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A Miraculous Escape





In the early morning hours of 24 May 1940, Leon Trotsky slept soundly inside his villa in Coyoacán, a small town on the southern outskirts of Mexico City. The house was heavily guarded. Five Mexican policemen occupied a brick casita on the street just outside the high walls of the property. Inside were Trotsky’s private bodyguards, five in all, including four young Americans. One of them, a 25-year-old New Yorker by the name of Robert Sheldon Harte, started his shift that night at 1.00 a.m., posted inside the barred door to the garage, which was the only entrance to the house. His comrades were asleep in a row of out buildings set against one of the inside walls of the roughly rectangular patio.


Trotsky had spent most of the previous day dictating a manifesto about the war in Europe, and kept at it late into the evening. His major work-in-progress, a biography of Josef Stalin commissioned by the New York publishing house Harper & Brothers, was a year and a half over-due. The war was now a huge distraction, in part because of the bitterly divisive debates it had sparked among his followers in the United States, home to the most formidable of the Trotskyist splinter groups around the world.


Once the most internationally famous leader of the Soviet Union, Trotsky now made his living as a freelance writer. A literary stylist known for his sardonic wit, his most acclaimed work in the West was his panoramic history of the Russian Revolution, published in the early 1930s after he had been exiled by Stalin. He had agreed to write the biography of his arch-enemy only because he needed the money to support himself and to pay for his security in Mexico. The generous advance from the American publisher was long gone, but the book was nowhere near completion and had become a millstone around his neck. Trotsky often said to his wife, Natalia, that he had become disgusted with it and that he longed to return to writing his biography of Lenin.


Nor were Trotsky’s editors in New York especially pleased with the completed chapters. It had been a mistake to expect Trotsky to write an objective biography of the man who had destroyed him politically, wiped out his followers and his family, and transformed his image in the USSR from a dashing hero of the Bolshevik Revolution into its Judas Iscariot. Trotsky’s name was readily invoked to account for every accident and failure in the Soviet Union, from a train derailment, to a factory explosion, to a missed production quota. His theatrical appearance – the piercing gaze magnified by the thick lenses of his round glasses, the shock of turbulent hair, the thrusting goatee – and his propensity for striking dramatic poses were a boon to the Soviet caricaturists. He was portrayed as several varieties of barnyard animal, including a pig branded with a swastika, feeding at the trough of fascism, and in the title of a cartoon that exploited another favourite motif, ‘The Little Napoleon of the Gestapo’.


It is little wonder then that the Stalin biography had become a slog, and that the Second World War provided Trotsky with a good excuse to procrastinate. The war also gave him the opportunity to earn much-needed income by writing articles for American magazines about the latest diplomatic and military manoeuvres. Trotsky’s appeal as an analyst of international affairs spiked in August 1939, when the world was stunned by the announcement of the Nazi–Soviet non-aggression pact, a turnabout he had predicted. What did the inscrutable, pipe-smoking Georgian dictator in the Kremlin have in mind in signing a friendship treaty with his ideological opposite, Adolf Hitler? Trotsky was asked to assess the pact and then its bloody aftermath, as the Wehrmacht and the Red Army swallowed up Poland, while the Kremlin asserted its mastery over Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia, and then invaded Finland. Hitler’s preoccupations were France and Great Britain, but it was only a matter of time, Trotsky confidently predicted, before the Führer would turn his armies eastward and invade the Soviet Union.


Stalin’s pact with Hitler forced the Soviet cartoonists to expunge the swastikas and the jackboots from their anti-Trotsky propaganda. Communist parties loyal to Moscow had to follow suit, among them the Mexican Communists, who were relentless in their efforts to compromise Trotsky’s asylum by portraying him as a meddler in Mexican politics. They had been banging this drum ever since his arrival in Mexico in January 1937, yet the anti-Trotsky campaign they launched in the winter of 1939–40 was more violent and sustained than any that had come before. Its slogan was a point-blank ‘Death to Trotsky!’ And by the time the May Day marchers were shouting in unison for the traitor to be expelled, Trotsky had convened a meeting of his guards to warn them that his enemies were creating the atmosphere for an armed attack on the villa.


These threats put a strain on Trotsky’s nerves and his health. He was now sixty years old. He suffered from high blood pressure and insomnia, among other ailments. The best medicine was vigorous physical exercise in the outdoors, and Trotsky loved to hunt and fish, yet the possibilities were limited in Mexico because of concerns for his safety. A picnic outing required the presence of several armed bodyguards and a detail of Mexican police.


The Old Man, as his followers affectionately referred to Trotsky, adapted to his more restrictive environment by hunting for various species of cactus, which were transplanted to the patio in Coyoacán. These exhausting expeditions into the countryside were organized once every several weeks. Trotsky’s daily exercise these days revolved around his other new hobby, caring for the rabbits and chickens he kept in hutches and a caged yard in the patio. It was prison life, Trotsky often said, and his staff felt the same way. He chafed at his confinement and yearned to find an outlet for his restless energy. Adhering to routine, late in the evening of 23 May he had taken a sedative before going to bed.




*





At around four o’clock in the morning the night-time quiet was shattered by the sound of automatic gunfire. Summoned from a deep sleep, Trotsky thought he was hearing fireworks, that the Mexicans were celebrating one of their fiestas. Coming to his senses, he realized that ‘the explosions were too close, right here within the room, next to me and overhead. The odor of gunpowder became more acrid, more penetrating. Clearly what we had always expected was now happening: we were under attack.’


Natalia was quicker to react. She hustled Trotsky off his bed and onto the floor, sliding down on top of him and into a corner of the room. Gunfire came through the two doors facing each other on opposite sides of the room and through the French windows just above the couple, creating a three-way crossfire. As bullets ricocheted off the walls and the ceiling Natalia hovered protectively over her husband, until he communicated to her through whispers and gestures to lie flat next to him. Splinters of glass and plaster flew in all directions in the darkness. ‘Where are the police?’ Trotsky wondered, his mind now racing. ‘Where are the guards? Tied up? Kidnapped? Killed?’ And what had become of Seva? One of the rooms from which the gunfire came was the bedroom of the couple’s fourteen-year-old grandson.


The barrage lasted several minutes. For a moment everything went silent, and then they heard the dull thud of an explosion. The door to Seva’s room swung open, admitting a fiery glow. Raising her head slightly, Natalia glimpsed a figure in uniform standing at the threshold and silhouetted against the flames, ‘his helmet, his distorted face and the metal buttons on his greatcoat glowing red’. The intruder seemed to be inspecting the Trotskys’ bedroom for signs of life. Although there were none, he raised a handgun and fired a burst of bullets into the beds, then disappeared.


From the room came a loud high-pitched shriek: ‘Dedushka!’ It was Seva, calling out in Russian. ‘Grandfather!’ The cry was part warning of the danger, part plea for help. For the grandparents, this was the most distressing moment of all. They got up off the floor and went over to his room, which was empty. A small fire was burning the floor beneath a wooden wardrobe, which crackled in the heat. ‘They’ve taken him,’ Trotsky said, fearing that his young American comrades and everyone else in the house had been killed. Sporadic gunfire could still be heard from the patio. Natalia grabbed blankets and a rug to try to smother the fire, as Trotsky reached for his gun.


The American guards had been pinned down in their quarters by an attacker dressed in a police uniform and armed with a Thompson submachine gun. Hearing the rattle of more automatic fire inside the house, they visualized a massacre. As the gunfire eased up, the chief of the guard, Harold Robins, looked out of his door and saw Seva standing in the lighted doorway of the kitchen, crying and speaking gibberish. Robins called to the boy to come to his room and ordered a fellow guard to kill the light. He then aimed his submachine gun across the yard in the direction of the retreating raiders, but the weapon jammed when he tried to shoot. Another guard, Jake Cooper, took aim with his pistol at a man running towards the garage exit, but seeing his police uniform, he could not bring himself to pull the trigger. Still another guard, Charles Cornell, took a pot shot at a different ‘policeman’ retreating towards the garage. These were the only shots the guards managed to fire.


Trotsky, meanwhile, had gone into his bathroom, from where he could peer through a window that looked out into the patio towards the guards’ quarters. In the semi-darkness, he saw a moving figure and called out, ‘Who is there?’ The stranger answered too softly to be understood, so Trotsky fired his gun, missing the target’s head – which was fortunate, because the man Trotsky took for an intruder turned out to be Jake Cooper.


Natalia had smothered the fire in Seva’s room and returned to the bedroom. Through the bullet holes in the door leading to Trotsky’s study, she observed a peaceful scene, ‘the papers and books looking immaculate in the calm glow of the shaded lamp on the desk’. She tried the door, but the impact of the bullets had jammed the lock. At that moment she heard Seva’s voice from somewhere in the patio, this time sounding joyous, as he called out the names of friends who were staying at the house. A wave of relief swept over Trotsky and Natalia: the worst had not come to pass after all. They began pounding on the door. Moments later, three of the guards entered the study and forced open the door to the bedroom. Against all expectations, they found Trotsky and Natalia unharmed.




*





The members of the household gathered in the patio. Everyone was accounted for, except Bob Harte. Seva had been lightly wounded in the foot. At the sound of gunfire, he had scrambled under his bed and was grazed by a bullet shot through his mattress. Natalia had minor burns from extinguishing the fire, and Trotsky had a few scratches on his face from flying debris. Otherwise, no one was hurt.


From the roof, the guards could see that the five policemen in the casita had been tied up. Trotsky ordered his men to go outside and release them, but they hesitated, as they could still hear gunfire in the distance and feared an ambush from the nearby cornfield. Trotsky insisted that the assault was over and that either the guards go out and untie the police immediately or he would do it himself.


The freed policemen described how twenty men dressed in police and army uniforms had surprised and overpowered them without firing a shot. Harte, they said, had opened the door for the assailants, apparently unaware of the danger – although it was impossible to say for sure. Nor were the policemen entirely certain whether Harte had been kidnapped or had left with the raiders of his own accord. Both cars had been taken and the garage doors left wide open. The alarm system had been turned off and the telephone wires were cut.


It was obvious that once the raiders got inside the patio, they knew the precise location of their target. Hundreds of bullets had riddled Trotsky’s bedroom, and over seventy bullet holes were counted in the doors, walls, and windows. Several bullets had sliced diagonally through the pillows and the bolster and the head of the mattress. Three home-made incendiary bombs were found in the patio unexploded. A fourth bomb had ignited the fire in Seva’s room.


‘We marvelled at our unexpected survival,’ Natalia said, even though the general sense of relief was tempered by concern for Harte. ‘It was a sheer miracle that we escaped with our lives.’ Indeed, Trotsky would be congratulated on his ‘miraculous escape’ by well-wishers near and far in the coming days, although his own view of the matter was more down-to-earth. ‘The assassination failed because of one of those accidents which enter as an integral element into every war,’ he observed. He and Natalia had survived only because they had kept still and pretended to be dead, instead of calling for help or using their guns.


The armed attack delivered a shock, but it was not a surprise. Indeed, for a long time Trotsky had been ridiculed by the Mexican Communists for exaggerating the threat to his personal safety. Now he stood vindicated. Or did he? The Mexican detectives who arrived on the scene shortly after the attack were not convinced. The investigation was led by the chief of the Mexican secret police, Colonel Leandro Sánchez Salazar. He found it curious that Trotsky and Natalia and the members of the household appeared so calm under the circumstances. His suspicions mounted when Trotsky informed him that the perpetrator of the attack was none other than Josef Stalin, by means of his secret police, the NKVD – although Trotsky persisted in referring to the organization by its former initials, the GPU. And by the time the Colonel had finished counting the bullet holes in the bedroom walls and pondered the spectacular incompetence of the raiders, he strongly suspected that Trotsky’s escape was not a miracle but a hoax, a way for him to draw sympathy to himself and to discredit his enemies.


