
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise


 


‘Infamous history of the KGB… worthy of John le Carré.’ Telegraph


 


‘”Russia is a strange country in which illegitimate power is best seized
through lawful elections”… the real struggle within Russia has always been
between the intelligence services and the politicians ever since the October
Revolution in 1917… A light on the rationale for Putin’s dictatorship… for all
those wishing to understand the enigma that is Russia.’ Prof. Colin Shindler, Jewish
Chronicle


 


‘Unputdownable.’ Martin Dewhirst, Sakharov Centre


 


‘A scholarly and scrupulous analysis as well as a dark crime story which
describes a bloodthirsty monster so slippery that it has so far defied
description.’ Viktor Suvorov, ex-GRU colonel and historian


 


‘[L]eading experts on Russian assassinations.’ Bill Browder


 


‘Truly interesting.’ Victor Sebestyen


 


‘[A] detailed, compelling history of the deep-seated thirst for carnage
endemic in Russia’s intelligence services. A magisterial work by two of its
foremost experts.’ Oleg Kalugin, ex-KGB major-general 


 


‘Destined to become the standard work.’ Yuri Shvets, ex-KGB resident in
Washington DC and former Putin classmate


 


‘One of the most illuminating books on the history of contemporary
Russia. A must read.’ La Revista


 


‘Meticulous and timely... many new facts.’ Former French ambassador Eugène
Berg, La Revue Defénse Nationale


 


‘A powerful dissection of a secret and sprawling institution whose
members – if they do not succumb to novichok, indigestion, or the law of
gravity first – know that they can never retire. Bruno Deniel-Laurent, Revue
des Deux Mondes


 


‘We come across a thousand spies and double agents and as many secretive
and camouflaged assassinations as “accidents”… How the Cheka, the political
police created by the Bolsheviks and Lenin in the aftermath of the October
Revolution, quickly became autonomous from political power and from all -
powerful Communist Party to defend its own political line as well as its
members, with one objective: one day to upset our world order.’ Romain Gubert, Le
Point


 


‘Very interesting in its long lines to the world’s present predicament.’
Paolo Valentino, Corriere della Sera


 


 










  

     


    ‘Stalin was a genius political criminal whose crimes were legitimized
by the state itself. It is from the amalgamation of criminality and politics
that the unique phenomenon, Stalinism, was born.’


    Abdurakhman
Avtorkhanov


    Proiskhozhdeniye
Partokratii (the origins of partocracy), 1973


     


    ‘A group of the FSB operatives sent by you on business for working
undercover in the government is fulfilling its tasks at the initial stage.’


    Vladimir Putin,
Prime Minister of Russia, speech to FSB personnel, Moscow, December 20, 1999,
Anniversary of the Cheka


     


    ‘We did not reject our past. We said without dissimulation: “The
history of the .Lubyanka in the twentieth century is our history”.’


    Nikolai
Patrushev, Director of the FSB, Komsomolskaya Pravda


    December 20,
2000, Anniversary of the Cheka


     


    ‘The Duma of Russia adopted the third and final reading of a bill
that allows President Vladimir Putin to run twice more in the Presidential
Elections after the Constitutional Amendments were adopted. This means that he
will be able to remain in power until 2036.’


    Ekho Moskvy
(echo of Moscow), March 24, 2021 
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AFB             Federal
Security Agency


APN            Soviet
Press Agency Novosti


APS             Apparatus
for Seconded Personnel (see also ARO),
1998-


ARCCF       American-Russian
Cultural Cooperation Foundation


ARO            Active
Reserve Officers, 1955 (see also APS),
1953-1998


ASEM         Asia-Europe
Meeting


AU              American
University


 


BIS              Security
Information Service—national intelligence agency of the Czech Republic


 


CC               Central
Committee


CEC            Committee
for External Communications


CNI             Center
for the National Interest


CPG            Communist
Party of Germany


CPR            Center
for Public Relations of the KGB/FSB


CPSU          Communist
Party of the Soviet Union, 1912-1991


 


DECR         Department
of External Church Relations of the Russian Orthodox Church


DoJ              US
Department of Justice


 


ETIRC        European
Technology and Investment Research Centers


 


FARA          Foreign
Agent Registration Act


FSB             Federal
Security Service of the Russian Federation, 1995-


FSK             Federal
Counterintelligence Service of the Russian Federation, 1993-1995


 


GDR           German
Democratic Republic (East Germany), 1949-1990


GITIS          State
Institute of Theater Arts


GKU           Main
Control Directorate


GPU            State
Political Directorate, 1922-1923


GRU           Main
Intelligence Directorate of the General Staff of the Soviet Army, 1918-1992


GUGB         Chief
Directorate of State Security, 1934-1941


GULAG      Administration
of the Soviet Forced-Labor Camps


 


JAC             Jewish
Anti-Fascist Committee


JV                Joint
venture


 


IMEMO      Institute
of Global Economics and International Relations


INO             Foreign
Department of the OGPU


IRC             Initiative
for Russian Culture


ISAA           Institute
of Strategic Assessment and Analysis


 


KGB            Committee
of State Security


KMO           Soviet
Committee of Youth Organizations


Komsomol   The All-Union Leninist Young Communist League


KRO           Congress
of Russian Communities


 


LG               Literaturnaya Gazeta (literary gazette),
leading weekly


 


MB              Ministry
of Security


MBVD         Ministry
of Security and Internal Affairs of the RSFSR 


MCD           Main
Control Department


MFA            Ministry
of Foreign Affairs


MGB           Ministry
of State Security


MISI            Moscow
Institute of Civil Engineering


MOC           International
Olympic Committee


MPLA         People’s
Movement for the Liberation of Angola


MSB            Inter-Republican
Security Service


MSIIR         Moscow
State Institute of International Relations 


MSU            Moscow
State University


MUR           Moscow
Criminal Investigations Department


MVD           Ministry
of Internal Affairs


 


NDR           Our
Home is Russia, 1995-2006


NFA            People’s
Front of Azerbaijan


NGO           Non-governmental
organization


NKGB         People’s
Commissariat of State Security


NKVD        People’s
Commissariat of Internal Affairs


NRA            National
Rifle Association


NTS             National
Alliance of Russian Solidarists


NTV            Independent
TV Channel (Moscow)


 


OECD         Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development


OGPU         Joint
State Political Directorate, 1923-1934


OPA            Office
of the Presidential Affairs


ODP            Office
of Domestic Policy


ORT            Public
Russian Television, 1995-2002


OTRK         Ostankino
TV and Radio Complex (Moscow)


 


OVR            Political
Party Fatherland—All Russia, 1998-2002


 


PDPA          People’s
Democratic Party of Afghanistan


PFU            Patrice
Lumumba Peoples’ Friendship University


PMR            Pridnestrovian
[Transnistrian] Moldavian Republic


PR               Public
Relations


PGU            First
Chief Directorate of the KGB, 1920-1991


 


RAU            Russian-American
University


RISR           Russian
Institute for Strategic Research


RFPF          Russian
Federal Property Fund


RNE            Russian
National Unity


ROCA         Russian
Orthodox Church Abroad 


RSFSR        Russian
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, 1917-1991


RSKhD       Russian
Student Christian Movement


RUBOP       Regional
Department for Combating Organized Crime


RT               Russia
Today TV Channel


 


SALTT        Strategy
& Leadership in Transformational Times


SBP             Presidential
Security Service, 1993-


SCSE           State
Committee on the State of Emergency (also GKChP),
August 1991


SMERSH    Military
counterintelligence service Smert’
shpionam (‘death to spies’)


SNK            Council
of People’s Commissars, the government, 1917-1946


SR               Socialist-Revolutionaries


SS                Schutzstaffel,
a major paramilitary organization under Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party in Nazi
Germany


SS                Secret
Service


SVR             Foreign
Intelligence Service, 1991-


 


TASS           Telegraph
Agency of the Soviet Union 


 


UES            Unified
Energy System of Russia


UFSB          Regional
FSB


USSR          Union
of Soviet Socialist Republics


 


VAAP          All-Union
Copyright Agency


VChK          All-Russian
Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution


VDV            Airborne,
air-assault, and amphibious troops


VGU           Second
Chief Directorate


VOOPIik     Protection
of Monuments of History and Culture Society


VTP             All-Union
Chamber of Commerce (also known as TTP)


VX               Nerve
agent











What’s in a Name? Cheka to
FSB



 


 


 


 


It is easy to find yourself confused by the various incarnations and
political hierarchies of the Intelligence Services described below. Trust us:
it is just as confusing in Russian as it is in English. One can only surmise
that this was done, in part, to make it virtually impossible to trace the
beginnings and endings of the embodiments of what can be loosely described as
the Intelligence Services of the USSR/Russia over the past century. 


In December 1917, Lenin’s Bolshevik
government first created the organization to seize power. Thereafter,
throughout the lifespan USSR it was continually reformed and renamed in the
hope that this would bring about a change in its power-hungry DNA. But its
nature remained unchanged despite the reorganizations and renaming. Today it is
called the FSB—the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation.


One thing always stayed the same. From
1918, after the capital of Soviet Russia was transferred from Petrograd to
Moscow, the Intelligence Services were always housed in one building on
Lubyanka Street—in the heart of Moscow. This is how the building got called the
‘Lubyanka’ and the term became an alternative term for the ‘Cheka’. In the
book, ‘Lubyanka’ will be used as a shorthand for clarity to refer to whatever
name the Intelligence Services had at the time. 


In terms of importance, ‘the’ Lubyanka
always seemed second after the Kremlin as it was Lenin’s brain
child. This book argues—with the benefit of over a century of Russian
sources and the personal operational files of co-author Vladimir Popov, a
former KGB Colonel (1972-1991)—that ‘seemed’ is the operative word. From its
inception, the Cheka was always the challenger behind the scenes—beginning with
its first head Felix Dzerzhinsky’s successful neutralization of Vladimir Lenin
as set out below.


 


VChK


Signed by Lenin, on December 20, 1917, the SNK (Council of People’s
Commissars) of the Russian Republic passed a resolution that established the
VChK, colloquially referred to as ‘Cheka’ after initials ‘ChK’ (the All-Russian
Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage). In
August 1918, the VChK changed its name to All-Russian Extraordinary Commission
for Combating Counter-Revolution, Profiteering and Corruption, still with the
same abbreviation VChK. The first head of the VChK was Felix Dzerzhinsky, who
led the organization until its dissolution in 1922. It is important to note
that the VChK was formed by the SNK (the Soviet government) and was a
government organ under its Chair Vladimir Lenin. 


 


GPU


On February 6, 1922, the All-Russian Central Executive Committee of
Soviet Russia abolished the VChK and reestablished it as the State Political
Directorate (GPU) falling under the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs
(NKVD). At the same time, part of the function of VChK was transferred to the
People’s Commissariat of Justice. This change signaled ostensibly a demotion.
The VChK was previously directly subordinate to the SNK, but now fell under the
People’s Commissar of Internal Affairs. Still, Dzerzhinsky remained both the
head of the State Political Directorate (GPU) and the head of NKVD. One could
say, therefore, that while the VChK-GPU was being demoted, Soviet Intelligence
chief Dzerzhinsky himself was promoted and even given his own seat on the SNK
as a People’s Commissar (Soviet minister). 


 


OGPU


On November 15, 1923, following the formation of the USSR (Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics) in December of 1922, the Presidium of the USSR’s
Central Executive Committee established its own Joint State Political
Directorate (OGPU) as part of the USSR’s Council of People’s Commissars. The
USSR went back to the arrangement as it had been in Russia. OGPU, like the VChK
before it, was again made directly subordinate to the SNK of the USSR. Thus the organization itself was promoted once more in an
attempt to keep the OGPU on a short leash. Dzerzhinsky served as the head of
OGPU until July 20, 1926, but was not made a member of the SNK of the USSR. He
was succeeded by Vyacheslav Menzhinsky, who served until his death on May 10,
1934.


 


NKVD


On July 10, 1934, the Central Executive Committee of the USSR
eliminated OGPU and subsumed it under a new institution: the People’s
Commissariat of Internal Affairs of the USSR. It was given the old abbreviation
NKVD as the Chief Directorate of State Security (GUGB). No one was appointed to
replace Menzhinsky, now deceased, and his post was eliminated. Genrikh Yagoda
was named People’s Commissar of Internal Affairs of the USSR.


