his 
cheeks. 

Eight years went by before they could bring themselves to remove him. F. 



Konyev, Commander of the Kremlin Regiment, remembered the occasion. 

October 31, 1961. Militia squads cleared Red Square and closed off all the 
entrances. When it was completely dark they finally got around to digging 
a grave by the Kremlin wall... They transferred Stalin’s body from the 
sarcophagus to a coffin lined with red cloth. He looked as if he was alive; 
the Mausoleum staff wept as they switched off the installation. They 
replaced the golden buttons with brass ones, and also removed his golden 
shoulder boards. Then they covered the body with a dark veil, leaving only 
his lifelike face uncovered. At 22:00 the Reburial Commission arrived. No 
relatives were present... After a minute’s silence we lowered him into the 
grave. We had orders to cover him with two concrete slabs [as if they 
feared that he might return from the grave]. But we just shoveled earth 
onto him. 

 

END OF AN AGE 

Perestroika arrived, Gorbachev came to power, people began reviewing 
what they had lived through. I received a letter: 

 

My name is Yuri Nikolaevich Pepelyaev. I have long been curious about my 
family. Can you possibly give me detailed information about my relatives, 
and in particular: 

—Pepelyaev, N. M. Major General in the tsar’s army, killed 1916, in the 
First World War. 

—Pepelyaev, V. N. President of the Council of Ministers in Kolchak’s 
government, shot in 1920 at Irkutsk. 

—Pepelyaev, A. N. Lieutenant General, commanded Kolchak’s First 
Siberian Army, then fought in the Far East, was forced to surrender. 
Sentenced to death and shot in 1938. 

—Pepelyaev, L. N. White officer, killed during the Civil War. 

—Pepelyaev, M. N. Staff Captain in the tsar’s army, convicted in 1933, 
died in prison camp. 

—Pepelyaev, A. N. Surgeon in Kolchak’s army, tried and convicted 1942, 



died in Siblag [a prison camp] in 1946. 

—Pepelyaev, A. I. Member of the Socialist Revolutionary Party, shot by the 
Cheka at Perm in 1918. 

—Pepelyaev, M. E. My grandfather, resident at Blisk, tried and convicted 
in the thirties. 

—Pepelyaev, M. I. Resident at Blisk, killed in the great Patriotic War 
[World War II]. 

 

Pepelyaev’s letter is a concise history of Russia in the twentieth century. 

Two of the Boss’s faithful comrades-in-arms, Molotov and Kaganovich, 
lived on. They walked about the streets like ghosts. In his last years 
Molotov began to forget things. At times he imagined that he was 
Chairman of the Council of Ministers again, called for his suit and a tie, 
and sat waiting for Gorbachev’s ministers to report to him. Not until 1986 
did this man who had been born under Alexander III, lived under Nicholas 
II, worked with Lenin and Stalin, finally seek rest in the traditional 
Bolshevik red-lined coffin. 

Kaganovich dragged on into the nineties. A relative of his told me: “He 
died in July 1991. The television was broadcasting the latest news of 
perestroika, showing Gorbachev and Yeltsin. The maid heard him say, ‘It’s 
a catastrophe.’ When she looked around he was sitting in front of the 
television set dead.” 

Three weeks later, in August 1991, the crowd smashed statues of the God 
Lenin and broke windows in the sacred building of his Party’s Central 
Committee. The USSR, the greatest of empires, built by the Boss to endure 
through the ages, was crumbling with bewildering rapidity. 

The Tower of Babel and the Great Dream were no more.



 

 

Alas! alas! thou great city, thou mighty city, Babylon! In one hour has thy judg-
ment come! 

 —Revelation 18:10 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

AFTERWARD 

 

 

 

I thought that my book was complete, but something needs to be added. 

In 1995 the new Russia celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of its victory 
over Germany. There was a victory parade, as in the past. But this time the 
man standing on the Lenin Mausoleum, where once the Boss had stood, 
was President Yeltsin. And a little green curtain hid the inscription 
“Lenin” on the Mausoleum. Western leaders, among them President 
Clinton and Prime Minister Major, stood in a group at the base of the 
Mausoleum. Standing there beside the Sacred Body they watched the 
veterans march past—the remnants of the great army which had defeated 
fascism, and which had, in its creator’s mind, been destined to conquer the 
whole world. 

Another procession coincided with the victory parade: a demonstration 
fifty thousand strong. Loudly singing songs from the Stalin era, they 
proceeded from the Belorussian Station, through the main streets of 
Moscow, to Mayakovsky Square. 

For the first time since his death, dozens of portraits of Stalin floated by, 
held aloft over the heads of the demonstrators. 

Yelling raucous slogans, Communists, monarchists, and Russian fascists 
marched side by side, at one in their devotion to the Boss. 

And rightly so. Was he not a greater national-socialist than Hitler? Had he 
not created the greatest of monarchist cults and enlarged the empire of 
the Romanovs? And had he not served the Great Dream—a world in 
which Bolshevism reigned supreme? 



Stalin had bided his time underground for over forty years. While those of 
his victims who had survived the horrors of his reign of terror died off one 
by one, and while their children grew old... But now that the Great 
Amnesia had come upon the land, the Boss had risen from the grave. 

People streamed past, with pictures of the Boss bobbing overhead, some of 
them bearing such eloquent inscriptions as “Jews Beware! Stalin Will Soon 
Return!” 

The Russian religious philosopher Georgi Fedotov, writing at the end of 
the twenties, foretold with dread a time when “the obsessive malice at 
present concentrated on the construction of a godless Leninist 
International is directed instead to the creation of a nationalist and 
Orthodox Russia... And the hand which today kills kulaks and the 
bourgeois will kill Jews and non-Russians. And man’s black soul will re-
main as it was, or rather it will become blacker.” 

Those walking in the procession included priests in cassocks—also under 
portraits of Stalin. 

Was Holy Russia preparing to rise again under a portrait of the Devil? 

Fedotov’s article, however, has an epigraph: “And Satan exults and mocks 
you, because you were called Christ’s.” 

Yes, they are ready now to restore his empire, the bloody Babylon of 
yesterday. Surely it cannot happen again! The suffering and the blood-
shed! Surely this unhappy land will have to learn yet again the truth of 
those words: “Woe, woe unto thee, thou mighty city Babylon, thou strong 
city!” 

“I am the First and the Last, and besides me there is no other God.” 
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