As for the missing American guard, Colonel Salazar quickly arrived at the conclusion that Harte had acted in collusion with the raiders, letting them in the door and then leaving with them of his own free will. Trotsky, refusing to accept that his household had been infiltrated by the GPU, argued strenuously that Harte was a victim, not an accomplice. The unsuspecting guard had been tricked, Trotsky insisted. Prompted by a familiar voice, he opened the door for the raiders, who subdued him and took him as their prisoner. The question was, ‘Who had betrayed Harte?’




*





The mood of relief at Trotsky’s villa soon gave way to a sense of urgency. Everyone assumed that Stalin would not stop until Trotsky had been eliminated. Trotsky was, after all, the last of Stalin’s political rivals left alive. In the revolutionary year 1917, when Stalin was a stalwart though obscure Bolshevik, Trotsky was dazzling vast crowds of workers, soldiers, and sailors in Petrograd with his spellbinding oratory. Though a newcomer to the Party, Trotsky proved to be Lenin’s most important ally when the Bolsheviks stormed to power in the October Revolution. Then, as the Revolution came under threat in 1918, he created the Red Army and turned it into a disciplined fighting force, which he led to victory against the White armies in the savagely contested Civil War.


At Lenin’s death in 1924, Trotsky was the heir apparent. Yet he was easily outmanoeuvred by Stalin, who expelled him from the Communist Party in 1927, exiled him to Central Asia in 1928, and then cast him out of the Soviet Union altogether in 1929. Stalin would later regret letting Trotsky escape, but it had not yet become acceptable for a Soviet leader, even the general secretary of the Party, to have a fellow Communist arrested and shot.


Trotsky was exiled to Turkey. From there, he requested permission to enter a number of European countries – Germany, Austria, France, Spain, Italy, Czechoslovakia, Norway, the Netherlands, and Great Britain – but each government in turn denied him a visa, in some cases after a contentious debate. In his Turkish exile, he wrote a memoir and his history of the Russian Revolution, while turning out a steady stream of pamphlets and articles. Much of this output appeared in his one-man journal, the Bulletin of the Opposition, the political organ of the Trotskyist movement, which was centred in Berlin, until the Nazis came to power, and then in Paris.


Trotsky lived for four years in Turkey, before receiving permission to enter France, where he spent two precarious years living incognito. The shifting winds of French politics then forced him to move again, this time to Norway. That is where he was living when the first of the sensational Moscow show trials opened, in August 1936. The defendants included several outstanding leaders of the Bolshevik Revolution, notably Grigory Zinoviev and Lev Kamenev, two long-time members of the Politburo. All but one confessed publicly to taking part in a conspiracy, supposedly led from abroad by Trotsky, to assassinate Stalin and other top Soviet leaders and seize power. All were found guilty and were executed for their crimes.


In the wake of the Moscow trial, the Kremlin stepped up the pressure on Norway’s socialist government to expel Trotsky, and because no country in Europe would accept him, there was a danger he would end up in the hands of the Soviet authorities. Trotsky listened to the menacing voice of Moscow Radio fulminating against enemies of the people, while his comrades worked feverishly to find him a safe haven. In early September, he and Natalia were interned in a large house about twenty miles south of Oslo, where their captivity dragged on through the autumn. Deliverance came in mid-December with the news that the government of Mexico, of all places, had offered him asylum, thanks mainly to the efforts of the mural painter Diego Rivera, an avowed Trotskyist, who appealed directly to President Lázaro Cárdenas.


Trotsky was thus able to avoid the fate of the Bolshevik old guard slaughtered in Stalin’s Great Terror. Still, in Mexico he lived under a death sentence. Two more Moscow show trials followed, and on each occasion Trotsky was again effectively made the chief defendant in absentia. His comrades and his family were swept up in the Terror and disappeared into the prisons and the camps.


Trotsky knew that Stalin could never forgive the fact that he had openly ridiculed him among the Communist elite as a mediocrity and denounced him in a session of the Politburo as the ‘gravedigger of the Revolution’. Trotsky also understood that Stalin could not allow the alleged mastermind of the grand conspiracies unmasked in the purge trials to go unpunished. Yet in Trotsky’s mind, Stalin’s desire to have him killed was about more than just settling old scores or carrying out the verdict of the Moscow trials. He assumed that Stalin perceived him the way Trotsky perceived himself: as a political force to be reckoned with. As Trotsky said about Stalin shortly after the raid, the dictator ‘wants to destroy his enemy number one’.


Trotsky was predicting that the world war would unleash an international proletarian uprising that would deal a death blow to capitalism, already staggering under the effects of the Great Depression. The revolutionary wave would spread to the USSR, where the toiling masses would unite to overthrow the Stalinist bureaucracy that had long maintained a stranglehold on the first socialist state. Trotsky and his followers, rallying under the banner of the Fourth International – the rival to Moscow’s Communist International, the Comintern – would be called upon to lead the struggle to restore workers’ democracy to the Soviet Union.


If this sounded far-fetched, Trotsky reminded the sceptics that the cataclysm of the First World War had created the conditions that enabled the minuscule Bolshevik Party to take power in Russia. Any Marxist-Leninist worth his salt understood that the revolutionary shock waves accompanying the Second World War were bound to be far more destructive. So said Trotsky, who supposed that Stalin feared such a scenario and dared not allow his nemesis to remain at large.


Whatever Stalin may have believed about Trotsky’s political prospects, he had motivation enough to want to silence his most prominent critic. And it just so happened that Trotsky’s country of refuge had recently welcomed to its shores the kind of men who could help make this happen. When the Soviet Union came to the aid of the Spanish Republic against the invading Falangist armies of General Francisco Franco in the civil war that erupted in 1936, Moscow made Spain the international recruiting and training ground of the NKVD. As the Republic went down to defeat in 1939, many hundreds of NKVD recruits and fighters from the International Brigade organized by the Comintern took refuge in Mexico, Madrid’s most loyal ally in the Western hemisphere. Trotsky warned of a gathering danger.


To defend against the threat, the American Trotskyists, headquartered in New York, dispatched reliable comrades to the Coyoacán household to serve as guards, drawing heavily on the Minneapolis Teamsters organization, a Trotskyist stronghold, for funds and for volunteers. Their chief priority was the safety of the Old Man, but they were also worried about his personal archives, which he had been allowed to take with him into exile in 1929. With the help of these voluminous files, Trotsky had exposed the Moscow trials as a sham, and he continued to draw on them to write his biography of Stalin. The purpose of the 24 May commando raid on Trotsky’s home, it seemed clear, was not only murder but arson: the bullets were meant for Trotsky, the incendiary bombs for his papers.


The race was now on to prepare for the next assault. The villa must be transformed into a fortress. Turrets must be constructed atop the walls, double iron doors must replace the wooden entrance to the garage, steel shutters must cover the windows, bomb-proof wire netting must be raised, and barbed-wire barriers must be moved into position. But even as these fortifications began to rise up, the NKVD decided to resort to its fallback plan. The assignment of liquidating enemy number one would be entrusted to a lone operative who had managed to penetrate Trotsky’s inner circle. The fatal blow would culminate a labyrinthine process that had begun more than three years earlier, as Trotsky sailed for Mexico.
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Armoured Train





On the night of 1 January 1937, in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, the Norwegian oil tanker Ruth greeted the New Year by blaring its two sirens and twice firing its alarm gun. The tanker carried no oil, only 1,200 tons of seawater for ballast and two very special passengers: Leon Trotsky, the Russian revolutionary exile, and his wife, Natalia. In fact the Trotskys were the ship’s only passengers, strictly speaking, although a Norwegian policemen was on board to escort them. They had sailed from Norway on 19 December, after four miserable months of house arrest which Trotsky said had aged him five years. In spite of this, the couple carried with them warm memories of a marvellous snowy land of forests and fjords, skis and sleighs.


They would sail another week or so before reaching their new home, Mexico – although they were in the dark about what awaited them there, even the port of arrival. The tanker steered an irregular course. The Norwegian government was eager to be rid of Trotsky, but anxious to deliver him without mishap – such as might result from an NKVD bomb – so the ship’s departure had been shrouded in secrecy. On board, Trotsky and Natalia were forbidden to use the ship’s radio. They were cut off from the outside world.


At the start of the voyage, the seas were rough, and Trotsky found it difficult to write, so instead he avidly read the books about Mexico he had bought just before their departure. Once out on the Atlantic, the seas turned calm, in fact remarkably so for that time of year, and Trotsky began to work intensively, writing an analysis of the Moscow trial which had made him a pariah in Norway and almost everywhere else. Only Mexico had opened its doors to him – ‘mysterious Mexico’, Trotsky called it, wondering to what extent it deserved its reputation for political violence and lawlessness.


The passengers’ sense of apprehension rose with the temperature, as the ship entered the Gulf of Mexico on 6 January and the cabins grew stiflingly hot. It was early Saturday morning, 9 January, when the tanker finally entered the harbour of Tampico. The oil derricks reminded the couple of Baku, on the Caspian, but otherwise this was terra incognita. They had no idea who or what was waiting for them on shore, and Trotsky warned the captain and the police minder that unless they were met by friends, they would not disembark voluntarily.


Towards nine o’clock a tug boat approached the Ruth, and as it drew up alongside, Trotsky and Natalia caught sight of a familiar face, friendly and smiling, and their worst fears evaporated. The man they recognized was Max Shachtman, an American Trotskyist who had visited them over the years in Turkey, France, and then Norway. He was the first friend Trotsky had laid eyes on in over two months, and when he stepped aboard the Ruth, the two men warmly embraced.


Shachtman was accompanied by the artist Frida Kahlo, introduced as Frida Rivera, the wife of the celebrated muralist Diego Rivera. Ill-health had kept Rivera off the flight from Mexico City. Frida, darkly beautiful in tightly braided hair and dangling jade earrings, wearing a rebozo and a long black skirt, stood out among the suits and uniforms of the government, military, and police officials there to receive Trotsky. Even the uniformed officers seemed relaxed and friendly, and made the visitors feel safe and welcome.


A second boat trailed after the tug, carrying representatives of the press, who were impatient to interview and photograph the Great Exile. Trotsky was eager to speak, and he answered questions for two hours straight, talking mostly about the Moscow trial. The thumbnail briefing he received from Shachtman, combined with the nature and tone of the reporters’ questions, lifted Trotsky’s spirits. As Natalia remarked, ‘the whole New World seemed to have been incensed by the Moscow crimes’.


Close to noon, the tug boat brought the Trotskys ashore. Photographers and a newsreel cameraman captured their walk down the wooden pier. Trotsky had performed a number of dramatic entrances and exits during his tumultuous political career, typically adopting a demeanour of stern arrogance. Now, however, as he stepped onto Mexican soil, he looked somewhat tentative and uncertain of himself. Dressed in a tweed jacket and plus fours, carrying a cane and a briefcase, he projected an image of civilized respectability, looking not at all like a defiant revolutionary. And at five feet eleven inches tall he hardly resembled the Soviet cartoon image of him as ‘the little Napoleon’. Only when he removed his white cap and exposed his irrepressible white hair did he suggest his old fanatical self. Natalia, conservatively attired in a suit and heels, also looked the part of the harmless bourgeoise, although she seemed frail and uneasy.


At the dock, a Packard was waiting for them. It belonged to the head of the local garrison, General Beltrán, who was the boss of Tampico and had been asked by President Cárdenas to do everything possible to facilitate Trotsky’s arrival. Cárdenas had arranged for Trotsky to travel to Mexico City by aircraft or by train, whichever he favoured. The plane was waiting to take off, but reports of bad weather ruled out the option of flying. The train was still en route from the capital, so the guests were checked into a hotel for the day. From there, Trotsky sent a telegram to President Cárdenas expressing his gratitude and pledging to honour the terms of his asylum. Trotsky and Natalia then retired to their room, reeling from culture shock and frustrated by their ignorance of the Spanish language.