 


NKVD/NKGB/MGB/MVD


On February 3, 1941, the NKVD was split up into two independent
branches: the NKVD and the People’s Commissariat of State Security (NKGB). But
in July of the same year, the NKGB and the NKVD were merged once again into a
single People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs, again called the NKVD. Then,
in April of 1943, the ‘NKGB’ was created anew but as an addition to the
amalgamated NKVD and NKGB. On March 15, 1946, the NGKB was transformed into the
Ministry of State Security of the USSR (MGB). Also, at the same time, all
People’s Commissariats started being referred to as ministries. Thus, the
People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD) became the Ministry for
Internal Affairs (MVD). 


 


MVD


On March 7, 1953, two days after Stalin’s death, the MVD and MGB were
merged into a single body renamed collectively the MVD of the USSR. This
reorganization recreated the structure that had existed in July of 1941.


 


KGB


On March 13, 1954, a year following Stalin’s death, the Committee for
State Security (KGB) was established as part of the Council of Ministers of the
USSR. The KGB’s subordination to the Council was highly important: the
Intelligence Service, in its various incarnations during the Stalin period, had
managed to alarm all Soviet and Communist Party elites. And so, it was forced
once again to lose its status as an independent ministry that it had so far
enjoyed from time to time. In 1978, the reference to the ‘Council of Ministers’
was eliminated from the agency’s title. From then on, it was known simply as
‘KGB of the USSR’, which signaled increased status of the KGB and that it was
no longer subordinate to the Council of Ministers of the USSR. In the year of
the dissolution of the USSR, on May 6, 1991, the Head of the Supreme Council of
the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR), Boris Yeltsin, and
the head of the KGB of the USSR, Vladimir Kryuchkov, approved the formation of
a Committee for State Security of the RSFSR (the KGB of the RSFSR), with the
status of a federal committee. 


 


MSB/SVR


On November 26, 1991, the President of the USSR, Mikhail Gorbachev,
signed a decree ‘On the Establishment of Temporary Provisions for the
Inter-Soviet Security Service (MSB) of the USSR.’ Two days later, on November
28, Gorbachev signed a decree ‘On the Establishment of the Transitional
Provision on Inter-Soviet Security Service of the USSR (MSB).’ A few more days
passed, and on December 3, 1991, Gorbachev signed a decree ‘On the
Reorganization of the Organs of State Security,’ which abolished the KGB and replaced
it with two new agencies: The Inter-Soviet Security Service (MSB) and the
Central Foreign Intelligence Service of the USSR (SVR) which specifically
replaced the First Chief Directorate (PGU) of the KGB. In other words, the old
PGU became the ‘new’ SVR.


 


MBVD


On December 19, 1991, before the dissolution of the USSR, (from
December 8-21, 1991), Boris Yeltsin, as the first elected President of the
RSFSR, established the Ministry of Security and Internal Affairs of the RSFSR
(MBVD). With the creation of the MBVD, the USSR’s MSB was effectively
abolished. However, on January 14, 1992, the Constitutional Court of the
newly-minted Russian Federation (today’s Russia) ruled that Yeltsin’s decree
was unconstitutional and annulled the decree that created the MBVD. 


 


MB/FSK/FSB


Between 1992–1993, Russia’s Intelligence Services fell under the
Russian Ministry of Security (MB). On December 21, 1993, Yeltsin abolished the
MB and established the Federal Counterintelligence Service of Russia (FSK) in
its place. This organization was headed by Nikolai Golushko who was later
succeeded by Sergei Stepashin. On April 3, 1995, Yeltsin signed yet another
law: ‘On the Organs of the Federal Security Service in the Russian Federation,’
under which the FSB became the legal successor to the FSK.










Part One: The
Cheka and the Soviet Union
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Terror to Terrorist State



 


 


 


 


Russia in the twentieth century had one
long-ruling leader: Joseph Stalin. Stalin headed the Soviet Union for 30 years
(1923-1953). Remarkably, in the twenty-first century, Vladimir Putin had
already surpassed the twentieth-century USSR leaders Vladimir Lenin, Nikita
Khrushchev, and Leonid Brezhnev in longevity by 2023. After being President for
eight years (2000-2008), he was Prime Minister for four years (2008-2012) under
his own protégé Dmitry Medvedev as President. As Russian law stands today,
Putin will be able to continue as President of the Russian Federation until
2036 and will be surpassing Stalin in 2030.


These leadership
statistics, however, mask a more complex story that this book seeks to describe
fully. Vladimir Putin’s rise to power was not just chance but was the
evolutionary high point of a battle that started at the foundation of the USSR
and carried on without cessation thereafter: the attempts of Soviet (later
Russian) Intelligence Services to wrest state power from their political
counterparts. For the most part, the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU)
dominated the state institutions and prevailed in the endless battles for power
with the Chekists (the name by which members of the Russian intelligence
services are often referred). But after the collapse of the USSR in 1991, when
it finally, and practically voluntarily, relinquished power, there followed a
decade of transition in which politicians gradually yielded power to the FSB
(previously known as KGB). In a rocky, cascading series of anti-constitutional,
back-stage coups the Intelligence Services were finally able to raise one of their
own, former FSB chief, Lieutenant Colonel Putin, to
the Russian Presidency.


For Putin himself
this was not a career change. There was no Damascene moment where he decided to
reinvent himself as a politician. He had served in the KGB his entire life in
various capacities. The Russian Presidency was simply a new appointment, an indivisible
part of his career in the Intelligence Services. From 1985 to 1990, he served
in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) and worked in Dresden undercover as the
director of the Dresden House of Friendship between the USSR and the GDR. Upon
returning to Leningrad, he continued his service in the KGB as the assistant to
the Dean of International Affairs at Leningrad State University and then as
advisor and First Deputy to Leningrad’s mayor, Anatoly Sobchak. In August 1996,
he was appointed as Deputy Manager of the Affairs of the President of Russia in
Moscow and in July 1998, he was appointed as Director of the FSB. Then, on 9
August 1999, Yeltsin appointed him as Acting Prime Minister and an announcement
was made on the same day that he would run for president in 2000. And, finally,
on December 31, 1999, Yeltsin resigned and appointed Putin as Acting President.


In this book, we
try to explain how the Soviet-Russian Intelligence Services came to power, the
history of their fight for power with the CPSU, and
discuss why the new state that replaced the nascent Russian Federation in 2000
in all but name is made up of the Chekist cohort among the Russian population,
relying on long-existing structures and institutional points of view. Operating
beyond state law and guided by its own internal rules, this organism, which
initially seized Russia by snatching just a single post—the post of President
of Russia—swept like an unleashed virus over the country from 2000. Usurping first its massive riches, it always also sought
expansion by annexing neighboring land—a desire present
from the moment it was first conceived in 1917 and perpetuated throughout its
century-long existence.


After more than
two decades under Putin, Russia has become a rogue state that does not conform
to any known form of government and whose actions and motives are hard to
predict. Unlike the old USSR, it is not driven by any particular
ideology. Only by studying the history of the birth and formation of
this unique Chekist state can we make sense of it and understand what exactly
is going on in Russia today, who are its decision makers and how and what to
expect from the junta housed in the Kremlin. What purpose is served by its
behavior in Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, Georgia? It took seven decades for the
USSR to implode. To what extent is the current Cheka regime sustainable and
what are the other risks it poses to the rest of the world? Inevitably the question
must be addressed under what conditions and when it might collapse, or face the
need to choose a new leader, and whether that will make a difference.


Even in 1996,
under President Boris Yeltsin, a non-democratic system guaranteeing the victory
of the Kremlin’s chosen candidate was being assembled. At the time, that
candidate was Yeltsin (a democrat), running to be reelected as President for a
second term against Gennady Zyuganov (a communist). Back then, large-scale
election fraud was deemed permissible to save the embryonic democratic state.
Millions were given to Yeltsin’s Presidential campaign by Russia’s budding
oligarchs. Everything was being done for the good of Russia, for the sake of
freedom and democracy. After all, taking votes from Zyuganov in favor of
Yeltsin was seen as an honorable move. It is hard to say how many votes were
stolen, but Yeltsin, who entered the 1996 race with a 3% approval rating, came
out as a winner (if one believes the 1996 election results). Democracy in
Russia survived another day. And as a reward for their successful campaigning,
Yeltsin’s sponsors —that is, the Russian oligarchs—received control over prize
Russian assets until the next election.


But it was during
those four crucial years from 1996 that democracy slipped away from Russia. The
oligarchs, who had in unison supported Yeltsin during the 1996 Presidential
campaign, began fighting with each other over the profits spouting from Russian
companies. As they squabbled, they used every modern PR technique available and
maligned each other before the whole country to increase their shareholdings.
They also deprecated democratic government, democratic institutions, democratic
principles, ideas, and even freedom of speech to grab a larger slice of the
economy.


When the 1999/2000
election year started the Kremlin’s presidential campaign managers did not plan
to win fairly. The constitution prevented Yeltsin from being elected for a
third term, but that didn’t stop them from selecting a new candidate. Their
mission was, as in 1996, to win at all costs and to maintain control of the
Kremlin. In 1999, once again the communist party and their candidate Zyuganov
were neck-and-neck with the party supported by the Kremlin. 


Victory was won
again by using Intelligence Services techniques alongside conventional methods.
Fake terror attacks on Moscow apartment buildings in September 1999 created a
false flag that became the signal for troops to invade Chechnya (an autonomous
Russian republic within the federation), starting the Second Chechen War.
Different people were assigned various functions in the clandestine operation
to ferry Putin, the Kremlin candidate and former FSB director anointed by
Yeltsin as his successor, to power. Boris Berezovsky handled public relations
on Channel One, the main Russian TV channel. Roman Abramovich handled
financing. The Intelligence Services handled terror attacks and wars… 


The playbook was
always for Yeltsin to resign three months before the end of his term, on
December 31, 1999, and for him to appoint the Prime Minister as ‘Acting
President’ to take his place for the remaining months of his office. The
Kremlin candidate would thus defend his candidacy for the Presidential Election
of 2000 as ‘Acting President’ from inside the Kremlin and, ‘winning the
election’, would become the official President, ostensibly with the legitimate
approval of Russian voters. 


By 1999, the
Kremlin’s presidential candidates were stacked in such a way that the outgoing
President Yeltsin could choose to replace himself with any candidate as long as it was one of three names only. Curiously, all
three choices before Yeltsin were Intelligence Services’ officers. Candidate
number 1 was Evgeny Primakov, the former director of the Foreign Intelligence
Service (SVR), who served as Prime Minister of Russia since September 1998. But
Primakov disappointed Yeltsin. He colluded with the State Duma and the
communists, and was dismissive of Yeltsin, considering him a lame duck. The
word ‘impeachment’ was heard more and more frequently in the Duma, whose chair
was a Communist. Yeltsin understood that to mean that, as President Primakov
would not guarantee him and his family full immunity after his resignation, and
that they could end up in prison for political and economic crimes. Thus, in
May 1999, Yeltsin ousted Primakov and appointed as Prime Minister candidate
number 2, Sergei Stepashin, former Director of the FSK (the name before ‘FSB’
was adopted) and the architect and initiator of the First Chechen War.


Stepashin did not
please Yeltsin either, as he, too, was willing to compromise with his
competitors and enemies. In August 1999, Yeltsin dismissed Stepashin and
appointed candidate number 3—the last card in the deck, FSB Director Vladimir
Putin. Then, as planned, on December 31, 1999, Yeltsin resigned and Putin
became ‘Acting President’. On the outside, it still looked as if a real
election was taking place but Putin becoming the official president was now a
formality and on May 7, 2000, he was inaugurated as the second President of the
Russian Federation.


Putin came to
power not as a representative of the oligarch clan or ‘family’, at least not
merely as their plant, but as a representative of the very system he had worked for his entire life. The post of President became
another ‘job’ for him. Now he just had to parachute his Chekist colleagues,
former and current, in the highest echelons of power under appropriate covers
and give them control of the country—its politics, economy and finances, and
its people.


With the help of
Yeltsin’s oligarchs, who were only interested in money in the end, he
subjugated the press, television, the electoral machine, the courts, free press
and once-independent broadcasters, anchors and
bloggers. By 2004, the year of his reelection, Putin held all the Government’s
strings in his hand, including the once-proud Russian Parliament that had dared
to threaten the previous President with impeachment.


Putin’s second
term as President was devoted to two issues: consolidating the Intelligence
Services’ power over the country as well as the election of the next President
since, under the Constitution, Putin would have to relinquish power like
Yeltsin at the end of his second term. Several other Chekist strongmen were
eyeing his office and Putin did not yet have the audacity, or Chekist consensus
at any rate, to redraft the Constitution so that he could be re-elected for
more terms. As Putin was about to demote himself to Prime Minister, there was a
list of two acceptable candidates who could become President: Dmitry Medvedev,
who was fully controlled by Putin himself, and Putin’s long-standing friend,
KGB/FSB General Sergei Ivanov, an Intelligence Services careerist like Putin. 


Having the
deciding vote on this critical matter, Putin settled on Medvedev, realizing
that he could easily demote Medvedev in four years as he had never been part of
the Intelligence Services. But Putin would not be able to remove the more
senior Ivanov after he had been President for four years. From the Chekists’
point of view, it made no difference which officer ran the country. If he were
to become President for two terms, General Ivanov simply assume Putin’s role as
the Chekists’ leader and likely strip Putin of the wealth he had secretly
accrued in tandem with oligarch Abramovich, as well as whatever power Putin had
left.


As a result,
Medvedev became President in 2008. Throughout his term no one inside Russia or
abroad took him seriously as an independent leader, despite the Russian
invasion of Georgia (which had been an independent country since the collapse
of the USSR in 1991) under his watch. The invasion took place three months
after he took office in May 2008 while Putin and he were at the opening of the
Beijing Olympics, illustrating their client relationship. In 2012, as planned
four years earlier, Medvedev relinquished the Presidential throne and Putin
‘won’ his third election. 


It soon also
became clear what program Putin was pursuing after the consolidation of his
power over three terms. In March 2014, Russia invaded Crimea and claimed the
peninsula as Russian territory. After the annexation of Crimea, the world was
divided into optimists and pessimists. The former thought Putin would stop at
Crimea. The latter that Crimea was only the beginning, the first stage in a
long journey planned for Russia by Putin to create ‘Novorossiya’, New Russia,
connecting Russia with Moldova via Ukraine.


The Crimean
Peninsula surrendered without a fight. At the time, everyone could live with
it—the West and the rest of the world, and Ukraine more or less—since the
takeover was bloodless. European and American leaders reckoned: if Crimea is as
far as he will go, we’ll ignore it and continue as before. But they also
ignored what he said.


Putin repeated
what he had stated before that the time had come to correct the ‘historical
errors’ of 1991 that led to the fall of the Soviet Union and that the collapse
of the USSR was the greatest personal tragedy of his life. Instead of a return
to communism, however, he now advocated its ideological opposite. He rebranded
himself as a Russian nationalist and claimed that there is a special ‘Russian
gene’ that sets Russians apart from the rest of the global population and that
there is a ‘Russian World’, an amalgamation of peoples who speak Russian. Since
the interests of this ‘Russian World’ scattered across the globe must be
protected, Russia will defend them, no matter where these Russians are and whether or not they want Russia to protect them. And yes,
ideally, that this ‘Russian World’ should be united under the auspices of one
state. It was not very different from Hitler’s championing of ‘Germans’
wherever they were.


One of the major
problems for Russia is Putin’s numerous complexes—his insistence that everyone
should treat Russia like they do the United States. It is very difficult to
explain and articulate what is precisely wrong with this idea. True, Russia is
a big country and the richest in the world in terms of mineral resources, and
it has enough nuclear weapons to cause irreparable damage to the entire planet;
but Russia has little else. By entering Crimea in March 2014, Putin signed the
death sentence to the new Russia formed in 1991 on the ruins of the Soviet
Union—the modern Russia he never embraced and always hated. After two Chechen
wars, the war with Georgia, and now Crimea, the Russia of 1991, content with
its borders, was forever gone.


The successful
annexation of Crimea created euphoria in Russia and preparations began to
capture the whole of Ukraine in 2014. Several components of these preparations
were obvious: creating a powerful military foothold in Crimea; conducting a
whole series of military training in regions bordering Ukraine, in the
Kaliningrad Region, and in the Baltics; the constant probing of air borders and
violations of foreign airspace, near and far, by Russian military aircraft, the
unprecedented anti-Ukrainian and anti-Western propaganda campaign deployed on
all Russian television channels and in the Russian press, the concentration of
Russian troops along the Russian-Ukrainian border, the calling up of Russian
reservists, sending wrecking groups to Ukraine to start a ‘civil war’ in the
Eastern regions of the country, and the subsequent justification of the
invasion of Ukraine by the Russian Army.


Russia’s designs
on Ukraine were very different from her parallel move to dominate the former
USSR republic Belarus through economic and political coercion. For the first
time since 1945, post-war Europe was faced with a European state determined to
seize another by violence. Putin’s plan threatened Europe’s general balance of
power, stability, status quo, and peace itself. Europe in the 1990s had
witnessed the collapse of an empire, the reunification of Germany, and even the
interference of world powers in the conflict between former Yugoslavian states.
But not a single great European state after 1945 had tried to subdue a
neighbor. Russia had tried it in Georgia in 2008, and now it was having a
second go in Ukraine. 


European states,
including Russia, had been partners who shared a belief in free markets. Now,
Russia became a strategic enemy of the European Union and NATO. This was a
fundamentally different, expansionist Russia, with which other countries and
coalitions had to try to coexist rather than cooperate. It was an entirely
different world.


After being hit
with Western sanctions as formal punishment for its invasion of Ukraine and the
annexation of Crimea, Russia encountered the economic consequences of its
actions: the value of the Russian Ruble was halved, inflation and price growth
increased in the country, real estate prices fell, and Russians started
traveling overseas less often as such trips became too expensive with the
falling Ruble. But there was no noticeable protest movement in Russia itself,
and Putin continued with what he had started in March 2014. Changes to that
track in response to sanctions and the West’s reaction did not come. As Putin
said in a speech on Red Square to mark the first anniversary of the annexation
of Crimea on March 18, 2015: ‘We shall overcome the hardships that we so easily
created for ourselves in recent times.’


Russia became the
single source of instability in Europe. The Kremlin’s new mission was to
capture all neighboring countries that used to be part of the USSR by using the
‘Ukraine Scheme’. That is, start a war to annex territory and insist that
Russia is not involved in the war. 


Thus, Russia began
agitating against Moldova. After the occupation of Crimea, the Kremlin accused
the country of violating the rights of Russians in Transnistria, Moldova’s
independent breakaway region bordering Ukraine. On a 2014 visit, Dmitry
Rogozin, the minister responsible for Russia’s military industry attempted to
collect a ‘petition’ of citizens of Transnistria to join Russia as an enclave.
When the Moldovan Government prevented Rogozin from taking the documents to
Moscow, he stated that next time he would be flying to Moldova in a bomber.


In early July
2015, Rogozin introduced a simplified procedure for granting Russian
nationality to young residents of Transnistria. Its purpose was very simple.
During future military actions in Moldova it would not
be possible to distinguish between Russian troops and Transnistrian
‘separatists’ and ‘militias’. Out of 500,000 people that Russia identified as
‘citizens of Transnistria’, 220,000 received Russian passports. The same scheme
had first been used in 2008 in the Georgian republics of Abkhazia and South
Ossetia, where anyone who wanted was issued a Russian passport, after which the
Russian Army invaded under the pretext of protecting ‘Russian citizens’ from
‘harassment by Georgian authorities’. Plans to issue Russian passports were
also discussed about Russian speakers living in Baltic countries Latvia, Estonia and Lithuania, all three NATO members.


However, one
should not overstate the willingness of the Russian-speaking population of
former Soviet Republics to align themselves with Putin’s imperial ambitions. In
Ukraine, for example, the pro-Russians who had clamored for ‘referendums’ on
the status of this or that region of Ukraine in March May 2014, were chastened
after Russian troops entered Luhansk and Donetsk regions and their lands were
ravaged by Russian tanks. The price of war was too steep even for the most
fiercely pro-Russian residents of Eastern Ukraine.


None of the
twentieth-century major wars started with the realization that they would one
day be called ‘world wars.’ Even Hitler did not know that World War II was
starting when he attacked Poland. He counted on the fact that, with the
German-Soviet non-aggression pact in place, Great Britain and France would not
dare declare war on Germany over the invasion of Poland. In 2014, similar
questions were asked in the Kremlin. Were Western Democracies willing to
surrender Ukraine like Czechoslovakia in 1938-1939? Would NATO allow the Baltic
countries to be attacked like Poland was in 1939? Was Putin ready to escalate
Russian aggression and go to war for the ‘Russian World’ and rebirth the
Russian empire? 


Soon, the answers
became clear even to the Kremlin. Snapping out of the initial shock—which Putin
had taken as a sign that Europe and the US were ready to give Russia all the
territory it wanted—the West started organizing its resistance. None of the major
world leaders recognized the annexation of Crimea or the assertion of Crimea as
an ‘original Russian land.’ Sanctions were imposed until Crimea was returned to
Ukraine. The French lost out on orders but refused to sell warships to Russia.
President Barack Obama added Russia to the list of the US’s primary enemies
(even if he had previously laughed at his opponent, Mitt Romney, in a
Presidential debate, for claiming that Russia was America’s main strategic
enemy). The Pentagon conducted tests of a new atomic bomb. NATO, still during
the Obama Administration, deployed rapid response forces in Europe. The Baltic
countries insisted that NATO troops be stationed in their territory. Neutral
Finland recruited new reservists and increased its military budget. The Danes
were willing to place NATO nuclear warheads on their ships. Sweden monitored
Russian submarines. Moldova conducted military exercises with Poland, Georgia,
Romania, and the US. And all of them together intercepted Russian military
aircraft came close to neighboring borders hundreds of times from 2014-2015. No
one gave in and Putin realized that an outright invasion was not on the cards
and retreated from war on Ukraine.


But neither Putin
nor the Chekists in the Kremlin retreated from their desire to create a new,
greater Russia. From an opportunistic plan to exploit Ukraine’s civil turmoil
in 2014-2015—utilizing it to grab the East if not the whole country with
minimal military resources—it now evolved into a better organized full-blown
military operation. Over the six-year planning cycle of the Russian military,
the Kremlin started methodically preparing to have a second go capture Ukraine
as it had Crimea: this time with over 200,000 troops ready to roll in as part
of the new playbook. With troops intended to be in place in a matter of days,
followed by a ‘referendum’ expressing that a ‘majority’ of
Ukrainians wanted to join the Russian Federation, the annexation of Ukraine
would be a fait accompli to the world like Crimea. It was only the Covid
pandemic that stayed execution until 2022.


Over these eight
years, as Russian tourists crowded to Crimean beaches to enjoy the Black Sea
sunshine, Kremlin hawks witnessed with interest that Ukraine was mobilizing a
considerable standing army to defend itself after it had let Crimea, Luhansk
and Donetsk be occupied without putting up a fight. This was welcomed with glee
at the Kremlin. Once Ukraine was annexed, a joint Ukrainian-Russian army would
double Russia’s European capability and make steamrolling over Moldova and the
Baltic states by the same process of ‘protecting’ ‘Russian-speakers’ that much
easier. NATO might have a lot missiles, but in 2022 it
still had few boots on the ground in the former USSR republics. 


And so, the
Ukraine invasion of February 2022 was meant to be over in a few weeks after the
capture of Kyiv and President Volodymyr Zelensky. However, Russia failed spectacularly
to capture either Ukraine’s president or pivotal regions in what was meant to
be a blitzkrieg. Ukraine’s army successfully halted the Russian invasion on
land although it had to relinquish most of its coastline in the absence of a
navy. Supported by massive NATO aid, it was even able to push the new Russian
border back here and there over the course of 2022.


The key question
for our time is whether the failure of Russia’s February 2022 plan dented the
Kremlin’s expansionism? In part, the answer will depend on whether one
considers Vladimir Putin to be both a dictator and the origin of the new
Russian Federation that came into being from 2000 and whether Russia’s hunger
for empire is driven by Putin only. As Stalin famously said, ‘When there’s no
person, there’s no problem’. In other words, will removing him would bring back stability? 


This is not the
view of the authors of this book. This book is intended to set out that the
state headed by Putin—based on the omnipotence of the Intelligence Services and
personal loyalty—has no analogies in world history and is a result of the
Chekists’ struggle for power since 1918. No other country in the world has ever
been led by their Intelligence Services and utilizes a mafia-style relationship
between the State and the business world. Putin is without doubt the primus
inter pares, but he is not the source of the Kremlin’s ideas and attitudes. The
wellspring of those in power, no matter what you call them—Chekists, mafia,
clan, junta, organized crime(?)—are the Russian Intelligence Services, located
next to the Kremlin in the FSB building known as Lubyanka. To understand
Russia’s future we need to understand the Cheka’s
past.