El Hidalgo, ‘The Nobleman’, the luxury train that President Cárdenas sent to transport Trotsky to Mexico City, rolled into the Tampico station at eleven o’clock that evening. On board was George Novack, acting secretary of the American Committee for the Defense of Leon Trotsky, the miscellaneous collection of liberals and socialists that had initiated the campaign to find Trotsky a safe haven. Novack arrived in the company of a lieutenant-colonel and a captain of the regular army, a contingent of soldiers from the Presidential Guard, civilian representatives of the Cárdenas administration, and a Russian-language interpreter for Trotsky.


Fifteen minutes later, Trotsky and Natalia, along with Novack, Shachtman, Frida, and the soldiers and officials from Mexico City, boarded the train. They were joined by General Beltrán and a number of the most important officials from Tampico, as well as local police officials and detectives. The train, which had once belonged to former President Pascual Ortiz Rubio, was armoured with bomb-proof steel plates and bullet-proof windows. President Rubio had had good reason to insist on special protection. On 5 February 1930, his first day in office, as he was leaving the National Palace, a man fired a handgun into his car, one of the bullets shattering Rubio’s jaw.


Trotsky and Natalia and their friends were placed in the middle carriage of the train; the carriage in front of theirs was occupied entirely by soldiers. The train finally pulled out of Tampico at four o’clock in the morning, as the passengers dozed. When daylight came, they looked out on a sun-baked landscape dotted with palm trees and cacti, mountains blazing in the distance. Trotsky’s curiosity about the scenery competed with his thirst for information, as he huddled in a compartment with Shachtman and Novack, who brought him up to date on what had been happening in the world during his three-week voyage from Norway.


Trotsky’s command of English was unsure, so he spoke mainly in German. His comrades described for him how the Moscow trial had sparked a bitter controversy among American liberals and labour leaders. Not long after the Nazis took power in Berlin in 1933, Moscow had directed Communists everywhere to support ‘progressive’ governments and anti-fascist causes. This new Comintern strategy was called the Popular Front. In the United States, the Communist Party had lined up behind the New Deal of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, while many American liberals, seeing the Soviet Union as a bastion against the rising Nazi tide, reached out to the Communist Party.


The Zinoviev–Kamenev trial of August 1936 troubled many liberals, who suspected the Kremlin of having orchestrated an elaborately staged frame-up. Liberal and socialist sceptics, with the encouragement of the American Trotskyists, formed a committee whose purpose was to lobby democratic governments to grant Trotsky asylum and, once this was achieved, to arrange for him to be given a fair hearing before an international commission of inquiry. The overwhelming majority of the committee’s members did not support Trotsky’s political views, and some were extremely hostile to them; rather, their fundamental sense of justice told them that he deserved the right of asylum and the chance to defend himself.


Novack showed Trotsky the committee’s letterhead, with its roll of seventy names running down the left side of the page. The most prominent politician on the list was the head of the Socialist Party, Norman Thomas, one of the committee’s founding members. The previous June, the small American Trotskyist party had merged with the Socialist Party, hoping to capture its left wing before eventually splitting off with an enlarged group of cadres. The appearance of Thomas’s name, therefore, was not unexpected. The identity of another of the committee’s initiators, John Dewey, took Trotsky by surprise. He thought it must be a different person with the same name, so when he was assured that it was in fact the John Dewey, the famous philosopher, ‘his whole face was illuminated with satisfaction’, according to Novack, ‘and he said in the most pleased tone with a waggish shake of his head: “Das ist gut! Sehr gut!”’


Things were indeed looking up, and the mood turned festive in the bright morning sunshine, as the soldiers of the Presidential Guard launched into a series of ballads from the Mexican Revolution. Trotsky asked Shachtman and Novack to perform something from the American radical songbook, so they belted out ‘Joe Hill’, a tribute to the Swedish-American songwriter and labour activist executed by a firing squad in Utah in 1915 after a controversial murder trial. Frida Kahlo then lightened the mood by singing Mexican folk songs. The softness of her voice resonated with the parched panorama of palms, cacti, and agaves rolling by.
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Diego Rivera was livid that he was unable to accompany Trotsky to Mexico City. He was suffering from kidney trouble, and his doctor had ordered him to bed. Rivera was not only Mexico’s most famous artist; he was also its most prominent Trotskyist, and he played the crucial role in arranging Trotsky’s new sanctuary. The members of the American committee assumed that the Roosevelt Administration would not seriously consider an asylum request, but great hopes were placed on Mexico, a revolutionary country with a radical president. In early December 1936, Anita Brenner, the Mexican-born American writer, art critic and historian who opened a window onto Mexico’s artistic renaissance of the 1920s, sent Rivera a telegram on behalf of the committee, asking him to take up Trotsky’s case with President Cárdenas.


At that moment, the President was in the Laguna region, north of the capital, overseeing his government’s land redistribution programme. Rivera caught up with Cárdenas in the city of Torreón, and petitioned him directly in his own name to grant Trotsky asylum in Mexico. To Rivera’s great surprise, Cárdenas gave his approval, contingent only on Trotsky’s agreement not to involve himself in Mexico’s political affairs. In New York, on 11 December, the committee cautiously announced the good news, warning that President Cárdenas would now come under tremendous pressure to reverse himself. The committee declared its intention to contact labour and liberal organizations in Spain, France, Britain, and Latin America to urge them to send messages of congratulations to the President on his ‘splendid decision’. Enlightened Americans were encouraged to do the same. But the committee’s concerns were unwarranted, because President Cárdenas was not a man easily intimidated.


Lázaro Cárdenas rose to prominence as a military leader, ascending through the ranks of the revolutionary army and then, as General Cárdenas, assuming major commands in the 1920s, when he was a loyal supporter of President Plutarco Elías Calles. He served as governor of Michoacán from 1928 to 1932, where he proved to be a radical social reformer. Despite this, Calles, as Mexico’s kingpin, selected him to run for president in 1934 on the assumption that he would be able to control his protégé.


President Cárdenas soon disappointed Calles. His administration claimed to represent ‘the Revolution’, and vowed to make good on the unfulfilled promises of justice and equality spelled out in Mexico’s revolutionary constitution of 1917. A top priority was agrarian reform. The President moved to eliminate the large estates, the latifundios, and to distribute their land to collective farms. Very much a hands-on leader, Cárdenas spent a considerable amount of time travelling the country, overseeing his agrarian and other reforms, which is why Rivera had to journey to La Laguna in December 1936 to petition him about Trotsky.


To establish his authority, President Cárdenas had to cultivate left-wing and labour support, starting with the Confederation of Mexican Workers – known as the CTM, its Spanish initials – the largest confederation of unions in the country. The CTM rallied to Cárdenas’s side in 1935, when strongman Calles and his supporters challenged the President’s authority. In April 1936, Cárdenas had Calles arrested on conspiracy charges and exiled to the United States. The Mexican Communist Party had opposed Cárdenas’s candidacy for the presidency, but was drawn into the anti-Calles coalition, and then backed Cárdenas in the name of the Popular Front, as instructed by Moscow.


President Cárdenas invited Trotsky to Mexico because he believed it was the proper thing to do. Yet the gesture also served to demonstrate his independence vis-à-vis the Stalinist left. No one in the Cárdenas administration openly supported Trotsky, but a number of its leading officials were sympathetic to Marxist ideology and were drawn to Trotsky’s ideas and stirred by his tragic fate. Shachtman was repeatedly struck by this during his discussions with cabinet officials in the week before Trotsky’s arrival. The Minister of the Interior was especially forthright. ‘We are only too pleased to do this for Comrade Trotsky,’ he said. ‘To us he is the revolution itself!’ Shachtman responded that the Mexican government had acted nobly. ‘It was only our duty,’ the Minister replied, prompting another round of handshakes and gracias.


Cárdenas and his ministers anticipated the firestorm of protest that would greet the announcement of Trotsky’s asylum. The Communists loudly complained, and vicious anti-Trotsky posters were put up all over the capital. Alongside them appeared Trotskyist counter-proclamations, which featured a pencil-drawn portrait of the exile, although many of these were soon defaced with the Nazi swastika. The Communists, meanwhile, declared open season on the renegade Diego Rivera, himself a former party member. The Trotskyist group in Mexico was insignificant, and unlike in the United States there was no independent liberal class to take the side of the President.


On New Year’s Eve, as political tensions mounted, President Cárdenas summoned Rivera to his residence for a private conference. He assured the beleaguered painter that there was absolutely no reason to fear for Trotsky’s safety. Cárdenas was adamant that Trotsky must not land secretly, which would reflect poorly on Mexico and on him as president. A military escort would deliver the distinguished guest safely to his new residence, where he would be provided with full protection. And Trotsky should consider himself a guest and not a prisoner, Cárdenas told Rivera. He would enjoy complete freedom of movement.


The change in the political atmosphere during the next few days provided unmistakable evidence that the President meant business. Communist propaganda backed away from incitement to assassinate Trotsky, instead protesting that his presence in Mexico would divide the labour movement. Rivera assumed that Cárdenas or one of his men had called the Communist Party secretary, Hernán Laborde, and told him to behave himself. The Communists were explicitly warned not to deface the Trotskyist posters or they would be prosecuted for violating the right of free speech.


The attitude of the President left no doubt that he intended to carry out his promises. Yet Mexico’s political environment was such that Trotsky’s status could be secure only so long as the tough, clever, incorruptible Cárdenas remained in office. And he was now two years into his single constitutionally permitted six-year term as president. With this in mind, Rivera told Shachtman that Mexico could at best serve Trotsky as a bridge between Europe and the United States. Shachtman, after three weeks of sampling the political culture of the capital, believed that Rivera was ‘absolutely correct’. The American committee must be persuaded to bring its influence to bear on securing Trotsky a US visa. Perhaps the courage shown by President Cárdenas would embolden President Roosevelt to emulate his example.


Shachtman was not optimistic, placing the odds at ‘one chance in a hundred’. But an all-out effort had to be made, because the Old Man’s life might depend on it. In briefing Trotsky about what awaited him in Mexico City, Shachtman and Novack thought it wise to leave out some unsettling details, at least for the time being. These included the fact that recently Rivera had narrowly avoided an attempt on his life, that Rivera’s caretaker had subsequently been kidnapped and beaten up, and that Shachtman had just put down $100 for a Thompson sub-machine gun – an outlay to be charged to the American Committee for the Defense of Leon Trotsky.
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In the mid-morning on Sunday 10 January, the armoured train came to a halt in the town of Cárdenas – no relation to the President – near the foot of the plateau that dominates the topography of northern and central Mexico. Trotsky took advantage of the opportunity to get off the train and stretch his legs.


The imposing presence of El Hidalgo alerted the local citizens that an important person had arrived. Novack says that as many as four hundred ‘natives’, almost the entire population of the town, crowded around Trotsky and Natalia, the children pushing their way to the front of the crowd. To Trotsky, these brown-skinned, barely dressed little ones were a stark contrast to the children with ‘china-blue eyes’ and ‘corn-colored hair’ he had left behind in Norway. For Novack, the remarkable contrast was right there in front of him: ‘this striking goateed gentleman with a stick and plus fours thus surrounded by serapeed Indians and barefooted brown-faced gamins’.


From the town of Cárdenas, an additional locomotive would be required to haul the heavy train up the plateau. One train, two engines: it was, Trotsky could assure his travelling companions, an arrangement quite familiar to him from his glory days in revolutionary Russia. His own armoured train was so formidable that it required two locomotives just to pull it over level ground. That was in the days of the Russian Civil War, when Trotsky was the war commissar of the new Soviet regime. For nearly two and a half years, he saw very little of his head-quarters, living in a railway carriage that once belonged to the tsarist minister of transport. Trotsky’s exploits in his armoured train catapulted him to great fame and made ‘Lenin and Trotsky’ synonymous with Russian Bolshevism.


Russia’s time of troubles began as a result of the First World War, in which it fought on the side of France, Great Britain, and, later, the United States against Germany and Austria. The Imperial Army’s catastrophic defeats at the front, together with the economic hardship at home caused by the prolonged war effort, provoked strikes, mutinies, and riots that led to the fall of the Russian monarchy in the February Revolution of 1917. The Provisional Government that succeeded the autocracy could not halt the country’s slide into anarchy. The Bolsheviks seized power in the October Revolution promising to withdraw Russia from the war, a promise they fulfilled in March 1918, when they agreed to the crushingly punitive terms of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, the separate peace with Germany that shut down the Eastern Front. In defending the controversial treaty within the Party’s Central Committee, Lenin argued that what revolutionary Russia needed above all was a ‘breathing spell’.


Peace was fleeting, though. A military threat to Soviet power began to materialize within Russia in the spring of 1918. Serious hostilities broke out in the summer, the first shots coming from an unlikely quarter: a legion of 35,000 Czechoslovak soldiers, former Habsburg prisoners of war, who had become trapped inside Russia. The heavily armed Czechoslovaks were attempting to get out of Russia by way of Siberia, strung out along a vast stretch of the Trans-Siberian railway, when they clashed with Red units and began to topple local Soviet governments. Joining forces with White Guard troops, they seized Samara on the Volga, then Simbirsk to the north, then Kazan farther upriver, where the Volga bends west towards Moscow.


Trotsky learned of the fall of Kazan while en route in his hastily organized train, which left Moscow on the night of 7 August. The closest his train could get to the ancient Tatar capital was the small town of Svyazhsk, on the opposite bank of the Volga. These Red defeats took place against a backdrop of ominous developments on the periphery. To the west, the Germans had acquired in the peace treaty an enormous swathe of territory from the Baltic to the Black Sea; in the north, French and British troops occupied the port cities of Murmansk and Archangel; in the Ural Mountains to the east and on the Don River to the south, White Russian armies were coalescing. ‘The civil-war front’, as Trotsky described it, ‘was taking more and more the shape of a noose closing ever tighter about Moscow.’


Trotsky spent that critical month of August 1918 coordinating operations for the recapture of Kazan from his train, which he called a ‘flying administrative apparatus’. In those early days, the train consisted of twelve carriages, all armoured, and carried a heavily armed crew of about 250 men, including a squad of Latvian Riflemen and a unit of machine gunners.


The recapture of Kazan was the immediate goal, but the larger challenge Trotsky still faced was to forge a genuine army out of the remnants of the peasant tsarist army and the proletarian Red Guard units from Moscow and Petrograd. Desertion from the battlefield remained endemic. Any units retreating without orders, Trotsky now warned, would face the firing squad, starting with the commanding officer. ‘Cowards, scoundrels, and traitors will not escape the bullet – for this I vouch before the whole Red Army.’ Such credible death threats produced the desired effect. And after the Reds recaptured Kazan on 10 September and Simbirsk two days later, Trotsky claimed that the significance of the victory far outweighed the liberation of two Russian cities: ‘A vacillating, unreliable and crumbling mass was transformed into a real army.’


This was the first of many turning points in the Civil War, as Trotsky coordinated the efforts on innumerable fronts, with more than fifteen armies in the field. They were commanded by former officers of the Russian Imperial Army who were drafted into the ranks of the Red Army because it desperately needed their expertise and experience. In order to ensure the loyal behaviour of these often unwilling recruits, Trotsky attached to the ranking officers trustworthy Bolsheviks designated as political commissars. It was an arrangement fraught with tension and controversy.


The Whites would advance to their farthest point in mid-1919, when their armies drove towards Moscow from Siberia in the east and the Ukraine in the south, and threatened Petrograd from the northwest. That summer, Soviet Russia was reduced territorially to the size of ancient Muscovy. Yet its defenders had the advantage of internal lines of operation, enabling the Red Army to shift forces and supplies from one front to another as circumstances required. Trotsky, too, raced from front to front over Russia’s rundown railway lines, in disrepair after years of war and revolution. It is reliably estimated that his train travelled more than 125,000 miles during the Civil War. ‘In those years’, he later recalled, ‘I accustomed myself, seemingly forever, to writing and thinking to the accompaniment of Pullman wheels and springs.’


One of the train’s carriages served as a garage, housing several cars and lorries and a large petrol tank. Where the train could not take him, his car was put into service, transporting him to the front lines on countless excursions covering hundreds of miles. Trotsky and his convoy would set off accompanied by a team of twenty to thirty sharp-shooters and machine gunners. ‘A war of movement is full of surprises,’ he explained. ‘On the steppes, we always ran the risk of running into some Cossack band. Automobiles with machine-guns insure one against this.’


Trotsky’s visits to the front enabled him to ascertain the facts on the ground, but more importantly, they served to boost the morale of the Red soldiers. The train carried with it experienced fighters and dedicated Communists ready to step into the breach. Armed detachments dressed in black leather uniforms would descend from the train and go into action. ‘The appearance of a leather-coated detachment in a dangerous place invariably had an overwhelming effect,’ Trotsky testified. Also effective were the assortment of supplies and gifts distributed from the train: food items, boots, underwear, cigarettes and matches, cigarette cases, medicines, field glasses, maps, watches, and machine guns.


The train was equipped with a telegraph station, so that urgent orders for supplies could be conveyed to Moscow without delay, and news from the outside world could be delivered to the otherwise isolated front-line soldiers. The train carried its own printing press and published its own newspaper, En Route. At each stop, the staff would distribute to soldiers and civilians stacks of these newspapers, along with copies of Trotsky’s writings. When it came to agitation, however, nothing could surpass Trotsky’s rousing whistlestop speeches. The photographer and the motion picture man who accompanied him on the train captured him in his greatcoat and military cap, his hands in furious motion, his countenance stern, his bearing erect.


Trotsky may have looked the part of the Red warlord, yet he had no military background. In fact, as war commissar he rarely involved himself in questions of strategy or operations, leaving this to the experts. He reserved for himself the role of supreme agitator, and because he was as ruthless as he was ubiquitous, often resorting to blood-curdling threats to achieve results, he acquired a reputation for brutality, most of all for his merciless treatment of deserters.


Justice was administered by field tribunals. During the battle to retake Kazan, one of these courts martial passed death sentences on every tenth deserter of a dishonoured regiment, including the commander and the commissar, causing the executions of at least two dozen men. Trotsky had ordered the punishment, and he defended it without remorse: ‘to a gangrenous wound a red-hot iron was applied’. The Revolution must use all possible means to defend itself, Trotsky believed, although he tended to justify the severity of his regime in traditional terms. ‘An army cannot be built without reprisals,’ he declared. ‘Masses of men cannot be led to death unless the army command has the death penalty in its arsenal.’


Trotsky’s draconian ways and words made him a lightning rod for anti-Bolshevik propagandists. Especially notorious was his decision to use the wives and children of former tsarist officers as hostages in order to inhibit any temptation these officers might have to sabotage the Soviet war effort or to defect to the enemy. White Guard posters and literature made the most of the fact that the Red demagogue was a Jew, thereby tapping into the deepest Russian fears about a mythical ‘Jewish Bolshevism’.
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Trotsky was born Lev Davidovich Bronstein, in 1879, in the southern Ukraine, then part of the Russian Empire. Like so many of Russia’s young Jews of his generation, he was drawn to revolutionary ideas and then joined a clandestine circle devoted to propagating those ideas among the lower classes. Arrested at age eighteen, he adopted as his revolutionary pseudonym the family name of one of his jailers, thus becoming Lev, or Leon, Trotsky. In recent decades, Russia had become host to a virulent form of anti-Semitism, whose most shocking manifestations were the waves of deadly pogroms in the western and southern borderlands, the Jewish Pale of Settlement. Tsarist Russia was the source of a notorious anti-Semitic forgery known as The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which claimed to reveal a Jewish conspiracy to dominate the world. White propaganda later exploited these festering prejudices by portraying Bronstein-Trotsky, his Semitic features cartoonishly enhanced, as the Jewish-Bolshevik Anti-Christ.


Yet Trotsky had remained something of an outsider among the Bolsheviks. For a decade and a half up to 1917, the year he joined the Party, he had been a vehement critic of Lenin. But after the collapse of the Russian autocracy, he hooked his fortunes to the Bolshevik juggernaut, making history as the organizer of the coup d’état in October. Now, as the Revolution’s second most important leader, he appeared too eager to demonstrate his intellectual superiority and to mug before the mirror of History. His behaviour as war commissar fuelled these animosities. Many Bolsheviks had assumed that the Revolution would put an end to a centralized regular army, which they considered a vestige of capitalism, and would rely instead on a volunteer militia to defend itself. Trotsky’s championing of conscription and old-fashioned military command and discipline ran counter to this spirit. What is more, he seemed to revel in traditional military culture, instituting awards for bravery and bringing a military band along on his train journeys. On top of all this, he was dogged by rumours that he had personally executed Communists.


The backlash against Trotsky was brought on, first and foremost, by his decision to fill the ranks of the Red Army with tens of thousands of former tsarist military officers. This was the core issue at the start of his running feud with Stalin, who was far more suspicious than Trotsky of the kinds of treasonous plots these carry-overs from the old regime might decide to hatch. Stalin himself exhibited an aptitude for scheming insubordination in his capacity as chief political commissar on the Southern Front. Sometimes he went over Trotsky’s head, directly to Lenin, in order to get his way. Lenin tried to mediate between his two headstrong lieutenants, but matters developed to the point where Trotsky ordered Stalin’s removal from the front. Stalin withdrew, but the problem did not go away.


Trotsky’s long absences from Moscow made it easier for his political enemies to outmanoeuvre him. His lowest point came in the summer of 1919, when he suffered a series of setbacks just as the White armies were closing in. He was overruled by the Communist Party’s Central Committee, its key decision-making body, on questions of strategy and command appointments, at the same time that Stalin’s intrigues were undermining his authority in Moscow and an impatient Lenin was reproaching him for the Red Army’s reverses on the battlefield. He offered his resignation as war commissar, which the Central Committee rejected.


Trotsky’s fortunes turned around in October, when he led a heroic defence of Petrograd. The former capital had come under siege from the Northwestern Army commanded by General Nikolai Yudenich, who was backed by British arms and funds. Lenin concluded that Petrograd ought to be abandoned in order to shorten the front line. Arriving in Moscow, Trotsky argued passionately that the cradle of the Revolution must be saved at any cost, even if it came down to house-to-house combat. If ‘Yudenich’s gang’ were to penetrate the city’s walls, Trotsky declared, they would find themselves trapped in a ‘stone labyrinth’.


Having won the argument, Trotsky hastened to Petrograd, where he found officials demoralized and resigned to defeat. ‘Exceptional measures were necessary,’ he decided, ‘the enemy was at the very gates. As usual in such straits, I turned to my train force – men who could be depended on under any circumstances. They checked up, put on pressure, established connections, removed those who were unfit, and filled in the gaps.’


It was in these critical days that Trotsky was presented with his one opportunity to assume the role of regimental commander. He was at a divisional headquarters in Alexandrovka, just outside the city, when he looked up and saw retreating Red soldiers approaching. He reacted instinctively. ‘I mounted the first horse I could lay my hands on and turned the lines back,’ he later recalled. It took a few minutes for the commissar of war to make his presence felt among his withdrawing troops. ‘But I chased one soldier after another, on horseback, and made them all turn back. Only then did I notice that my orderly, Kozlov, a Muscovite peasant and an old soldier himself, was racing at my heels. He was beside himself with excitement. Brandishing a revolver, he ran wildly along the line, repeating my appeals and yelling for all he was worth: “Courage, boys, Comrade Trotsky is leading you.”’


Petrograd was saved, and Yudenich’s army was pushed back into Estonia. The following month, Trotsky was awarded the Order of the Red Banner. The citation praised the ‘indefatigability and indestructible energy’ he displayed in fulfilling his commission to organize the Red Army and then by leading it so effectively. ‘In the days when Red Petrograd came under direct threat, Comrade Trotsky, in setting off for the Petrograd front, took the closest part in the organization of the brilliantly executed defence of Petrograd, inspiring with his personal bravery the Red Army units under fire at the front.’