1: Formation of the Soviet
Government



 


 


 


 


Before we begin our narrative of events that
unfolded over the last century, a comment on Soviet historiography is in order.
None of the books on Soviet history published in the USSR until about
1989—millions upon millions of copies—contain a single word of truth. Their
sole purpose was to falsify 20th-century Russian history and present it to the
reader in a false light, with layers upon layers of falsehood: Stalin-era,
Khrushchev-era, Brezhnev-era, etc. In other words, Soviet historians’ accounts
bore no relation to reality. As the Soviet joke goes, the future is certain—it
is the past you have to worry about.


In 1989, the
situation began to change, and with time Russia saw the publication of many
serious historical works. However, even they often failed—quantitatively and
psychologically—to cleanse the minds of millions of Russians of decades of
multilayered lies and to turn things around. What’s more, the prevailing mood
in Russia quickly changed from ‘we want to know everything’, to information
fatigue and the conviction that ‘we already know everything.’ That is why much
of what the reader will find in this book will be new and surprising.


The VChK
(All-Union Extraordinary Commission) formed by Felix Dzerzhinsky, a member of
the Secretariat of Russia’s Bolshevik Party, at Lenin’s insistence on December
20, 1917 was the world’s first known intelligence service in the modern sense
of the term. That is the reason the Dzerzhinsky monument stood for so many
years in the heart of downtown Soviet Moscow, across from the VChK/NKVD/KGB
headquarters on Lubyanka Square. For the same reason, mass-produced Dzerzhinsky
portraits and busts have decorated, and still decorate, the office of every
employee of Russian (Soviet) Intelligence Services. Even Russia’s current
president, Vladimir Putin, has a small bust of Dzerzhinsky on his desk.
However, this is not because Dzerzhinsky was the first Chair of the VChK. It’s
mainly because Dzerzhinsky was the first to realize the potency and importance
of the Intelligence Services as an instrument for seizing power. Instead of
genuflecting before Lenin and the SNK (Council of People’s Commissars),
Dzerzhinsky launched a ferocious battle against them—which he won eventually,
but everything in good order. 


The Soviet
leadership needed the VChK because it did not mean to compete with political
opponents but to exterminate them. Moreover, it was not counterrevolutionaries
that Lenin saw as the greatest danger but his own recently acquired
comrades-in-arms and allies in the revolutionary movement. It was mainly for
the purpose of crushing fellow revolutionaries—Constitutional Democrats
(Kadets), Social-Democrats (Mensheviks), Socialist-Revolutionaries (SRs), Left
Socialist Revolutionaries (Left SRs), anarchists—that Lenin tasked
Dzerzhinsky’s special agency. It was no accident, either, that the man Lenin
chose to run it was Dzerzhinsky, a far-left extremist even by Bolshevik
standards. He knew that Dzerzhinsky, who later acquired the permanent nickname
‘Iron Felix,’ would kill without compunction. Only Intelligence Service agents
themselves saw this moniker as flattering.


It should be
remembered that in the vast ocean of the Russian revolutionary movements, the
Bolsheviks were but a tiny extremist group organized very similarly to the
Italian mafia and founded entirely on personal loyalty to the chief (Lenin) and
family ties, with entire clans involved in the life of the Party. A small
outfit—it could not possibly hope to successfully seize power in Russia. That
is, if you believe in the theories of Karl Marx and play by the rules accepted
in the revolutionary movement and in revolutionary circles. Russia had
practically no proletariat and was a peasant country. But what if one were to
forget about Marxist theory and discard its rules? How about seizing power by
splitting a formerly monolithic enemy and pitting the fragments against each
other?


Even so, one
cannot act alone. During the key days of revolution, the unprincipled Lenin
found himself an extremely important ally in Lev Trotsky. Because he had not
been a Bolshevik from the start of revolution in the
spring of 1917, Trotsky suffered from a crippling inferiority, if not impostor,
complex. So, when Bolshevik Lenin proposed to Trotsky, the Chair of the
Petrograd Soviet, that they form a political bloc and head a future government
together, Trotsky immediately agreed. Allied by a deeply personal pact, it was
two of them against all the others.


The USSR myth that
Lenin’s authority among the Bolsheviks was absolute is one of many apocryphal
ones. The Bolsheviks’ own Central Committee (CC) ignored Lenin’s directives.
The Petrograd Soviet, headed by Leon Trotsky, was balanced between the
Bolsheviks and the Mensheviks. Convened in October 1917 in Petrograd, the
Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets was a body of several socialist parties,
of which the Bolsheviks were neither the largest nor the main revolutionary
party. None of these entities, therefore, saw Lenin as their absolute leader
and none of these constituent parts of the October armed uprising in Petrograd
had any intention of submitting to his will. Lenin always imposed himself and
was always viewed with suspicion.


Nor did Lenin and
the Bolsheviks have many options during the first year of the Russian
revolution. They could either cede power to the bloc of socialist parties or
they could radically destroy these parties, establishing a one-party
dictatorship. The Bolsheviks chose the latter path. The question
whether the Bolsheviks made this choice freely or were forced to is largely
academic. Lenin’s relentless desire to preserve power for himself in order to implement his political program drove them
forward. 


Since the
Bolshevik Party was the only one willing to acknowledge Lenin’s sway—sometimes
with caveats—he had to embark on a path of brutal repression from the first
hour of the Revolution. Repression was enforced by Dzerzhinsky’s VChK. Results
materialized. By late 1917, Dzerzhinsky’s Bolshevik Secretariat colleague,
Yakov Sverdlov, became the head of the Soviet parliament. The Bolshevik
Secretariat thus controlled both parliament (via Sverdlov) and the intelligence
services (via Dzerzhinsky). Lenin’s Council of People’s Commissars (SNK) of
Russia was the only body still beyond Bolshevik control. It was against the
SNK, then, that Dzerzhinsky and Sverdlov began their own battle.


Up until 1917,
Germany appeared to be the leader of the revolutionary movement. Its Social
Democratic Party was the most powerful in the world. If there was going to be a
world revolution, a revolution in Germany seemed a prerequisite. The revolution
did not necessarily have to begin there, but its victory in Germany seemed to
all revolutionaries to be an essential steppingstone to international success.
The Social Democratic tropes of the time did not admit any alternative road to
world revolution of the masses. Prior to March 1917, Lenin himself saw no
greater role for himself than that of the leader of the extremist wing of
Russia’s Social Democratic movement. It was unquestionably secondary to the
Communist movement in Germany. 


After November
1917, however, these long-held assumptions had to be re-examined in view of
events in Russia. What was more important: to preserve Soviet rule in Russia at
any cost—where the revolution had already taken place—or to try to organize a
revolution in Germany, even at the price of losing Soviet rule in Russia? 


In 1918, the
answer to this question was not as obvious as it might seem today. The
consensus among Europe’s socialist leaders was that Russia was backward and
that it would be impossible not only to build socialism, but also to hold on to
power for any extended period without support from other European socialist
revolutions, if only because of (as the Communists believed) Russia’s
‘capitalist encirclement’—its hostile neighbors would consider it imperative to
overturn Russia’s socialist regime. Many revolutionaries continued to believe
that only a revolution in Germany would guarantee that the Soviet government
could remain in power in Russia.


Lenin thought
otherwise. In November 1917, returning from Switzerland and seizing power in
Russia with lightning speed, he showed his many opponents how much they
underestimated him and his small extremist Bolshevik sect. For Lenin, the
German revolution took second place to the already victorious revolution in
Russia. Even more than that: the revolution in Germany must not happen too
quickly, since when it did, the center of gravity of the Communist world would
shift to the industrialized West and Lenin would be left behind as nothing more
than the head of the government of an ‘underdeveloped,’ ‘backward,’ and
‘uncultured’ country, of no interest to anyone after Communism’s victory in
Germany. 


That was the
backdrop against which Lenin insisted on signing the March 3, 1918
Brest-Litovsk Peace Treaty on extreme terms. In exchange for Ukraine, most of
Belarus, Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia, Germany agreed to end its invasion of
Russia. Lenin got his way, defying the will of the entire Bolshevik party. To
achieve this, he was willing to allow a formal split in the party into two for
the first and only time. He permitted the creation of a Left Socialist
Revolutionary bloc which advocated the dissolution of the peace treaty with
Germany and an immediate revolutionary war against European imperialism.
Dzerzhinsky was one of the leaders of the Left Communists. 


Under pressure
from Lenin, the Bolshevik Central Committee even agreed to exchange ambassadors
with ‘imperialist Germany’. Today, this step does not appear as something
extraordinary. But in April 1918, when the German revolution could have erupted
at any moment, official recognition of the ‘Hohenzollerns’ by the Soviet
government was not needed to preserve Lenin’s ‘breathing-space’ from the German
invasion. It was not simply an error of judgement from the point of view of
those desiring world and, therefore, a German revolution. The recognition of
Germany betrayed the accepted dogma of world socialism. 


The Germans
appointed Count Wilhelm von Mirbach as ambassador to Russia. He had already
spent several weeks in Petrograd, the capital of imperial Russia, and was thus
familiar with the general outlines of the Russian revolution. Mirbach arrived
in Moscow on April 23. The German embassy occupied a two-story townhouse that
belonged to the widow of the sugar manufacturer and collegiate counselor von
Berg. The ambassador’s arrival coincided in time with the coup d’état in Ukraine, the occupation of Finland by German troops,
and the Germans’ gradual but systematic advance eastward, beyond the line
demarcated by the Brest-Litovsk agreement.


Naturally, the
Soviet government expressed its displeasure to Mirbach as soon as the
opportunity arose—when his letters of credence were presented on April 26. The
ceremony took place in a cold and perfunctory manner. After it ended, Sverdlov
did not invite anyone to sit down or engage in private conversation.


On May 16, in a
meeting with the German ambassador at the Kremlin, Lenin admitted to Mirbach
that the number of his opponents was growing and that the situation in the
country was more serious than it had been a month earlier. He likewise
indicated that the character of his opponents had recently changed. Previously,
they had been made up of representatives of right-wing parties; now, however,
he had opponents within his own camp, in which a left wing had formed. 


The main bone of
contention of this opposition, Lenin went on, was that the Brest-Litovsk treaty
was a mistake. More and more Russian territories were ending up under German
occupation; the peace treaties with Finland and Ukraine had still not been
ratified; famine was spreading. A series of recent developments had confirmed
the correctness of the arguments put forward by the left-wing opposition. While
he was still deeply committed to the treaty, a genuine peace, he noted, was
still very far away. Mirbach paid particular attention to the fact that Lenin
did not threaten him starkly with a possible reorientation of Soviet policies.
He simply stressed the fact that his own position within the party and the
government was extremely shaky. In speaking with Mirbach, Lenin set specific
goals for himself. Apparently, he hoped to persuade the German ambassador that
it was necessary to agree to certain concessions, letting him know that
otherwise, with or without Lenin, the Soviet government would be forced to abandon
its German policy due to pressure from the left.


Mirbach’s report
on his conversation with Lenin is the only known document attesting to Lenin’s
admission of the failure of his Brest-Litovsk policy. The treaty did not bring
about either the coveted peace or the ‘breathing-space’ Lenin had promised. From
the German point of view, the agreement was no more than part of a military
strategy and served as a means of propping up the Western front. If so,
Germany’s worsening situation in the West increased its Russian appetites in
the East. Military action on the Eastern front did not cease even for a day.
Germany continued to present new ultimatums and occupied entire districts and
cities. The worst fears of most of the Party’s membership were coming true. 


From the moment
the Brest-Litovsk Treaty was signed, Sverdlov began his very noticeable ascent.
Taking advantage of Lenin’s mistake, he began wresting the leadership of the
Bolshevik Party and government away from Lenin. Due to the resignation of all
the Left SRs and some Left Communists, the Soviet government (the SNK) examined
‘the general ministerial crisis’ on March 18—the day after the Fourth Congress
of Soviets wrapped up its work. Sverdlov had delivered this message even though
he was not formally a member of the SNK. It showed how Sverdlov was gradually
edging out Lenin, not only within the party, but also within the Soviet
government.


In March and
April, Sverdlov was mostly busy coordinating the cooperation of various
political factions. In May/June, he took charge of all of
the Party’s work and took on the role of ‘General Secretary’. He was often
appointed as Lenin’s co-speaker, that is, was attached to Lenin as a commissar;
he was the Bolshevik’s Central Committee’s (CC) speaker at the Moscow Municipal
Party Conference and presented the ‘Theses of the Central Committee on the
Present Political Situation’, drafted by Lenin and
ratified by the CC on May 13. In the transcript of a CC meeting on May 18,
Sverdlov’s name is at the top of a list of those present. The CC meeting on the
next day, May 19, was a complete triumph for Sverdlov. In minutes of the CC
published for the first time in April 1989, absolute control of the Bolshevik
Party was assigned to him.