By 1920, the Civil War was won and the Red Army had five million men in uniform. But Trotsky had also acquired a considerable number of influential enemies. They tended to gravitate towards Stalin, the man who emerged from the war as Trotsky’s chief political rival. Stalin would employ the services of these like-minded Bolsheviks to cut Trotsky down to size and to expel him from the Communist Party and then the country. The field was then clear for Stalin’s historians to portray their master as a great hero of the Civil War, while distorting or omitting Trotsky’s revolutionary leadership of the Red Army. By the time the outcast arrived in Mexico, the official history of the Party had transformed the organizer of Red Victory into the ‘despised fascist hireling, Trotsky’.




*





As El Hidalgo ascended the Mexican plateau, the air became cooler and it began to rain, which brought relief to all the travellers, but especially to Trotsky and Natalia. Trotsky recorded in his journal: ‘We soon rid ourselves of the northerner’s fear of the tropics which had seized us in the steamy atmosphere of the Gulf of Mexico.’


In the evening of 10 January, the train stopped briefly in the station at San Luis Potosí, over 6,000 feet above sea level, then travelled southward, continuing its climb. It was late the following morning when the rail journey came to an end, on the northern outskirts of Mexico City, at the tiny station at Lechería. This was how President Cárdenas himself typically arrived in his capital: secretly, and thus safely, in the suburbs.


At Lechería, Trotsky was warmly greeted by Diego Rivera, temporarily released from the hospital and ‘fat and smoldering’, according to the Time magazine correspondent on the scene. Foreign and Mexican comrades were part of the reception committee, along with government officials, police officers, and more reporters and photographers. In the crush, Trotsky became separated from Natalia, who struggled not to lose sight of Frida, the only face she recognized in the crowd.


Then came what Novack called a ‘mad dash’ by car around the city, southward towards the suburb of Coyoacán. The name Coyoacán meant roughly ‘place of the coyotes’ in the Aztec language, although the only animals visible through the car window on the drive through the neighbourhood were donkeys posted outside small adobe houses, cows enjoying an early lunch in the streets, and chickens and dogs patrolling the pavements – that is, where pavements were present. Coyoacán, the new arrivals discovered, was a village.


It was towards noon when the fleet of cars pulled up in front of a squat, one-storey house of bright blue stucco arranged in a U-shape around a garden patio. The neighbours called it the casa azul, the Blue House, the name Diego and Frida later gave to it. This was Frida’s home growing up, and Diego had bought it from her parents after he married her. They had since moved to San Angel, a few miles away, and arrangements had been made for the Trotskys to occupy the Blue House temporarily. They entered a spacious patio filled with plants and flowers, pre-Columbian sculptures, and – what especially caught Trotsky’s eye – a fruit-bearing orange tree standing in the middle of the yard. The rooms were fresh and airy, each with its own collection of pre-Columbian artefacts and modern paintings, including works by Diego and Frida.


For the remainder of the day and all of the next, the Blue House was the scene of a celebration. Novack describes the atmosphere as ‘wild confusion, jubilation, and excitement’, with visitors of all kinds coming and going. Trotsky and Diego posed for photographers and gave interviews. Trotsky worked his charm on the Mexican reporters, leaving them with the impression that he intended to retreat into private life and return to work on his biography of Lenin, even though he knew that this was out of the question.


Meanwhile, all Mexico City was talking about the arrival of Trotsky. La Venida de Trotsky was the title of a ninety-minute skit featured at the Apollo, a popular burlesque house. The new slogan on the Communist posters was a belligerent ‘Out With Trotsky, the Assassin’. The day after his arrival, the Communists staged a massive demonstration in the Plaza de Santo Domingo, in the city centre, where party secretary Laborde could be heard shouting, ‘Down with Trotsky who is living in the home of the capitalist painter Rivera!’ He called for the exile’s expulsion from Mexico on the grounds that he had already violated the terms of his asylum by criticizing the Soviet government. The demonstration was broken up by the police after several speakers attacked the government for harbouring an assassin.


Inside the Blue House, Trotsky professed to be indifferent to these fulminations. He had no intention, he said, of ‘entering into a polemic with flunkeys when ahead lay a struggle with their masters’. Moscow was preparing a new show trial. In Pravda and Izvestiia, Trotsky’s former comrades were calling for blood. Even Christian Rakovsky, once Trotsky’s best friend and close political ally, added his voice to the blood thirsty chorus: ‘No pity for the Trotskyist Gestapo agents! Let them be shot!’ American bodyguards would have to be found to supplement the seven Mexican policemen on duty outside the Blue House. And Shachtman urgently appealed to the New York comrades to come up with the money needed to hire a proper secretarial staff so that Trotsky could defend himself against the slanderous charges being prepared against him by Moscow’s prosecutors.


At the time of the first trial, Trotsky had been unable to speak out. Now he felt unbound and battle-ready. His emigration to Mexico, he wrote in his journal, had changed the balance of power to the disadvantage of the Kremlin. This may have been true in the short term. But it did not change the harder truth Time magazine printed in its blunt assessment of the situation: ‘Today Trotsky is in Mexico – the ideal country for an assassination.’
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Mastermind





‘I demand that the mad dogs be shot – every one of them!’ This was the cry of a foaming Andrei Vyshinsky, the Soviet chief prosecutor, near the close of the first Moscow show trial, in August 1936. The object of his fury were the sixteen defendants sitting in the dock, accused of plotting to assassinate Stalin and other Soviet leaders. The next day, a screaming headline in Pravda echoed his demand: ‘The Mad Dogs Must Be Shot!’ And indeed they were, each of them dispatched with a bullet to the back of the head.


Vyshinsky also prosecuted the second Moscow trial, which opened on 23 January 1937. This time, seventeen defendants were accused of forming a conspiratorial ‘Anti-Soviet Trotskyite Centre’ whose aim was the dismemberment of the USSR in collusion with Germany and Japan. Trotsky, although not formally a defendant, was once again portrayed as the mastermind of the conspiracy, with his son Lev, nicknamed Lyova, serving as his close accomplice from Paris.


The most prominent defendant in the second trial was Trotsky’s former comrade Yuri Pyatakov, whose recent tenure as Deputy Commissar of Heavy Industry was exploited by the prosecution to lend credibility to the ancillary charges of sabotage and wrecking. In this way, hundreds of industrial accidents, coal-mine explosions, and railway disasters, many of which in fact resulted from the breakneck speed of the Five-Year Plans, could be blamed on the unmasked enemies of the people now on trial for their lives.


This trial, like its predecessor, foreshadowed further purges to come, as the defendants obliged the prosecutor by engaging in a lethal form of name-dropping. Karl Radek, the Bolshevik journalist and Trotsky’s one-time ally, put on an inspired performance, which may have saved his life. In his closing statement he remarked that there remained at large ‘semi-Trotskyites, quarter-Trotskyites, one-eighth-Trotskyites, people who helped us’.


This was a strenuous time for Trotsky and his staff at the Blue House. Each day news reports described the latest falsifications out of Moscow, and each day Trotsky issued multiple press releases pointing out the contradictions, improbabilities, and absurdities of the accusations made against him. Trotsky’s staff was led by Jean van Heijenoort, a Frenchman who had served as his secretary and bodyguard in Turkey and France. Trotskyist headquarters in New York sent down an American secretary to handle the English-language translations and to deal with the American press; local comrades assisted with Spanish. Each of Trotsky’s statements had to be translated immediately from his original French into English and Spanish, then distributed to the international news services and the Mexican newspapers.


Speed was of the essence. As was the case with the first Moscow trial, the entire court proceedings, from the reading of the charges to the final verdicts, took place within a single week. The verdicts were read out to the defendants in the early hours of 30 January. All but four were sentenced to death. Later that day, on a wintry Red Square, where the temperature hovered at minus 17 degrees Fahrenheit, Moscow Party secretary Nikita Khrushchev harangued a crowd of 200,000 demonstrators. Some carried banners that read, ‘The court’s verdict is the people’s verdict.’ They heard Khrushchev condemn the defendants as tools of ‘Judas-Trotsky’. ‘Stalin is our banner,’ he cried. ‘Stalin is our will, Stalin is our victory.’ Across the Soviet Union that day, Soviet citizens gathered at ‘indignation meetings’ to demand that the death sentences be carried out – although the outcome was never in doubt.


In the second trial, as in the first, the confessions of the accused were the only evidence presented in court. These confessions became the subject of endless fascination and speculation in the West. Why would the defendants engage in such acts of self-abasement unless they were in fact guilty as charged? Why did some of them seem to revel in their admissions of guilt? To Trotsky, this was no great mystery. The show trial confessions, he explained, were the result of the prolonged mental torture the victims had endured, which included threats to family members held as hostages. In the end, according to Trotsky, they agreed to confess to the most fantastic of crimes because they knew it was their only chance to save themselves and their families.


While many Western observers found it troubling to think that the confessions were legitimate, it was even harder to imagine that they had been concocted. The defendants were, after all, hardened ‘Old Bolsheviks’, veterans of tsarist prisons and exile, one-time conspirators in the revolutionary underground, willing to take great risks and suffer great hardships. They seemed not only fully capable of conspiring against Stalin, but highly unlikely to fabricate their own confessions of guilt. Besides, Western reporters and diplomats were present inside the court room, the October Hall, upstairs in the stately neoclassical House of Unions, not far from the Kremlin. Would Stalin really have risked everything, knowing that one of the doomed men might decide at the last moment to wrong-foot inquisitor Vyshinsky and leave his mark on history by blurting out the truth?


Kingsley Martin, editor of the British magazine New Statesman, asked Trotsky why none of the accused chose to go down fighting when they could assume, based on the outcome of the first trial, that they were all going to die. Trotsky became very animated. Even after the first trial, he argued, these men had reason to believe they could escape death. ‘There is a world of difference between certainty of death and just that much hope of reprieve’ – here Trotsky pinched a sliver of space in front of him to indicate the slimmest chance of escape. And in fact, some were spared the executioner’s bullet.


Martin persisted, asking Trotsky if perhaps there was something in the Bolsheviks’ code of conduct that would ‘psychologically expose them to serve the Party at the expense of personal honour, by confessing anything that was not the truth’. Martin was unaware that Trotsky himself had once offered a striking display of this mentality. It was in 1924, in a moment of political adversity, when he stood before a Party congress and declared: ‘One can only be right with the Party and through the Party because history has not created any other way for the realization of one’s rightness. The English have the saying, “My country, right or wrong.” With much greater justification we can say: “My Party, right or wrong.”’


The idea that the purge trial confessions were a kind of last service to the Party, an act of self-immolation performed by legally innocent true believers, would gain popularity in the years to come, thanks in part to Arthur Koestler’s 1941 novel dramatizing the trials, Darkness at Noon. Trotsky maintained that the psychology behind the confessions had been best described a century earlier by Edgar Allan Poe, in his short story ‘The Pit and the Pendulum’, in which ‘the victim is terrorized and psychologically shattered by the slow and systematic descent of death’. As he explained to an American reporter, ‘Human nerves, even the strongest, have a limited capacity to endure moral torture.’


Trotsky’s explanation of the confessions, and his refutation of the trials generally, failed to sway liberal-to-left opinion in the United States. Part of the problem was that Trotsky’s voice could barely be heard above the murderous din orchestrated in Moscow. To remedy this, the American Committee for the Defense of Leon Trotsky arranged for him to deliver a speech about the Moscow trials, live by telephone to an audience in Manhattan. The venue chosen for the event, the Hippodrome, guaranteed Trotsky a large audience and maximum publicity.


The Hippodrome was a monumental Beaux Arts theatre on Sixth Avenue between 43rd and 44th streets. In its heyday, after the First World War, it was the scene of extravagant entertainment spectacles, including major circus performances and aquatic shows. Its enormous stage contained an 8,000-gallon glass water tank that could be raised by hydraulic pistons. It was at the Hippodrome in 1918 that escape artist Harry Houdini staged ‘The Submersible Iron-Bound Box Mystery’ and made a 10,000-pound elephant disappear. Now, from this same stage, the incomparable Leon Trotsky would attempt to remove a very large monkey from his back. The New York Trotskyists could barely contain their excitement. ‘This is going to be one of the most dramatic events of all time in New York,’ one of them wrote to Trotsky. ‘It will be an immense newspaper sensation.’


On the evening of 9 February 1937, Trotsky stood before a microphone in a small room on the premises of the telephone exchange in Mexico City. He was prepared to speak in English for forty-five minutes, and in Russian for fifteen more. Warned that overtime charges were astronomical, he had rehearsed repeatedly in order to get his timing down. In New York, inside the bright blue walls of the Hippodrome, a capacity crowd of over 6,000 people sat in red-coloured seats with gold-embroidered crests. Police detectives moved along the aisles, ready to quell any pro-Stalin manifestations, while outside the building 150 officers were on patrol.


Trotsky was scheduled to start speaking at 10.10 and, as the historic moment approached and the audience fell silent, the atmosphere inside the Hippodrome was electric. At exactly ten minutes past the hour, a faint voice could be heard over the sound system speaking in Russian, but a moment later there was a loud click followed by a burst of static. Numerous attempts were made during the next hour to establish a connection, but without success. An act of sabotage, most likely at the Mexico City end, made sure that Trotsky’s voice would not be heard.


The audience waited, and dozed, until, at 11.20, Shachtman executed the back-up plan by reading the text of Trotsky’s speech, which began with an apology for ‘my impossible English’. Trotsky called Stalin’s Russia a ‘madhouse’, and launched into a detailed rebuttal to the Moscow trials, the purpose of which, he believed, was to engineer his delivery to the Soviet Union and the cellars of the GPU. The speech was laced with Trotsky’s usual slashing sarcasm and punctuated with dramatic pauses, as he frequently asked his audience, ‘Do you hear me?’ and ‘Have you all heard?’ They could hear Shachtman perfectly, even as eyes wandered upwards from the podium to the huge painting of a prize fighter which towered above the left side of the stage.


Playing to his New York audience, Trotsky took several jabs at some influential American friends of the Soviet regime, in particular Walter Duranty, the Moscow correspondent of the New York Times. Duranty, whom Trotsky regarded as the Kremlin’s ‘political prostitute’, vouched for the integrity of Stalin and the legitimacy of the trials, explaining the masochistic tone of the defendants’ confessions by invoking eternal Russian culture. ‘No, the Messieurs Duranty tell us, it is not a madhouse, but the “Russian soul”,’ Trotsky explained derisively. ‘You lie, gentlemen, about the Russian soul. You lie about the human soul in general.’


The most memorable moment of the speech – and the one that made headlines the next day – came when Trotsky reiterated his willingness to appear before a neutral commission of inquiry to answer the charges brought against him in Moscow. He capped this promise with a dramatic declaration: ‘If this commission decides that I am guilty in the slightest degree of the crimes which Stalin imputes to me, I pledge in advance to place myself voluntarily in the hands of the executioners of the G.P.U.’




*





At the time of Trotsky’s Hippodrome speech, there was some uncertainty as to whether the much-discussed commission of inquiry would ever become a reality. The Trotsky defence committee, which sought to lay the groundwork, had recently been buffeted by a series of resignations, nine altogether, which mired it in controversy. The committee’s detractors accused it of being a tool of the Trotskyists. They barraged it with letters and telephone calls lobbying against the staging of a counter-trial. Some sixty prominent American journalists and intellectuals signed a petition denouncing the idea.


Those who defended the Moscow trials often took their cue from the two influential liberal magazines of the day, The New Republic and The Nation, whose editorials asserted that there was no reason not to take the trials at face value. They were hurting Moscow’s international reputation at a time of mounting international danger, so why would Stalin choose to stage them unless the Trotskyist conspiracy was legitimate? As for Trotsky’s claim that the trials had been orchestrated for the purpose of apprehending him, it was impossible to believe that Stalin would go to such lengths and jeopardize the unity of the Popular Front for the sake of personal revenge.


Some friends of the Soviet Union who doubted that Trotsky was guilty as charged reasoned that he was nevertheless morally responsible for the conspiracy uncovered in Moscow. And even if Trotsky were entirely innocent, his personal predicament could not take precedence over the interests of the only socialist country in the world. The trials, in other words, must not be allowed to obscure the Soviet Union’s positive achievements, such as its collective economy and the democratic promise of its 1936 constitution, the most progressive in the world. Besides, fascism was on the rise, so first things first.


This was not how John Dewey viewed the matter. At a meeting of the Trotsky defence committee on 1 March, he declared that the stakes involved in the Trotsky case ranked with those of the Dreyfus affair and of Sacco and Vanzetti. Here Dewey was invoking two landmark cases of miscarried justice. Alfred Dreyfus was a French army officer of Jewish extraction who was wrongly convicted in 1894, after an irregular trial, of spying for Germany and sentenced to life imprisonment. Only a sustained effort by a small number of parliamentary deputies, journalists, and intellectuals exposed the travesty of justice and eventually led to his release and reinstatement.


Sacco and Vanzetti were Italian immigrant anarchists arrested in 1920 for armed robbery and murder in Massachusetts, a case that provoked an international outcry. Although the evidence against them was compelling, it was widely believed that they had been unjustly tried because of their political views and their avowed atheism. They went to the electric chair in 1927, despite worldwide protest demonstrations and impassioned appeals by men of conscience such as Dewey.


By March 1937, any hope that Trotsky would be given a fair hearing seemed to hang on Dewey, who was not only an eminent philosopher and educational reformer, but the most respected public intellectual in America. Dewey was by reputation a friend of the Soviet Union. Soviet educators had been influenced by his writings on progressive education, and he had visited the country in 1928 to observe the results. He came away endorsing Soviet central planning and social control, although he sensed that this particular brand of socialism was especially suited to the Russian national character.


Dewey, now seventy-eight years old, was resisting efforts to draft him into service on a commission of inquiry. His age was a factor, as were his family’s strong objections to his dirtying his hands in Communist politics. Dewey’s reluctance also stemmed from the fact that, despite his métier and his interest in the Soviet Union, he had not studied Marxism nor paid much attention to Soviet politics. Yet one of his most illustrious former doctoral students at Columbia University was Sidney Hook, a leading Marxist philosopher and a professor at New York University. Hook was not a Trotskyist, but after years of tortured relations with the American Communist Party, he had turned against Soviet Communism. He worked assiduously to persuade Dewey to chair the commission of inquiry.


Trotsky himself was enlisted in this cause. On 15 March, he addressed a letter to Suzanne La Follette, a radical journalist and a member of the defence committee working closely with Dewey. Trotsky took the position that the sage of Morningside Heights had an obligation to act. ‘I understand that Mr. Dewey is hesitant about descending from the philosophical heights to the depths of judicial frame-ups. But the current of history has its own exigencies and imperatives.’ Trotsky pointed out that the philosopher Voltaire had taken it upon himself to redress a gross miscarriage of justice committed in his own day, while the novelist Émile Zola’s ‘J’accuse’, his open letter to the French press, had made the Dreyfus affair an international cause célèbre – ‘and neither lessened his stature by the “sidestep” in the eyes of history’.


Four days later, on 19 March, Dewey relented, agreeing to serve as chairman of the newly christened Commission of Inquiry into the Charges Made Against Leon Trotsky in the Moscow Trials. One of the major factors behind his decision, he said, was the campaign of harassment and intimidation aimed at dissuading him. He encountered similar resistance as he attempted to recruit upstanding Americans to serve on what was intended to be a politically neutral commission. Dewey and his colleagues had planned to request US visas for Trotsky and his son, so that they could testify before the commission in New York. But, as the prospect of success seemed slight and time was wasting, they decided instead to send a ‘preliminary commission’ to Mexico to take Trotsky’s testimony. Dewey agreed to lead it.


Trotsky was overjoyed upon hearing the news. The day he learned that John Dewey was coming to Mexico, he said, was ‘a great holiday in my life’. Friends voiced concern that Stalinists might succeed in infiltrating the commission, as they had the defence committee, and subject him to a hostile interrogation. Trotsky said he had nothing to fear from the questions of the GPU, because truth was on his side: ‘Dragged into the light of day, the Stalinists are not fearsome.’ On 2 April, Dewey, accompanied by his fellow commissioners and a team of support staff, boarded the Missouri Pacific ‘Sunshine Special’ bound for Mexico City.




*





In the days before the hearings, Trotsky and his staff at the Blue House went into overdrive. That staff now included Jan Frankel, who had served as Trotsky’s secretary in Turkey and Norway, and who arrived in Mexico from Czechoslovakia on 18 February. For his defence, Trotsky needed to obtain dozens of affidavits from individuals in numerous countries who could vouch for his innocence of one or another of the Moscow charges. The staff combed through Trotsky’s voluminous archives for documents that could be used to rebut Moscow’s phoney evidence.


As the date of the hearings approached, Mexico City was once again plastered with calls for Trotsky’s expulsion. Out of security concerns, the organizers decided to abandon the idea of conducting the hearings in a public hall, and instead arranged for them to take place at the Blue House in Coyoacán, a twenty-minute drive from the city centre. Recent rains had flooded the partly paved roads near the house, but on the eve of the hearings there was abundant sunshine and a clear view of the twin snow-capped volcanic peaks rising in the distance to the southeast. The bougainvillea were in bloom, and the houses in the neighbourhood were draped in resplendent magenta blossoms, as were the inner walls of the garden patio at the Blue House.


The hearings were to be held in the long dining salon, forty by twenty feet, on the south side of the house facing Avenida Londres. This room had three very tall French windows, which had to be completely covered and then fortified from the inside with six-foot barricades made of adobe brick and sandbags as a protective measure against Stalinist pistoleros. The commission’s support staff rushed to complete these defences the night before the hearings began.


The atmosphere inside the Blue House was tense on the morning of 10 April 1937. The hearings were scheduled to begin at ten o’clock. The police detail outside the house was doubled in strength; inside, an armed secretary verified the credentials of the journalists and the invited guests, and searched them for weapons. Members of the press occupied about twenty of the forty seats set up for the audience, while the rest of the seats were reserved mostly for representatives of Mexican workers’ organizations. Each day, would-be spectators had to be turned away at the door.


The five members of the preliminary commission sat at a wooden table at the head of the room. Dewey, tall, bespectacled, with a white moustache and thin white hair parted in the middle, sat in the centre. Alongside him were Suzanne La Follette, the commission’s secretary; Carleton Beals, a specialist on Latin America; Benjamin Stolberg, a labour journalist; and Otto Rühle, a former Communist member of the German Reichstag and a biographer of Karl Marx.


To the commission’s left, at a separate table, the court reporter was flanked by the two legal advisers: John Finerty, the counsel for the commission, had argued for the defence in famous radical cases, including Sacco and Vanzetti. Albert Goldman, a Trotskyist lawyer from Chicago, was there to represent Trotsky. Sitting at a table across from the lawyers, and to the right of the commission, sat Trotsky, Natalia, and Trotsky’s secretaries.


Klieg lights illuminated the room, creating the feel of a special event. Trotsky was dressed in a grey business suit and a red tie; his hair was neatly groomed. He had decided to testify in English, which would put him at a disadvantage, because although his command of the language had improved since his arrival in Mexico, it was far from fluent. Despite this fact, his American facilitators worried that he would talk too much. Attorney Goldman, coaching him on the workings of Anglo-Saxon jurisprudence, had dissuaded him from opening the hearings with a speech. Goldman also advised him to try to keep his answers short. The preliminary commission hoped to complete its work within a week.