It is not possible
to trace the further waxing of Sverdlov’s power (and the decline of Lenin’s
authority) in the CC because transcripts and minutes from May 19 to September
16, 1918, have not been located. One possibility why
they did not survive is because of the cult of personality created around Lenin
by the Soviet government after his death. Any evidence of Lenin’s position and
influence appearing in an extremely unfavorable light would be unwelcome.


In defiance of
Lenin’s wishes an intensive campaign of anti-German subversion was mounted in
Ukraine. It started in May, 1918, under the oversight of the Secretariat of the
Bolshevik CC, that is of Sverdlov. On May 3, in order to
undermine Germany’s military might and prepare a Communist coup in Ukraine, the
CC passed two resolutions to form a Ukrainian communist party. The texts of
these two resolutions do not appear in the transcript of the CC’s meeting. This
was no accident. 


One of the
resolutions—on the Ukrainian Communist Party’s break-off from the Russian Communist
Party as an independent party—was intended to be publicized. By proclaiming the
independence of the Ukrainian Communist party, the CC absolved itself of any
responsibility for the subversion the Bolshevik Party were organizing in
German-occupied Ukraine. Anti-German agitation could now be carried out
effectively in the open without the risk of complicating poor Soviet-German or
Soviet-Ukrainian relations. Germany’s complaints were dismissed by foreign
minister Georgy Chicherin on the grounds that the Bolsheviks of Russia had no
connection to the Bolsheviks of Ukraine. The second resolution that day stated
that the Ukrainian Communist Party remained part of the Russian Communist
Party. Meant to stay secret, it reminded Ukrainian Bolsheviks that they were
subordinate to the unified CC of the Russian Communist Party and were not an
independent party.


In the summer of
1918—after the collapse of the large-scale German offensive on the Western
front and after the arrival of American troops in France—the inevitability of
Germany’s defeat in the world war became clear. Lenin’s own predicament,
however, was no less dire. On June 25, in a letter to foreign minister Richard
von Kühlmann, who had led the Brest-Litovsk delegation, Mirbach summed up the
Bolshevik hightide in Moscow, noting that ‘after two months of careful
observation’ he could no longer ‘give Bolshevism a favorable diagnosis. We are,
without question, standing by the bedside of a dangerously ill person, whose
condition might now and again improve, but who is doomed,’ Mirbach wrote.
Mirbach proposed that Germany would fill the ‘newly formed vacuum’ in Moscow
with new ‘government organs, which we will keep ready, and which will be wholly
and entirely at our service.’


These goings-on in
the German embassy did not remain unnoticed by the Soviet Intelligence
Services. In the days when Mirbach wrote to Berlin about the need for changes
in Germany’s Eastern policy, the VChK, headed by the Left-Communist
Dzerzhinsky, set up a section for ‘monitoring the embassy’s guard and possible
criminal activity by the embassy.’ 


It is worth noting
that the staff of the German embassy had been nervously anticipating unpleasant
events for a long time. On June 3, Kurt Riezler, an advisor at the German
mission in Moscow, described the future in the darkest of terms in a remarkably
emotional missive to Berlin: 


 


In the last two
weeks, the situation has very rapidly come to a head. Famine is on the way and
is being choked off with terror. The pressure exerted by the Bolsheviks’ mailed
fist is enormous. People are being quietly shot by the hundred.
All this is not so bad, but there can no longer be any doubt that the physical
means by which the Bolsheviks maintain their power are running out. Supplies of
petrol for motor vehicles are coming to an end, and even Latvian soldiers
sitting in their vehicles are no longer reliable—not to mention the peasants
and the workers. The Bolsheviks are extremely nervous and can feel their end
approaching, and all the rats are therefore beginning to leave the sinking
ship…. [foreign minister] Karahan has put the original of the treaty of Brest
ready in his desk. He intends to take the document with him to America and to
sell it, with the emperor’s signature on it, to the highest bidder…. 


Nobody can tell how they will face their end, and their dying agony may
last several more weeks. Perhaps they will try to flee to the city of Nizhny
Novgorod or to Yekaterinburg. Perhaps they intend to fall in their own blood,
like desperate men, or perhaps to invite us to leave in order
to be rid of the treaty of Brest—‘the breathing space,’ as they call
it—and with it their compromise with typical imperialism, thus saving their
revolutionary consciences in their dying moments. These people are completely incalculable,
especially in their despair. In addition, they once again believe that the more
and more undisguised ‘military dictatorship’ in Germany is encountering
enormous opposition, especially because of the further advance in the East, and
that it is bound to lead to the revolution… Please forgive this personal
effusion about a state of chaos which, even viewed from here, is all too
impenetrable.


 


Driven into a dead
end by Lenin, brought to a state of crisis, split up and losing power, the
Bolshevik Party could now do nothing but grasp at the straw that in March 1918
had been offered to it by Trotsky: ‘No matter how much we equivocate, no matter
what kind of strategy we invent, we can be saved in the full sense of this word
only by a European revolution.’ 


Perhaps to start
war in the summer of 1918 was no less risky than to have continued it in March,
but by June the Bolsheviks had no options left. Lenin’s ‘breathing-space’
policy had yielded no positive outcome. It was irrelevant whether
or not Lenin had been correct in March. During three months of
breathing-space, the Revolution had lost its dynamic force. The despair of the
Bolshevik regime was reaching its peak and can be pinpointed to an exact date:
July 6, 1918. On that day two Soviet Intelligence Service agents—Yakov Blumkin
and Nikolai Andreyev—arrived at the German embassy with a mandate from
Dzerzhinsky and his deputy Ivan Ksenofontov. Bypassing Lenin and the CC, they
demanded a meeting with Ambassador Mirbach on an ‘urgent’ matter. It was to
save the Bolshevik government and along with it—more ironically—the breathing
space Lenin had wanted the Brest-Litovsk Treaty to create.











2: Felix Dzerzhinsky’s
Conspiracy



 


 


 


 


The 6-7 July conspiracy of 1918 was probably one
of the most multilayered conspiracies of that era. Or one could put it
differently: a couple of conspiracies unfolded at once. Here they are in order
of importance.


First of all, there was
Dzerzhinsky’s conspiracy against Lenin. On 6 July, VChK agents Blumkin and
Andreyev assassinated the German ambassador, Count Mirbach, with the intent of
provoking the Germans into formally dissolving the Brest-Litovsk peace treaty.
This in turn was to force the hand of the Bolshevik Soviet government into
declaring a revolutionary war against Germany and Austro-Hungary, as well as
the dismissal of Lenin from the post of SNK Chair since he was the originator
of a policy that lay in tatters. 


The second
conspiracy was the Bolsheviks’ arrest of the Left SR Party leadership,
including those who were members of the Left SR faction at the Fifth Congress
of Soviets, which held during that time at the Bolshoi
Theater in Moscow. As a result of this operation, a de facto one-party dictatorship was established in Soviet Russia as
of July 7, 1918.


To make it easier
to sort out the tangled web of the detective story of July 6-7, it is useful to
note a pattern. Every time two Soviet or Russian Intelligence Services agents
carry out an assignment given to them by their direct superiors, the Kremlin launches
a massive damage-control operation. It will include feeding the news media a
dizzying number of false theories that have no relation to reality and to what
happened. Piling one false theory on another makes it easier to confuse the
public and may make it impossible to unearth the true facts. And so it did after the murder of Count Mirbach by two
intelligence agents in Moscow on July 6, 1918. In this respect, nothing has
changed over a century. It happened, for example, after the poisoning of
Alexander Litvinenko by two agents of Russian special services in London on
November 1, 2006. It also happened after the attempted poisoning of Sergei
Skripal by two agents of Russian special services in Salisbury on March 4,
1918. Again, it happened after the poisoning of Alexei Navalny on August 20,
2020. Likely, the assassination of fascist Aleksandr Dugin’s daughter Darya
(August 2022) with a car bomb and military blogger Vladlen Tatarsky (April
2023) with a bomb masquerading as a bust, were similar operations.


There is not much
merit in detailing the many false versions fed to the press from July 6, 1918,
onward in the form of articles, statements, eyewitness testimonies, trial
transcripts and books, beyond describing the facts. VChK Chair Dzerzhinsky had
reached the conclusion that Lenin was leading the Revolution into
a dead end. To save both the Russian Revolution and world revolution, he
undertook steps, as chief of the Soviet Intelligence Services and a member of
the CC of the Bolshevik Party, to change the course of the Soviet government’s
foreign policy. The coup began well in advance of the assassination. At
Dzerzhinsky’s direction (which is very important), VChK assassin Blumkin opened
a file against ‘the German ambassador’s nephew’, Robert Mirbach, in early June
1918. In other words, in early June, Dzerzhinsky was already plotting to have
the German ambassador assassinated in order to sink
the Brest-Litovsk Treaty and prompt a revolutionary war against Germany. It is
relevant that Dzerzhinsky was by background a Polish revolutionary and that his
family lived abroad. Revolution in Germany and Poland was of far greater
personal interest to him than revolution in Russia, a country to which he had
emigrated. Even so, after Mirbach’s murder, Dzerzhinsky denied any knowledge of
the planned assassination, just as Putin today denies any involvement in
Russia’s Intelligence Services.


In June, one of
Mirbach’s two assassins, Yakov Blumkin, who was then just 19 or 20 years old
and a member of the new Left SR Party, was given a job with the VChK as head of
the counterintelligence department responsible for ‘monitoring the embassy’s
guards and possible criminal activity by the embassy’ of Germany. As Martin
Latsis, future head of the Ukraine VChK, later testified, ‘Blumkin exhibited a
strong urge to expand the department’ with militant espionage and ‘more than
once submitted projects to the VChK.’ However, the only assignment that Blumkin
really ever worked on was ‘the case of the Austrian
Mirbach’; indeed, Blumkin ‘devoted himself entirely to this case’ and spent
‘whole nights interrogating witnesses.’


Mirbach’s nephew
was an opportunity for the young Chekist to show what he was capable of.
According to the information gathered, Robert Mirbach had served in the 37th
infantry regiment of the Austrian army, was taken prisoner, wound up in a camp,
but was released after the ratification of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. While
waiting to go back to Austria, he had rented a room in a hotel in Moscow where
he lived until the beginning of June, when the Swedish actress Landström
suddenly committed suicide in the same hotel. Whether this suicide was really a
Chekist assassination is difficult to assess at this distance in time. What is
certain, however, is that the VChK claimed that Landström had committed suicide
in connection with counter-revolutionary activities. It also arrested all the
hotel’s residents. Among them was the ‘nephew of the German ambassador,’ Robert
Mirbach, supposedly.


The Chekists’
subsequent moves—Blumkin’s above all—were undeniably inventive. The VChK
immediately notified the Danish consulate, which represented Austria-Hungary’s
interests in Russia, of Robert Mirbach’s arrest. On June 15, the Danish
consulate entered negotiations with the VChK concerning ‘the case of the
arrested officer of the Austrian army, Count Mirbach.’ During these
negotiations, the Chekists suggested to the consulate’s representative that
Robert Mirbach might be related to the German ambassador. On June 17, a day
after the negotiations began, the Danish consulate gave the Chekists a document
which the Chekists were not expecting:


 


The Royal Danish
Consulate General hereby informs the All-Russian Extraordinary Commission that
the arrested officer of the Austro-Hungarian army, Count Robert Mirbach,
according to the written report of the German diplomatic representation in
Moscow addressed to the Danish Consulate General, is indeed a member of a
family that is related to the German ambassador Count Mirbach, residing in
Austria.


 


Since the first document of the Danish
consulate is dated June 15 and the second June 17, one must assume that the
written response of the German embassy to the Danish consulate’s query was
given on June 16, immediately after the Danish consulate’s query was received,
and that it was humane in intent. That is to say, it
was decided by the German embassy that describing the unknown Count Robert
Mirbach as a relative of the German ambassador might help the unfortunate
Austrian officer’s predicament and, indeed, that he might be released
immediately, especially since the charges against him seemed frivolous to the
Ambassador’s aide Kurt Riezler. The German ambassador’s own involvement in the
case of the ‘nephew’ was apparently limited to his permission to describe
Robert Mirbach as a relation. Ambassador Mirbach did not know his namesake and
had never met him.


The ‘case of the
ambassador’s nephew’ now became the foundation for the case against the German
embassy and the ambassador personally.


 The main piece of evidence in Blumkin’s
possession was a document ostensibly signed by Robert
Mirbach, but was really a not very good forgery. Handwritten in Russian,
it pledged to share information about the German embassy.


 The ‘pledge’ itself was written by one person,
the addendum and signature in Russian and German by someone else.


 When this ‘proof’ was first published in 1920,
there was further falsification: ‘Hungarian citizen’ was deliberately changed
to ‘German citizen’ to underscore Robert Mirbach’s (non-existent)
connection to the German ambassador.


Nervous, the German
ambassador now denied any relation to Robert Mirbach and regarded the ‘Robert
Mirbach affair’ as provocation. In mid-June, the embassy officially notified
the foreign minister—and thus Dzerzhinsky—that it possessed information on a
planned attempt on the lives of German embassy staff members. On June 28, the
embassy gave the foreign ministry new materials on the matter. The Chair of the
VChK told the Germans that if he did not know who their informers were, he
could not assist the embassy in preventing the assassination attempts.


On the morning of
July 6, shortly before Mirbach was murdered, Riezler, the ambassador’s aide,
once again went to the Soviet foreign ministry to complain that the embassy was
getting information about an imminent attempt on the ambassador’s life from all
over the place. He was told everything would be reported to Dzerzhinsky at the
VChK. Not much later, assassins Blumkin and Andreyev visited the embassy at
2.15pm with them they had a mandate to discuss the matter signed by Dzerzhinsky
and stamped with the VChK seal. At a large marble table in the embassy’s
reception hall, Blumkin told Riezler that Dzerzhinsky had given him strict
instructions to speak to the Count in person. Not without
hesitation, Mirbach came out to see the visitors.


As they were
discussing the matter, Blumkin, pulled out a revolver and fired it across the
table first at Mirbach, who jumped up and ran out to the room that adjoined the
reception hall, but was at that moment struck down by a bullet fired by
Andreyev. Then there was an explosion, after which the VChK terrorists jumped
out the window and rode off in the car that was waiting for them. Mirbach was
dead and two or three steps from the ambassador was a large hole in the floor.
A second bomb hadn’t gone off.


Mirbach’s
assassination became the first planned major operation of the Soviet
Intelligence Services. He was dead, but in the confusion, the assassins had
forgotten the briefcase that contained the ‘Robert Mirbach file’ and their
mandate signed by Dzerzhinsky. Moreover, two highly damaging witnesses to the
crime—Riezler and a translator, whom Blumkin had repeatedly tried to
shoot—remained alive. One can only guess to what the
events of July 6 would have led to if the operation didn’t have Dzerzhinsky’s
fingerprints all over it.


Lenin, who had no
idea that Chekists were involved in the murder, telephoned Dzerzhinsky to
inform him of what had happened. After that he summoned Sverdlov to his office.
Together, Lenin, Sverdlov and the Soviet foreign
minister, decided to go to the German embassy to express our condolences.
Dzerzhinsky, however, stole a march on them and arrived at the embassy first,
anxious to remove the incriminating evidence. He was shown Blumkin’s and Andreyev’s
mandate with his signature and was met with a rebuke: ‘What do you say now?’
Collecting the documents, he quickly left the embassy and no one ever saw the
‘Robert Mirbach file’ again. 


The main danger to Lenin was that, if
Mirbach’s assassination became public knowledge, the Fifth Congress of Soviets,
a body of 1164 delegates then in session at the Bolshoi Theater (4-10 July),
would applaud the attack and vote to dissolve the treaty. Or, even more
disastrously, decide to form a new government made up of Bolsheviks and Left
SRs as, for the most part, the Left SRs, like the Left Communists, had opposed
the Brest-Litovsk Peace Treaty. Lenin and Sverdlov, therefore, suspected that
the Left SR was behind the plot. Lenin decided not to announce the ambassador’s
death until after the entire core of Left SR activists at the Bolshoi Theater,
some 450 people, had been arrested. The operation to arrest the Left SR faction
at the Congress was overseen by Sverdlov in his capacity as Committee Chair.


Following a report
by Sverdlov on 10 July, the Soviet government’s obliging politeness toward
Germany disappeared. They refused to be present at the service held at the
church where the coffin of the murdered ambassador lay in state. Only foreign
minister Chicherin attended the farewell ceremony when Mirbach’s body was sent
back to Germany. He arrived an hour late, forcing the entire procession to wait
for him.


On July 14 matters
escalated. That day, Riezler handed Chicherin an ultimatum from Berlin. It
demanded that an entire battalion—over a thousand German troops—be allowed to
enter Moscow to provide security for the German embassy. One might have
expected that a Soviet refusal would have led to the end of the ‘breathing
space’. But events unfolded contrary to such logic as World War I drew to a close. On July 15, Chicherin categorically
rejected the entrance of German troops into Moscow. Confronted with such a
rigid position, Germany decided to vacate the embassy. On August 9, the German
mission, with 178 members, arrived in Petrograd from Moscow, and soon departed
for the city of Pskov, then (still) occupied by the Germans. On August 22, the
UK, France and Russia demanded as a precondition for
starting peace negotiations that Germany first annul the concessions received
under the Brest-Litovsk Treaty: Lenin’s ‘breathing space’ had succeeded.


The events of June
1918 were the first conspiracy of the Soviet Intelligence Services against a
leader of the Soviet state—Lenin. But in terms of the conspirators’ goals, it
ended in total failure. Mirbach was murdered as planned, the Germans presented
Lenin’s government with an ultimatum as expected, and this ultimatum was
categorically rejected by the Soviet government; the conspirators had counted
on that as well. But the Germans did not respond by dissolving the
Brest-Litovsk Peace Treaty. Nor did the SNK and the Party CC declare a
revolutionary war against Germany, because Lenin managed both to outplay the
Left Communists and use the murder of the German ambassador to crush the Left
SR opposition party.


However, Lenin
could clearly see afterwards that Dzerzhinsky had been driving the conspiracy.
His response was swift. The VChK was disbanded on July 7, the day after the
assassination, and Dzerzhinsky was removed from his post, pending
investigation. This issue was addressed at a special meeting of the CC on the
same day. Moreover, Dzerzhinsky’s removal was made very conspicuously and not
only printed in the newspapers but posted all over the city. Dzerzhinsky’s
deputy Yakov Peters was made temporary Chair of the VChK. The VChK collegium,
the executive body elected internally by the VChK itself, was dissolved and
earmarked be reorganized in days. Anyone who was
‘directly or indirectly complicitous’ in Blumkin’s ‘activities as a provocateur
and double agent’ was to be ‘removed’ Izvestiya
said.


With regard to Dzerzhinsky, the
Soviet government reached a conclusion in a little over a month. He was
reinstated in his post on August 18, 1918, and the VChK resumed its work under
his leadership. The informers of the German embassy were ‘removed’. They were
arrested and disappeared without a trace right after the Mirbach assassination.
Mirbach assassin Andreyev vanished from Moscow and later died somewhere on the
front lines of the Civil War—the Soviet government made no effort to find and
arrest him. As for Blumkin, he also successfully evaded capture. He turned
himself in to the Kyiv VChK on April 17, 1919, and made a full confession. In
his own words, he ‘served the Revolution to the best of [his] ability’ ever
since. On May 16, 1919, he was officially pardoned, released, and sent back to
work for the VChK, where he served in high-level posts for the remainder of his
life. On November 3, 1929, he was executed by firing squad for unsanctioned
contacts in Constantinople on April 16 with Trotsky and his son Sergei Sedov
who had been recently expelled from the USSR.


The result was
that by the end of July, Dzerzhinsky, the conspirator and Left Communist, was
temporarily sidelined and under a cloud of suspicion from Lenin. Lenin himself
wasn’t toppled, but his authority as head of the government was nonetheless
weakened by insubordination of agents from the government’s own Intelligence
Services. The power vacuum was temporarily filled by Sverdlov. A quiet and
obscure Party apparatchik known only in narrow Party circles, he rose over the
course of these months to Executive Committee Chair of the All-Russian
Congress, and Bolshevik Party Central Committee member, and CC Secretary. 


Gradually, he
asserted dominion over all Bolshevik Party business. His signature could now be
spotted on various documents far more often than anyone else’s. Starting in
July 1918, he signed documents using his titles: CC Secretary, or even simply
‘Secretary.’ Some were even signed ‘for the Secretary’ by his wife. As early as
August 1918, Party documents were being sent out to the field in the name of
‘the Secretariat of the CC’ (not just ‘the CC,’ as had been customary before).
In other words, in these months Sverdlov carved out a role that would be given
to yet another grey workhorse of the Revolution. A few years later, Joseph
Stalin—Sverdlov’s friend and fellow exile from the far Siberian Turukhan
Region—would be appointed as General Secretary of the Communist Party of Soviet
Russia/USSR.










3: The First Attempt to
Assassinate Lenin


 


 


 


 


Reinstated in his post on August 18, 1918,
Dzerzhinsky immediately got to work. Then again, had he ever left? His deputy
and temporary replacement Peters recalled six years later that Dzerzhinsky
‘controlled the VChK’ even after being stripped of that position on July 7. He
also said that the new VChK ‘collegium was formed with his direct input.’
Dzerzhinsky intended to finish what he had started as head of Soviet
Intelligence. Having failed to sabotage the Litovsk-Brest peace treaty,
Dzerzhinsky doubled down on the ‘foul’ peace by removing the chief architect of
that policy: Vladimir Lenin, the head of the government.


The people around
Lenin were not unaware of what was happening. ‘The summer of 1918 was
exceptionally hard,’ Lenin’s wife Nadezhda Krupskaya later reminisced. Lenin
‘was no longer writing anything; he couldn’t sleep at night. There’s a picture
of him taken in late August, shortly before he was wounded: he’s standing lost
in thought. The way he looks in that picture, it’s as if he has just survived a
grave illness.’ Lenin was already down; all that remained to be done, it
seemed, was to finish him off. 


In Soviet history,
this affair—yet another conspiracy by the Intelligence Services against the
head of the government—is known as the ‘Kaplan assassination attempt’ of August
30, 1918. But, like the assassination of the German ambassador in July, the attempted
assassination of Lenin was planned by Soviet intelligence agents and the
product of a broader anti-Lenin plot in the Bolshevik Party’s upper echelons.
So broad was it that even Sverdlov was aware of the conspirators’ plans and
actively tried to remove Lenin. After recovering, Lenin figured out Sverdlov’s
involvement in the August plot and paid him back in kind—only ‘he didn’t miss’.
On March 16, 1919, Sverdlov was to die at the age of 33.


Their internecine
struggle took place at the height of the mortal struggle against ‘international
imperialism’. How could Sverdlov have planned to eliminate Lenin at such a
moment and how Lenin could have permitted himself to settle scores with
Sverdlov? In the case of Lenin, it was because he considered internal enemies were far worse than external ones. On the fifth anniversary
of his death, a government minister approvingly quoted these words by Lenin: 


 


Imagine that a
commander is fighting a war against an enemy and that he has an enemy in his
own camp. Before he goes to the front to fight the enemy, he must first clean
out his own camp and free it of enemies.


 


It accurately
takes the temperature among Bolshevik leaders. From 1918-1919, Lenin was
cleaning out enemies in his own camp. And Sverdlov did his own cleaning, just
not as successfully. Then, it was Stalin who ‘cleaned’ for thirty years. Then,
Lavrenty Beria…. 


August 30, 1918 is
generally seen as the date that marked the beginning of the Red Terror in
response to the assassination attempt against Lenin. The accepted view has been
that the attack was organized by the leaders of the Socialist Revolutionaries’
(SR) combat group, a rival to the Bolsheviks. Fanny Kaplan was an SR who was
arrested and confessed to everything. She was then either shot or, according to
another account, secretly pardoned. But is this correct?


Dzerzhinsky
himself was not in Moscow when the attempt on Lenin’s life took place. In a
remarkable historical coincidence, on the morning of the assassination attempt,
the head of the Petrograd VChK, Moisei Uritsky, was murdered by a student.
Dzerzhinsky immediately set out for Petrograd to investigate the murder of his
friend and VChK colleague. Though he was not in Moscow when Lenin was shot,
several years later, in 1922, at a public trial against the SR, the Soviet
government conceded an unusual fact that linked (the physically absent)
Dzerzhinsky to Lenin’s assassination. In a remarkable symmetry with the
successful murder of the German ambassador, the government admitted that the
assassination attempt on Lenin had been planned by two VChK operatives who had
infiltrated the SR Party on VChK orders. 