After brief opening statements, Goldman briskly led Trotsky through a series of questions pertaining to his personal background and his career as a Marxist revolutionary. Those hearing the great orator of the Russian Revolution speak for the first time were always struck by the pitch of his voice, which was higher than expected, although that voice was vigorous and captivating. Trotsky’s English was thickly accented, and he sprinkled it with solecisms, such as ‘expulsed’ instead of ‘expelled’. Except for a brief appearance by secretary Frankel, Trotsky was the only witness during the hearings, which extended over eight days, usually divided into morning and late afternoon sessions. Trotsky remained seated throughout, frequently turning to ask his secretaries for one or another pertinent document or publication.


Trotsky’s testimony about his political career and his relations with the defendants in the Moscow trials ran along smoothly, until Goldman asked him to describe the fates of his children. His two daughters from his first marriage were both dead, one from sickness, the other by suicide in Berlin, after the Soviet government had stripped her of her Soviet citizenship. The younger of Trotsky and Natalia’s two sons had recently been arrested in the USSR. Goldman asked whether, under Soviet law, the children of a traitor, or alleged traitor, were also considered guilty. Formally, no, Trotsky replied, but in practice, yes. ‘All the criminal proceedings, all the trials, and all the confessions are based upon the persecution of the members of the family.’


Dewey then asked if this statement would be verified by documentary evidence. ‘This is simply an opinion,’ Goldman responded. ‘It is an opinion of the witness. I will ask him whether there is any documentary evidence—’ ‘Excuse me, it is not an opinion,’ Trotsky cried in anger. He stuttered, searching for the right words in English, his face twisted in anguish as tears welled up in his eyes. ‘It is my personal experience,’ he said at last. ‘In what way?’ Goldman asked. Trotsky replied, ‘I paid for the experience with my two children.’


When Goldman turned to the evidence presented in the two Moscow trials, Trotsky clearly relished the opportunity to expose the Soviet prosecutor’s sloppiness in cooking up evidence against him. One of the defendants in the first trial claimed to have had an incriminating meeting with Trotsky’s son, Lyova, in the lobby of the Hotel Bristol in Copenhagen in November 1932 – but the hotel had burned down in 1917. In the second trial, defendant Pyatakov confessed to having flown from Berlin to Oslo in December 1935 to receive conspiratorial instructions from Trotsky – when in fact no aircraft had been able to land at the snow-bound Oslo airfield in December, or for the remainder of the winter.


Everyone in the room, and Trotsky more than anyone, wished that a Soviet, or pro-Moscow, attorney could have been present to challenge his testimony and inject some drama into the proceedings. In fact, the commission had invited representatives of the Soviet government, the American Communist Party, the Mexican Communist Party, and the Confederation of Mexican Workers to present evidence and cross-examine Trotsky, but they all declined or ignored these invitations.


After an exhaustive review of the trial evidence lasting three days, Trotsky was questioned at great length about his ideological convictions and his political views. This aspect of his testimony was considered essential to his defence. Would a dedicated Marxist revolutionary like Trotsky, a man who had always repudiated individual terrorism as a political tool, and who even now championed Soviet socialism over Western capitalism, be remotely likely to conspire with fascists against the USSR, to seek the restoration of capitalism there, or to plot the assassination of Stalin and other Soviet leaders?


Trotsky held forth on a wide variety of topics related to Marxist theory, Bolshevik politics, Soviet history, and Stalin’s treachery, sprinting ahead without concern for the hurdles of English vocabulary, grammar and syntax he toppled along the way. Dewey was riveted, edified by Trotsky’s excursions into the theory and practice of communism, and entertained by his flashes of humour and wit. Halfway through the hearings, Dewey wrote to his future second wife in New York, ‘“Truth, justice, humanity” and all the rest of the reasons for coming are receding into the background before the bare overpowering interest of the man and what he has to say.’




*





Enlivened by the occasion, Trotsky was determined to take maximum advantage of the opportunity to set the record straight about his ideas and to dispel the myths propagated in Moscow about a diabolical ‘Trotskyism’. He excoriated Stalin’s dictatorial regime, while passionately defending the October Revolution and the actions he took as a Soviet leader to safeguard it.


Trotsky’s interrogators showed a special interest in the so-called ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ established by the Bolshevik Party under Lenin and Trotsky, and how it had evolved into the personal dictatorship of General Secretary Stalin. Finerty asked ‘if the more correct designation would be dictatorship for the proletariat, rather than dictatorship of the proletariat’, since of course an entire social class could not govern the country. Trotsky maintained, as he had for two decades, that the interests and destiny of the Bolshevik Party and of the Russian proletariat were identical: the Party merely acted as the advance guard of the working class.


Dewey remained sceptical: ‘I want to ask you what reason there is for thinking that the dictatorship of the proletariat in any country will not degenerate into the dictatorship of the secretariat.’ ‘It is a very good formula,’ Trotsky remarked, though without conceding the point. Stalin’s dictatorship, he said, had resulted from Russia’s backwardness and isolation. The dictatorship of the proletariat would fare much better in more advanced and less isolated countries.


Dewey was unaware that Trotsky himself, as early as 1904, had warned of the dangers of Bolshevik centralism. His misgivings caused him to turn against Lenin, his mentor, who insisted that only a tightly organized and disciplined group of professional revolutionaries could lead Russia’s workers to revolution. Trotsky accused Lenin of engaging in ‘substitutionism’, which was bound to end in authoritarianism. In Trotsky’s prophetic formulation: ‘The party organization substitutes itself for the party, the Central Committee substitutes itself for the organization and, finally, a “dictator” substitutes himself for the Central Committee.’ Lenin, Trotsky warned, was threatening to transform Marx’s concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat into one of dictatorship over the proletariat.


Trotsky remained one of Lenin’s harshest critics until 1917, when both men rushed to Petrograd from abroad after the fall of the Romanovs. It was then, during the heady days between the February and October Revolutions, that Trotsky embraced Bolshevism, recognizing that the Party machinery created by Lenin was the only vehicle capable of carrying out a socialist revolution in Russia. This was his Faustian pact. Lenin’s part of the bargain was to endorse Trotsky’s concept of the Russian Revolution, which provided the theoretical basis for the Bolshevik seizure of power.


Orthodox Marxism claimed that a socialist revolution could take place only in an advanced capitalist country. Russia in the early twentieth century, although rapidly industrializing, was still a relatively backward country, both economically and politically. It had yet to undergo a bourgeois-democratic revolution to overthrow the autocracy and clear the way for advanced capitalist development. In fact, Russia lagged so far behind the industrialized European countries that its bourgeoisie had grown impotent and was politically unfit to fulfil its historical role. So said Trotsky, who declared that Russia’s proletariat, with the support of the peasantry, could make both the bourgeois revolution and, close on its heels, the socialist revolution. Trotsky called his theory ‘permanent revolution’.


And the chain reaction would not stop there. A socialist revolution, according to Trotsky’s theory, could not be successfully completed within a backward country like Russia. Its ultimate success would depend on its spread to the advanced capitalist countries, starting most likely with Germany. Trotsky and the Bolsheviks thus justified taking power in Russia and establishing a dictatorship of the proletariat by reasoning that their own revolution would serve as the detonator for an international socialist revolution.


The failure of this optimistic scenario became apparent as early as 1920, as the Russian Civil War was winding down. The Revolution had triumphed in Russia, but had failed to spread. The ruling Bolshevik Party – since 1918 officially called the Communist Party – was forced to retreat from its radical economic programme and begin an experiment in limited capitalism known as NEP, the New Economic Policy. Lenin died in 1924, having declared that at some unspecified future date the Party would abandon NEP and resume the socialist offensive. In the power struggle to succeed Lenin, Stalin championed the slogan ‘socialism in one country’, as a nationalistic alternative to Trotsky’s ‘permanent revolution’. Trotsky’s theory was now turned against him by Stalin, who portrayed his rival as a defeatist, someone who believed that Russia could not proceed to build socialism without assistance from the Western proletariat.


Just the opposite was true, however. Although Trotsky believed that securing the ultimate victory of socialism in Russia hinged on the spread of socialist revolution, he did not propose to wait for Europe. In fact, as leader of the opposition in the 1920s, Trotsky urged the Soviet leadership to adopt a faster-paced industrialization and to impose tighter curbs on capitalism in the countryside. Trotsky’s enemies, Stalin among them, accused him of being a reckless ‘super-industrializer’ and the enemy of the peasant.


And yet, after Trotsky was defeated and banished from the USSR in 1929, Stalin turned sharply to the left, initiating a crash industrialization drive under the Five-Year Plan and, simultaneously, the forced collectivization of the peasants. This revolution-from-above was far more extreme than anything ever advocated by Trotsky. The human toll was steep. Peasant resisters were branded ‘kulaks’ and slaughtered by the millions, many as a result of the man-made famine in the Ukraine in 1932–3.


Questioned by the Dewey commission about the Soviet Union’s great leap to a state-controlled economy, Trotsky explained that while he had opposed the use of ‘brute force’ to achieve collectivization, he never denied its ‘successes’. He also lauded the imposition of state planning in industry, even though he believed it had been carried out recklessly and with unnecessary brutality. Trotsky testified before the commission that the Soviet state’s ownership of the means of production made the USSR the most progressive country in the world. Only the Stalinist regime itself was objectionable. Trotsky defined that regime as a parasitic bureaucratic caste, a product of Russia’s backwardness and isolation.


Trotsky advocated a revolution to overthrow Stalin’s ruling bureaucracy, but he had in mind a narrowly political, as opposed to a social, revolution. The October Revolution created the world’s first workers’ state, and it remained a workers’ state even under Stalin, albeit one ‘degenerated’ or ‘deformed’. To Trotsky, the class structure of the USSR made it worth defending against its enemies, despite the purge trials and the terror that were destroying the men and women who had made the revolution and eliminating Trotsky’s comrades and loved ones. ‘Even now under the Iron Heel of the new privileged caste, the U.S.S.R. is not the same as Czarist Russia,’ he explained to a wealthy American sympathizer who helped finance the Dewey hearings. ‘And the whole of mankind is, thanks to the October Revolution, incomparably richer in experience and in possibilities.’




*





Dewey, like Finerty, probed Trotsky, but never seriously challenged him, and the other commission members followed suit – all, that is, except for Carleton Beals, the Latin Americanist. Beals treated Trotsky as a hostile witness, and he provided the hearings with their one moment of contentious drama and scandal. From the beginning, Beals had behaved like the commission’s odd man out. He was absent from its pre-hearings meetings held in Mexico City and then missed the opening session. When he spoke, he exhibited a prickliness towards his fellow commission members, especially Dewey.


During the hearings Beals was often seen huddling with the New York Times correspondent on the scene, Frank Kluckhohn. Kluckhohn’s reporting from Mexico City made it apparent that he had an axe to grind. He published a hostile profile of Trotsky and insinuated that the hearings were a whitewash. Even before the commission protested to the Times, Kluckhohn’s editor had wired him to say that he should do more reporting and less editorializing. This he managed to do for a few days, then was absent for two more, before returning in time for the Beals affair.


On 16 April, the penultimate day of the hearings, Beals’s questioning veered into provocation when he asked Trotsky whether, as Soviet war commissar in 1919, he had sent a Soviet agent to Mexico to foment revolution. Everyone in the room recognized that the question was intended to jeopardize Trotsky’s asylum in Mexico. There was a suspicion that Kluckhohn, who had a habit of posing similarly provocative questions at Trotsky’s press conferences, had inspired Beals. His question led to a testy exchange with Trotsky, who bluntly told Beals that his informant was a liar. The next day, Beals informed Dewey by letter of his resignation from the commission. The hearings had proved to be a waste of time, he wrote, and ‘not a truly serious investigation of the charges’.


That same day, 17 April, Trotsky delivered his closing statement before the commission. Its text was so long – Dewey called it ‘a book’ – that Trotsky could read only a portion of it at the hearings, the rest being added to the record. He began speaking towards five o’clock in the afternoon and finished close to 8.45.