What we know as a
matter of historiographic facts becomes an important question:


 


Lenin was shot at and wounded.


The shots were fired from two handguns.


One of those involved in the attempt may have been a woman.


The two people charged in the attempted assassination of Lenin in 1922
were Soviet State Security agents. 


They were not convicted of the assassination attempt.


The people who carried out the attempted assassination were not arrested
either on the scene or shortly afterwards.


 


What don’t we
know:


 


There is no proof that Kaplan was the shooter.


There is no proof that Kaplan was the woman executed for attempting to
kill Lenin.


There is no proof that any woman who shot at Lenin was executed at all.


The name of the person who ordered the assassination attempt is unknown.


 


The reality is
that we know very little about this attempted assassination other than that it
happened. Who, then, were the two agents? They were called Grigory Semenov and
Lidiya Konopleva and from early 1918, both served in the VChK. In fact, they
infiltrated the SR Party as Dzerzhinsky’s agents soon after the Soviet State
Security agency, the VChK, was created. Thanks to their undercover work, all of the SRs’ combat activities, controlled, directed, and
organized by two Chekists, came to nothing more than a trap set to collect
evidence. The two agents were part of preparations for Soviet Russia’s
first-ever public political trial—the trial of 1922 against the despised SR
Party. Everything else surrounding the work of these agents—their stories about
being arrested by the Bolsheviks, about resisting these arrests, about planned
escapes, and about their repentance—can only be Chekist fabrications, aimed at
spreading disinformation to international audiences, above all foreign social
democrats. Later, many more public trials were held, all using the same
blueprint. In every case, officers or agents of the
VChK were used during the trial after infiltrating the soon-to-be-condemned
group at the direction of the Intelligence Services at Lubyanka. Semenov and
Konopleva were preparing to assassinate Lenin while at the same time putting
the heads of the SR Party leadership on the executioner’s block. Obviously both
orders could only have come from Dzerzhinsky.


We are already
familiar with Blumkin, the VChK agent and participant in the assassination of
Mirbach. Blumkin was soon pardoned. Received back into the ranks of the
Bolshevik Party, he spent the remainder of his life working for Soviet
counterintelligence, principally abroad. Semenov and Konopleva had similar careers therefore. Similarly, a century later, the assassins
of Alexander Litvinenko and Sergei Skripal simply continued their careers in
Russia.


The preparations
for the trial of the SRs took a certain amount of time. The party of
Socialist-Revolutionaries was the oldest revolutionary party in Russia and was
held in high esteem by the leaders of the international socialist movement. To
condemn a party of pre-revolutionary terrorists for terrorism against the
Soviet government was a stretch. As expected, the social democratic parties of
Europe and the Second International rose to the defense of their friends in the
SR. Semenov and Konopleva, Lenin’s would-be assassins, were the prosecution’s
biggest trump card in defusing the foreign show of solidarity. 


All that remained
was to make the SR conspiracy of August 30, 1918 sound plausible. This was not
easy. Dzerzhinsky had started preparing the attack on Lenin with Semenov and
Konopleva’s involvement shortly after the signing of the Brest-Litovsk Peace
Treaty and the creation of the Left SR fraction. The first step was to get the
SR Party to greenlight the operation to remove Lenin. But the CC of the SR
Party refused to participate in the Soviet leader’s assassination. ‘Give up not
only the work you are doing, but give up all work, go to your family, and take
a rest,’ was the response of Abram Gots, a member of the CC of the SR Party,
when Konopleva proposed to assassinate Lenin. After that, she never raised the
matter again.


There were also
the events on the day itself. The Commandant of the Kremlin recalled: ‘August
30, 1918, got off to a lousy start. Grim news was received from Petrograd
[Uritsky had been killed]’. Dzerzhinsky ‘immediately took off for Petrograd, in
order to oversee the investigation in person.’ Lenin ‘was supposed to speak on
that day at the Mikhelson Factory. People close to him, learning about
Uritsky’s death, tried to stop Lenin, to talk him out of going to the meeting.
To calm them, [Lenin] said at lunch that maybe he would not go, but then he
himself called for a car and drove off.’. He drove off without bodyguards.
Moreover, at the factory there were no bodyguards for Lenin either. 


It is extremely
important to determine the time at which the shooting took place. This
seemingly elementary topic turned out to be incredibly convoluted. Lenin’s
driver Stepan Gil testified on the night of August 30, that is, immediately
following the shooting, that he had ‘arrived with Lenin around 10pm at the
Mikhelson Factory… After the end of V.I. Lenin’s speech, which lasted about an
hour, a crowd of about 50 people rushed from the building in which the meeting
was held toward the car and surrounded him.’


It is hard to
believe that Gil was mistaken and did not remember the time at which he had let
Lenin off at the factory gates. If what he says is accurate, then Lenin’s
speech ended around 11 pm. On that day, however, Soviet ‘decree time’ was
shifted back one hour. Therefore, Lenin arrived at the factory at approximately
10pm according to the old decree time or at 9pm according to the new decree time, and spoke for about an hour. It is impossible to
establish the time of the attack on Lenin any more precisely.


Even so, it is the
exact time of the attack that contains the answer to another puzzle about the
shooting. It is obvious that at least some time must have passed between the
shots fired at Lenin and the report that was delivered to Sverdlov about these
shots. Sverdlov signed the announcement at 10.40pm. This is entirely plausible
if one assumes that between 10pm and 10.40pm, Sverdlov got a telephone call
informing him that an attempt had just been made on Lenin’s life. Thereupon,
without tarrying a single minute he immediately
composed the phonogram with his signature on this dramatic news. However, there
is one striking detail that militates against this interpretation. Its first
sentence reads: ‘Several hours ago a villainous assassination attempt was carried
out against Comrade Lenin…. We have no doubt that here, too, we will find the
tracks of the SRs.’ After identifying the culprits and the enemies of the
Revolution—the SRs—with pinpoint accuracy and, after specifying to the minute,
the time at which the announcement was written—10:40pm—Sverdlov was
exceptionally vague about the most important part of the bulletin—the time of
the attack itself—by ‘several hours’. When had Sverdlov prepared his
announcement?


The descriptions
of the attack itself were numerous but contradictory. Lenin’s driver, Gil, did
not see the assassin. Kaplan had been arrested far from the scene of the
shooting and following a chase, carrying a briefcase and an umbrella, because
someone in the crowd had recognized her (late at night, in the dark) as ‘the
person who shot at Lenin.’ Moreover, as it later turned out, none of the
questioned witnesses who had been present at the scene of the shooting had seen
the person face-to-face who shot Lenin. None of them were able to identify
Kaplan as the would-be assassin.


Kaplan’s first
interrogation was dated August 30, 11:30pm. According
to the ‘verbatim’ transcript, which Kaplan refused to sign, she admitted that
she was guilty of attempting to assassinate Lenin: ‘On this day, I shot Lenin.
I shot him of my own volition.’ It was a very peculiar transcript. It seemed to
suffer from the same vagueness that plagued Kaplan. Considering that no more
than 30 or 40 minutes had passed since the assassination attempt and the
interview, ‘on this day’ seemed more like a prepared statement than a verbatim
admission on the spot. To give the investigators credit, they did ask Kaplan to
provide proof that she had really done the shooting. But she could not give any
details about the assassination: ‘How many shots I fired—I don’t remember.’ ‘I
won’t tell you what gun I used; I don’t want to talk about details.’


Another woman was
detained on the evening of August 30, after the attack on Lenin: M.G. Popova.
She had approached Lenin near his car after the meeting to ask him questions
and was wounded by one of the bullets. She was taken to the Military
Commissariat (where Kaplan was also brought); and from there, to the VChK jail
in Lubyanka Square, together with Kaplan, in separate cars. Over a period of
four days—from August 30 until September 2—over 40 witnesses were questioned.
The last interrogation of Kaplan that is known to us was dated August 31,
however.


The Kaplan
interrogations at the VChK were very formal. All six interrogations were
conducted during the twenty-four hours of Kaplan’s arrest and were very short.
She was interrogated by different people who asked the same questions.
Apparently, there were no doubts that Kaplan had carried out the shooting. But
Kaplan had to provide all of the evidence against her
herself. The investigators had no other evidence against her. No one could
identify her. No weapon had been found on her. Nothing suspicious was found.


Kaplan agreed to
sign the transcripts of only two of the interrogations. She possessed no
information that was of interest to the VChK and could not say anything of
substance about the attack on Lenin. Who had guided her actions, who had helped
her track Lenin’s movements, who had supplied her with the pistol? She did not
provide any information on this. And it certainly wasn’t because the Chekists
were unable to get that evidence out of her. We need not use our imagination to
wonder just how the VChK could have tortured a terrorist who had just taken a
shot at the ‘leader of the world revolution’ if they needed to get evidence and
learn the names of her accomplices. Clearly, for whatever reason, no one was
genuinely interested in what Kaplan had to say. 


Popova was treated
differently. On the morning of August 31, Popova’s husband and two daughters
were also arrested and put in the VChK jail as hostages. They were released by
the beginning of September, and at the beginning of October Popova herself was let
go, her case being terminated for lack of evidence. Thus, the suspect Popova
was held in jail and questioned for over a month, while Kaplan—who was
supposedly involved in the assassination attempt and who confessed to carrying
out the terrorist attack—was interrogated for one day!


The VChK case file
on the assassination attempt against Lenin on August 30, 1918, has several
pages missing: pages 11, 84, 87, 90, and 94. They were removed from the file
and hidden from the eyes of future investigators because they contained the
testimony of witnesses who claimed that Lenin had been shot by a man. Lenin
himself, who was never questioned about the incident, had also seen that the
person who fired the gun was a man. At least, when Lenin regained
consciousness, he asked, ‘Did they catch him or not?’


On September 1, on
Sverdlov’s orders, Kaplan was transferred from the VChK jail to a cell in the
Kremlin, located under Sverdlov’s office. We know about the details of Kaplan’s
transfer to the Kremlin from the memoirs of the Commandant of the Kremlin:


 


One or two days
[after the assassination attempt] I was summoned by Varlam Avanesov [A member
of the VChK collegium chaired by Dzerzhinsky].


‘Go to the VChK at once and get Kaplan. You will put her here, in the
Kremlin, under reliable guard.’


I called for a car and drove to the Lubyanka. Taking Kaplan, I brought
her to the Kremlin, to a semi-basement room underneath the children’s half of
the Bolshoi Palace. The room was spacious, with high ceilings … Another day or
two passed and Avanesov again summoned me and showed me a VChK resolution:
Kaplan was to be executed, the sentence was to be carried out by the Commandant
of the Kremlin, [Pavel] Mal’kov….


‘When?’ I asked Avanesov quickly….


‘Today. At once.’


 


A page later the
commander claims that he shot Kaplan at 3pm on September 3. Setting aside for a
moment what happened with Kaplan, Sverdlov’s behavior was once again
inexplicable. A woman in the vicinity of the crime scene was arrested,
subjected to several brief and generic interrogations by various people, taken
to the Kremlin on orders from Sverdlov between August 31 and 3 September. In
the Kremlin, she may or may not have been subjected to better questioning, and
on September 3 she may or may not have been shot. Furthermore, since Sverdlov
gave orders to ‘destroy the remains without a trace,’ we have no material proof
of Kaplan’s execution apart from one author’s assertion that Kaplan’s corpse
was doused with gasoline and burned in an iron barrel in Aleksandrovsky Garden.



Ostensibly, the
woman referred to as ‘Kaplan’ was brought to the Kremlin for the sole purpose
of having her shot. It was done in a great hurry, since they shot her right
there in the Kremlin, and in broad daylight. Also, after September 3, it was no
longer possible to determine anything: whether the woman at the Kremlin was the
detained woman with the umbrella and briefcase; whether the detained woman was
the same woman who had been talking to Gil before the start of the meeting,
before the attack; whether Kaplan was the assailant, that is the woman who had
fired at Lenin; whether the woman shot in the Kremlin was Kaplan; or whether
the woman shot in the Kremlin was the same woman who had been detained on
August 31…. Who was executed in the Kremlin on September 3, 1918? The list of
primary questions of evidence that could only be answered if the woman was
alive is endless. Yet it was none other than Sverdlov who closed the ‘case’
against Kaplan by destroying the most important piece of evidence—the prisoner
herself. A proper investigation was clearly the last thing he was interested
in.


Since then another pivotal question has emerged about the ‘Kaplan’
case. Was only one woman involved in the ambush on Lenin’s life? Lenin was shot
four times. However, the shots were fired from two guns of different
caliber—apparently a revolver and a Browning. Today, we know this because
Russia’s Prosecutor General twice commenced posthumous investigations into the
circumstances surrounding the assassination attempt against Lenin. On June 19,
1992, the old criminal case was reopened ‘due to newly uncovered
circumstances’. In truth, the only new circumstance was the fall of the Soviet
regime in the USSR. The investigation focused on the arraignment, sentencing,
and execution of Kaplan on September 3, 1918, under an illegal resolution
passed by the presidium of the VChK. 


As a result, by
the summer of 1996, six investigators worked on the investigation. They did not
work in tandem, however, but replaced one another over the four years—each one
having to start afresh with familiarizing themselves with the case. The Lubyanka
(then called the ‘Ministry of Security’, today the ‘FSB’) conducted a
comprehensive forensic examination of the Browning (No 150489) and the empty
shells retrieved from the scene, as well as the four bullets that had hit
Lenin. Its experts’ examination was inconclusive. They determined that, of the
two Browning bullets, one had probably been fired from this gun, but it was
impossible to establish whether the second bullet had been fired from it as
well. While conducting a reenactment of the crime in 1996, the Browning jammed
and no longer worked. When comparing the two bullets that had been removed from
Lenin’s body during his operation in 1922 and the two that were removed from
his corpse when it was embalmed in 1924, it was discovered that they were different.
This finding cast a dramatic new light on Lenin’s assassination. A second
person had taken part in the shooting. 


This is just the
right time to return to Semenov and Konopleva. Both were Chekists planted as
counterintelligence agents in the SR Party to gain information on the SR for
the Soviet VChK. The SRs regarded both agents as ‘one of ours’, but, in fact,
Semenov and Konopleva were only loyal to Dzerzhinsky’s agency. Their real role
at the SR was to serve as Soviet spies. This became relevant when, in 1921, the
Soviet (Bolshevist) leadership decided to conduct the first show trial in
Soviet history—that of the SR party. This was not without its problems. The SR
was Russia’s largest socialist party, and one that had an impeccable history of
revolutionary combat. Its leaders included the legendary commando
Boris Savinkov. Furthermore, by 1921, few trusted the Bolshevik government’s
‘objectivity’ when it came to telling the truth. Around the world, numerous
socialist parties belonging to the Second International would be following a
trial of SRs closely. The prosecution could not be allowed to fail. SRs charged
had to be convicted, no matter what. It was here that Semenov and Konopleva
were given key roles in this case. They had to present themselves as
disillusioned SR Party members and testify at the trial against the Party
leadership arrested by the Chekists.


Thus, it was
decided very early in 1921 that Semenov and Konopleva would join the Bolshevik
Party, which had by then changed its name to Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks).
At the time, Chekists were not always members of the Bolshevik Party—that
‘tradition’ arose later. In the case of Semenov and Konopleva, the CC did not
want any surprise moves by Dzerzhinsky agents who did not come under the Party
whip. Furthermore, the two joined the Party in secret. Semenov formally joined
the Party in January 1921 with recommendations from prominent Bolsheviks and
secretaries of the CC. Konopleva joined the Bolsheviks in February 1921. Her
recommendations also came from well-known people—only Stalin was higher up in
the Party.


Subsequently,
after the decision was taken at the end of 1921 to stage a show trial of the SR
Party leadership, Konopleva and Semenov were tasked with preparing the dossier
that incriminated the SR Party. On December 3, 1921, Semenov finished writing
his diary exposing the SR leadership’s subversive activities. The manuscript of
the diary, which is stored in the archives of the SR trial, bears a handwritten
note by Stalin. He liked it:


 


I’ve read this. J.
Stalin. 


(I think that the
question of printing this document, the ways in which it might be used, and the
(future) fate of the diary’s author should be discussed by the Politburo.) 


J. Stalin.


 


And in fact, after
the Bolsheviks successfully ended the trial, both Semenov and Konopleva were
promoted to higher posts and ranks by Stalin and the Politburo of the Communist
(Bolshevik) Party.


On December 5,
1921—two days after completing the document that was reviewed by Stalin
personally—Semenov submitted his ‘report’ to the Communist (Bolshevik) CC about
the anti-Soviet and subversive activities of the SR. Today, it reads like
flimsy provocation, badly put together and crudely scripted. However, on
January 21, 1922, the Party’s Politburo issued instructions to Russia’s Foreign
Intelligence to ensure that Semenov’s dossier would appear in print abroad
within two weeks. Other proactive measures by the Intelligence Services
followed. 


On March 2, 1922,
the Berlin-based Russian émigré newspaper Rul’
(Steering Wheel) made its first
mention of Semenov’s report. It had just been ‘published’ in Berlin by German
publisher G. Hermann. Rul’ was
regularly used by Soviet Intelligence to plant information that needed to be
‘propagated’ in the foreign press. Of course, no one would have noticed the
booklet otherwise. Immediately after this, it was ‘reissued’ in Soviet Russia.
Its Russian edition guilelessly stated that the 20,000 copies had been printed
by the printing office at Lubyanka, 18 (then called ‘GPU’).


Konopleva, in
turn, put together a paper trail that backed up her own image as an
SR-turncoat: an SR-whistleblower, who had repented and gone over to support the
Soviet government against traitors. For the Chekists, it was important to have
materials in the archives that showed that Konopleva (like Semenov) was not
only a VChK operative but had also genuinely been an SR supporter. On January
15-16, Konopleva produced the goods. On January 15, 1922, she wrote a letter to
the CC of the SR in which she alerted them very publicly of her intention to
‘inform the CC of the Russian Communist Party about the military, combat, and
terrorist activities of the SRs from the end of 1917 until the end of 1918 in
St. Petersburg and Moscow.’ On the same day, Konopleva testified ‘officially’
that the CC of the SR had prepared terrorist attacks against four Bolshevik
leaders in addition to Lenin. In other words, she provided the evidence
required for the death sentence of the leadership of the SR Party. The letter’s
final words—‘former member of the SR Party, member of the Russian Communist
Party’—were meant to say it all.


During 1922-1924,
Konopleva served in Military Intelligence (later called the GRU), gave lectures
on planting explosives to Lubyanka (then called ‘GPU’) intelligence operatives,
and then worked for the Moscow department of public education at publishing companies.
Her past came back to haunt her, though. Under Stalin’s Great Purge she was
arrested in Moscow on April 30, 1937, ‘for possession of the SR Party archives’
(that is, the materials from the 1922 trials which she herself had helped
prepare to execute the defendants), accused of having ties to Semenov—who by
then had also been arrested—and shot on July 13, 1937. In another reversal of
fortunes, of her reputation at any rate, she was rehabilitated ‘for lack of a
chargeable offense’ on August 20, 1960, under Khrushchev.


Semenov, too,
worked in Military Intelligence at the Soviet defense ministry headed by
Trotsky. His major assignments in 1922 included organizing terrorist attacks
against White Army military leaders. In 1927, Semenov was sent to China as a
resident agent for Soviet intelligence. On February 11, 1937, he was arrested
and charged with participating in an anti-Soviet right-wing organization since
1928. As with Konopleva, it was claimed he had ties to former Stalin ally,
Nikolai Bukharin, and under Bukharin’s orders was the leader of a ‘right-wing
combat and terrorist organization,’ for ‘organizing former militant SRs into a number of terrorist groups’, and of ‘using these groups to
prepare terrorist attacks against’ the Soviet government. On October 8, 1937,
the Supreme Court’s military tribunal sentenced him to death and executed him
on the same day. On August 22, 1961, two days after Konopleva, Semenov’s
reputation was also rehabilitated. A military tribunal vacated his case because
the charges against him could not be proven.


Claims that
Nikolai Bukharin had a connection to the assassination attack on Lenin in 1918
were first entertained in 1938, during his trial. From being typecast as
Bolshevik heroes in 1922, Konopleva and Semenov were now portrayed as terrorist
assassins. This made Bukharin’s position precarious because he had vouched for
Konopleva when she joined the party in 1921 and also
because, in 1922, he had acted as counsel for Semenov when the
counterintelligence agent gave his evidence for the prosecution during the SRs’
trial. Bukharin had done neither on his own, but had
merely acted on formal resolutions passed by the CC of the Bolshevik Party.
Little surprise that, on February 20, 1937, Bukharin tried to clear himself in
an outraged letter to the CC in which he extolled former VChK agent Semenov:


 


I cannot pass by
the monstrous charge against me that I allegedly gave Semenov terrorist
directives…. No mention is made here of the fact that Semenov was a Communist,
a party member…. I defended Semenov in accordance with a resolution by the CC
of the Party. Our party believed that Semenov had done it a great service and
accepted him into its ranks…. Semenov effectively revealed all the SRs’ combat
groups to the Soviet government and the party. All the SRs who remained SRs
considered him a ‘Bolshevik provocateur.’ He appeared in the role of an
informer at the trial against the SRs also. The SRs hated him and avoided him
like the plague.


 


To little avail.
Stalin had very little interest in the truth and Bukharin’s revealing of
exonerating facts changed nothing. At the trial of the ‘anti-Soviet bloc of
rightists and Trotskyites’ in 1938, government prosecutor Andrei Vyshinsky
simply continued to claim that Semenov had received terrorist directives from
Bukharin personally (strictly speaking true, if the
word ‘terrorist’ were replaced with ‘Party’). Somewhat later, the Great Soviet Encyclopedia, published
under Stalin, added the finishing touches to the rewrite of the attempt on
Lenin’s life:


 


By now it has been
incontrovertibly proven that heinous Trotskyite-Bukharinite traitors were also
involved in preparing the killing of the great Lenin. Moreover, the loathsome
scoundrel Bukharin was an active organizer of the villainous assassination
attempt against Lenin, which had been prepared by the Right SRs and took place
on August 30, 1918. On that day, Lenin spoke at a workers’ meeting in the
Mikhelson Factory. On leaving the factory, he was gravely wounded by Kaplan, a
White-SR terrorist.


 


In 1938, however,
the great surprise was that Bukharin did not deny the most serious accusation
against him—trying to murder Soviet leader Vladimir Lenin. And here is why: the
Lubyanka (then called the ‘NKVD’) had approached its preparation of the Bukharin
trial with utter dedication. During the trial, the NKVD was ready to introduce
two important new witnesses. One of them was… Fanny Kaplan. After Sverdlov’s
demise, she had apparently come back from the dead to haunt the living.


The other one was
a Vasily Novikov, a former member of the SR. On December 15, 1937, NKVD
investigators had questioned Novikov, who had been arrested long before.
According to Semenov’s testimony at the 1922 trial, Novikov had been one of the
main participants in the attack on Lenin four years prior. Dressed as a sailor,
he had made two appearances on the scene: he had caused congestion near the
exit when Lenin was leaving the building; and after Lenin had been shot and was
lying on the ground, he ran toward him with a revolver to finish him off (but
did not reach him and did not finish him off). After the shooting, Novikov had
allegedly escaped in a cab that was waiting for him. Back in 1918, however,
after being arrested he should clearly have shared Kaplan’s ‘fate’ for taking
part in the terrorist attack—but instead was released. Although in 1922
described as a ‘perpetrator’, he had somehow managed not to get shot in 1918. 


As a former SR,
Novikov ultimately ended up in prison and in 1937, before the Bukharin trial,
the NKVD remembered his existence and questioned him. In preparation for the trial they interrogated him in prison. He ‘delighted’
investigators by providing the miraculous evidence that Kaplan (whom the
Commandant of the Kremlin said he had killed on Sverdlov’s orders), was alive
and well: 


 


Excerpt from the
transcript of the interrogation of the convict Vasily Novikov, born 1883, from
December 15, 1937.


 


Question: Have you named all the former members of the SR terrorist
brigade with whom you met in subsequent years?


Answer: I omitted to mention the participant of the assassination
attempt against V.I. Lenin, F. Kaplan, whom I met in the Sverdlovsk prison in
1932.


Question: Describe in detail the circumstances in which this meeting
occurred.


Answer: In July 1932, in a transit prison in Sverdlovsk, during a walk
in the prison yard, I met Fanny Kaplan accompanied by a guard. Even though she
had greatly changed since our last meeting in Moscow in 1918, I nonetheless
instantly recognized her. I did not have a chance to talk to her during this
meeting. I don’t know whether she recognized me—when we met, she gave no
indication….


I have read this transcript and confirm its accuracy. 


Novikov’s signature.


 


In the end, the NKVD decided against producing the two ‘witnesses’ at
the Bukharin trial.
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