Most of his presentation was an exhaustive analysis of the Moscow trials, which he called ‘the greatest frame-up in history’. He made the case for his own impeccable Marxist-Leninist credentials, and assured his audience of ‘my faith in the clear, bright future of mankind’. He closed with a diplomatic flourish, thanking the committee and its distinguished chairman. ‘And when he finished’, the court reporter testified, ‘the audience, a singularly diverse one, burst out into applause, which was, believe me, most spontaneous. This moment I shall never forget.’ Dewey avoided stepping on the moment: ‘Anything I can say will be an anti-climax.’ The hearings of the preliminary commission came to a close.


Trotsky and Dewey had thus far been introduced only formally. The organizers had decided that, for appearance’s sake, the two men ought to be kept apart, and so they were, even in the Blue House patio during recesses in the hearings. A cartoon in one of the popular Mexican daily papers gave a different impression. It showed Trotsky and Dewey seated side by side in the hearing room. The caption had one audience member remarking to another, ‘What does Trotsky mean by saying he has been denied liberty, when he has been all over the world?’ The other man replies, ‘Yes, so he has, just like a lion [léon] in a circus.’


Late in the evening after the final session, there was a social gathering for commission members, staff, and journalists at the home of an American well-wisher in Mexico City, an event attended by both Trotsky and Dewey. No longer constrained by protocol, the two men, surrounded by guests, were able to exchange pleasantries. Dewey said to Trotsky, ‘If all Communists were like you, I would be a Communist.’ Trotsky replied: ‘If all liberals were like you, I would be a liberal.’ The nearby guests erupted in laughter at this good-natured display of mutual diplomacy.


Dewey was disappointed to have to leave for New York without being able to converse privately with Trotsky. He wrote to his former student Max Eastman, who had encouraged him to go to Mexico: ‘You were right about one thing – If it wasn’t exactly a “good time”, it was the most interesting single intellectual experience of my life.’




*





Dewey cancelled his summer vacation plans in Europe in order to direct the work of the full commission in New York. There was other testimony and much documentation to collect, some of it to be supplied by a parallel commission of inquiry set up in Paris. Aside from Dewey and the remaining members of the subcommission – Stolberg, Rühle, and La Follette – there were six other commission members: Wendelin Thomas, former Communist deputy in the German Reichstag; Alfred Rosmer, former member of the French Communist Party and editor of its newspaper, L’Humanité; John R. Chamberlain, former literary critic of the New York Times; Carlo Tresca, an Italian-American anarchist leader; Edward Alsworth Ross, a professor of sociology at the University of Wisconsin; and Francisco Zamora, a Mexican economist and journalist.


When Dewey and the others returned from Mexico, they were surprised to find Trotsky’s defenders in such a gloomy state. The American press coverage of the hearings had been less than flattering to the commission. Kluckhohn’s reporting in the New York Times, including his earnest coverage of the Beals resignation, was reprinted in the Communist and other pro-Moscow publications, which treated the hearings as a sham. With Dewey’s encouragement, the American Committee for the Defense of Leon Trotsky decided to go on the offensive. It arranged a public meeting for 9 May at the Mecca Temple, in midtown Manhattan, with Dewey as the featured speaker.


Dewey came out fighting. Before a crowd of over 3,000 people, he upbraided the pro-Moscow liberals for attempting to create the impression that the hearings were a farce. ‘When did it become a farce in the United States to give a hearing to a man who had been convicted without a hearing?’ Dewey accused the liberal apologists for Stalin of suffering from ‘intellectual and moral confusion’. As a past defender of socialism in the USSR, he said he understood that certain liberals were hostile to Trotsky because they wished to protect and preserve the one successful attempt in all history to build a socialist society.


But something more was at work here, Dewey observed. Moscow’s defenders believed that Trotsky’s theories and views were mistaken. Yet Trotsky had not been convicted for his theories or his views, but rather for the most heinous of crimes, including assassination and treason. To declare Trotsky guilty because of his opposition to the rulers in the Kremlin was ‘not fair or square’, said Dewey. ‘It is in the name of justice and truth as the end that we ask for your support. We go on in confidence that we shall have it. As Zola said in the Dreyfus case: “Truth is on the march and nothing will stop it.”’


Dewey had given the best speech of his career, said his friends, who were surprised by the intensity and emotion he displayed, quite unlike his usual professorial manner. Sidney Hook told Dewey that if he wrote his philosophy in the same engaging style in which he delivered that speech, more people would be able to understand it. Dewey replied that he could not get mad writing philosophy.


The full committee went about its business, momentarily interrupted on 11 June by another thunderclap out of Moscow, where the authorities announced that they had uncovered a treasonous plot involving the Red Army command in a conspiracy with Nazi Germany, under the banner of Trotsky. Marshal Mikhail Tukhachevsky, the outstanding Civil War commander, together with seven other top-ranking officers, were tried in secret and executed the following day. This was the start of a massive purge of the Army’s officer corps. Tens of thousands would perish, including a large majority of the Civil War commanders.


This time there was no show trial, so there was no call to battle stations at the Blue House. Instead, Trotsky was forced to deal with a challenge from an entirely different quarter. Friends and former comrades in the United States and Europe, without questioning Trotsky’s legal innocence in the trials, began to raise doubts about his moral right to challenge Stalin. In doing so, they threatened to erase the thick line Trotsky had drawn between Bolshevism and Stalinism. Had not Lenin and the Bolsheviks, they asked, suppressed the rival socialist parties shortly after the Revolution, so that Soviet power quickly came to mean Bolshevik power? Had not Lenin’s regime conducted a Red Terror against its declared enemies during the Civil War? Had not War Commissar Trotsky, who now condemned Stalin for threatening to execute the wives and children of the trial defendants, himself seized as hostages the family members of former tsarist officers serving in the Red Army?


Trotsky had been asked such questions during the hearings in Coyoacán. Typically he invoked the exigencies of the Civil War in order to justify Bolshevik violence. Those who confronted him now, however, were far more knowledgeable about these matters. And they believed they could identify Bolshevism’s defining moment: the Kronstadt rebellion of 1921. Kronstadt was a fortress city and naval base on an island in the Gulf of Finland, some twenty miles west of Petrograd. The sailors there had played a crucial role in the revolutionary events of 1917. Trotsky, who was their favourite, honoured them at the time as ‘the pride and glory’ of the Russian Revolution.


Only a few years later, however, Kronstadt came to symbolize something entirely different. In the frozen winter of 1921, the sailors of Kronstadt, which was the main base of the Baltic Fleet, rose up in rebellion against Bolshevik rule. They demanded an end to the Communist monopoly of power, genuine elections to the Soviets, and the cessation of political terror, among other things. A special target of their wrath was ‘the bloody Field Marshal Trotsky’.


The Bolsheviks portrayed the uprising as an act of counterrevolution, in danger of being exploited by Western imperialists and White Guard generals, who perhaps had instigated it. Red Army troops under the command of General Tukhachevsky crossed over the ice to crush the rebellion, which they managed to do only with great difficulty and after suffering heavy losses. Fifty thousand Red Army soldiers made the final assault against nearly 15,000 defenders. Afterwards, hundreds, if not thousands of rebels were executed without trial.


Trotsky’s critics now revived the memory of Kronstadt, making it the centrepiece of their case for an essential continuity between Bolshevism and Stalinism. Trotsky could hardly believe the bad timing of this assault on his reputation, in the middle of his campaign against the Moscow trials. ‘One would think that the Kronstadt revolt occurred not seventeen years ago but only yesterday,’ he complained. He accused his critics of romanticizing the Kronstadt sailors, and he claimed he played no role in suppressing the rebellion, although in fact as war commissar he was one of its organizers. When he learned of the revolt, he issued a demand for unconditional surrender. The Petrograd authorities then warned the sailors not to put up resistance, or ‘you will be shot like partridges’.


Trotsky answered his critics in a series of short articles and in correspondence, while worrying about the effect this discussion might have on the deliberations of the Dewey Commission. A special source of concern was that one of his most troublesome antagonists on Kronstadt happened to be a member of the commission: Wendelin Thomas, the former Communist, who had helped lead the Wilhelms-haven sailors’ revolt in November 1918. Thomas was still at it, accusing Trotsky of hypocrisy, in December 1937, on the eve of the commission’s announcement of its verdict. ‘That you should seek vindication, I regard as well and proper,’ he wrote, ‘that you should deny vindication to your political opponents I regard as good Bolshevism.’ Trotsky’s portrayal of the Kronstadt sailors as political rednecks seeking privileged food rations was a slander, said Thomas. ‘You call to arms against the calumnies of the Russian state machine of 1937 but at the same time you attempt to excuse and justify the calumnies of the Russian state machine of 1921.’


On 12 December, simultaneous with the publication of the complete record of the hearings in Coyoacán, the Commission of Inquiry into the Charges Made Against Leon Trotsky in the Moscow Trials announced its verdict: the trials were a frame-up; Trotsky and his son were not guilty as charged. Trotsky was jubilant. He told his American secretary, ‘My boy, we have won our first great victory. Now things will begin to change.’ The blow to Stalin, he said, was ‘tremendous’. The verdict would deliver a ‘great moral shock’ to public opinion. The initial press coverage of the verdict he described as ‘the best we could hope for’. Even the Mexican press was ‘extremely favourable’.


Yet, unhappily for Trotsky, the truth kept marching on. On 13 December, as the first stories about the verdict appeared in the American newspapers, Dewey made a radio broadcast on CBS, warning American liberals away from Soviet Communism. Now more than ever, Dewey said, he disagreed with the ‘ideas and theories of Trotsky’, including his defence of the USSR. ‘A country that uses all the methods of fascism to suppress opposition can hardly be held up to us as a democracy, as a model to follow against fascism. Next time anybody says to you that we have to choose between fascism and communism, ask him what is the difference between the Hitlerite Gestapo and the Stalinite G.P.U., so that a democracy should have to choose one or the other.’


Dewey expanded on this theme in an interview published in the Washington Post a few days later. The results of the Soviet experiment were now in, Dewey said, and one of the fundamental things they demonstrated was that democracy could not survive if it was restricted to a single political party. In Russia, the October Revolution had led to the gruesome travesty of justice enacted in the October Hall. Elsewhere, the outcome would differ only in degree. ‘The dictatorship of the proletariat has led and, I am convinced, always must lead to dictatorship over the proletariat and over the party. I see no reason to believe that something similar would not happen in every country in which an attempt is made to establish a Communist government.’


When Trotsky learned about Dewey’s statements he was indignant, though of course he could say nothing publicly. Meanwhile, his critics kept nipping at his Achilles heel. Kronstadt would not go away. Well into 1938, Trotsky was forced to defend himself in articles about the rebellion and in one long essay on politics and morality. ‘Idealists and pacifists have always blamed revolution for “excesses”,’ Trotsky wrote. ‘The crux of the matter is that the “excesses” spring from the very nature of the revolution, which is itself an “excess” of history.’ In this sense, Trotsky said, ‘I carry full and complete responsibility for the suppression of the Kronstadt rebellion.’


For Trotsky, it came down to the question of whether the end justified the means. ‘From the Marxist point of view, which expresses the historical interests of the proletariat, the end is justified if it leads to increasing the power of man over nature and to the abolition of the power of man over man.’ Dewey challenged Trotsky’s reasoning in a brief rebuttal article called ‘Means and Ends’. Dewey had no objection to the ultimate end Trotsky put forward, which sounded vaguely like egalitarian socialism. But Dewey detected that Trotsky was deducing acceptable means from an outside source: the Marxist concept of ‘class struggle’, which Dewey classified as ‘an alleged law of history’. Dewey contended that while class struggle might indeed be an appropriate means, it had to be justified and not simply taken on faith.


Dewey, the pragmatist, was alert to the mutual shaping of ends and means. Trotsky, the Marxist, was guided by his belief in an iron law of historical progress. To Dewey, Trotsky was the prisoner of an ideology. ‘He was tragic,’ Dewey said in delivering his ultimate verdict on Trotsky a dozen years later. ‘To see such brilliant native intelligence locked up in absolutes.’
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