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To my numerous friends in the Conservative Party whose relentless belief remains to this day that the Cold war arose from the aggressive ambitions of the Kremlin, thwarted by the bold response of our American friends. Their refusal to contemplate any other explanation has spurred me on in this, my survey of US foreign policy over the last sixty-five years.

























‘To lose an empire is not easy. The British did it and they learned how. The French did it and they learned how. Then the Russians did it – and have not quite learned how. Now I think the Americans should learn how to lose an empire.’


Hans Blix

























A NOTE ON THE SOURCES





Where references are made to secondary sources (which usually cite primary sources themselves) the relevant books and papers are being suggested for further reading. Frequent use is made of the Cold War International History Project website (http://www.wilsoncenter.org/index.cfm? fuseaction=topics.home&topic_id=1409). This huge American-sponsored project cannot be too highly recommended. It contains a variety of sources, principally American and Russian, and makes use of Soviet archives as they are being opened. Translations are made by scholars of international standing who also hold conferences to discuss the implications and backgrounds of the material.
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The USA expands from shore to shining shore 

























PART 1: THE STRUGGLE FOR EUROPE



















CHAPTER 1


THE FLAWED COLD WAR ORTHODOXY







The historical consistency of US policy – Soviet fears ignored – Stalin’s fears of Communist revolutions outside Russia – Truman’s view of Soviet ambitions – the Russia military threat imaginary – Stalin not a repeat of Hitler – Truman initiates the Cold War – Washington rejects Moscow’s peace overtures







‘One of the delightful things about Americans is that they have absolutely no historical memory.’ Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai




 





‘Scare the hell out of the American people!’ Senator Vandenberg’s advice to President Truman on persuading voters to accept the cost of aid for Greece and Turkey.





American incomprehension of the outside world, combined with a determination to lead it, has been the principal problem in international affairs since the end of the Second World War. The stubbornly orthodox view remains that despite ‘aberrations’ ranging from Vietnam to Iraq, the balance sheet remains in the USA’s favour, given the triumph of the Cold War, the defeat of the Soviet Union and the collapse of Communism. America thus deserves the West’s gratitude for leading it to victory after forty-five years of confrontation with an aggressive Russia. It adds some logic to the view that it is essential for the Western alliance to hold firm behind Washington as it faces the newer menace of Islamic terrorism.


However, this orthodoxy is based on the premise that the Soviet threat at the end of the Second World War was a real one.1 But, as one of Britain’s leading military commentators, Sir Michael Howard, observed during the last days of the Soviet Union: ‘No serious historian any longer argues that Stalin ever had any intention of moving his forces outside the area he occupied in Eastern Europe.’ Yet many historians, perhaps not serious but widely read, still argue that the Soviet leader had such aggressive ambitions. A proper military analysis of the situation in 1945 would have shown that the prospect of Russian armies invading Western Europe was a fantasy, like Saddam Hussein’s Weapons of Mass Destruction ready for launch in forty-five minutes. Also like the domino theory reigning in Washington during the Vietnam conflict that if the North won, the whole of South East Asia would go Communist.


The opening up of the Soviet archives underlines the fantasy of the old view of the Russian ‘threat’. The USA’s allies today may be anxious to believe that such manifest follies as Vietnam and Iraq were uncharacteristic of a nation dedicated to peace. But both demonstrate an unmistakeable continuity of a fiercely assertive foreign policy, flourishing under presidencies of both parties. The unwinnable war in Vietnam started under President Kennedy, was stepped up by President Johnson and finally lost by President Nixon despite ferocious bombings of Laos and Cambodia, plus raids on Hanoi itself, in an effort to force North Vietnam to negotiate.


The first Gulf War, launched by President George H. Bush to expel Saddam Hussein from Kuwait, achieved its UN-legitimised end. But the subsequent programme of militarily-supported sanctions produced appalling hardship and death for the ordinary people of Iraq, whom Washington was claiming to rescue. As the death toll mounted, the sanctions were notoriously dubbed ‘worthwhile’ during the Clinton regime. The second Gulf War launched by President George W. Bush is only defended by those hemmed in by their former enthusiasm. Its cost since 2003 has been prodigious for Iraq, supposedly being rescued from tyranny while the Middle East and the world was simultaneously saved from Saddam’s WMDs.


The prolonged and unwinnable war in Afghanistan appeared to follow the decision by the second Bush to extend the original punitive expedition launched after the 9/11 atrocity in New York. But it transpired that an attack on the Taliban regime in Afghanistan was already being planned in Washington to settle old scores with al Qaeda for previous terrorist assaults. The subsequent ‘war on terror’ became a general campaign against Islamic militants, extending into Pakistan and Yemen. In the case of Afghanistan it was accompanied by a high-minded claim that a Western-style democratic state was being created which would be a barrier to Jihadists. By the time Bush left office, the conflict had lasted seven years – longer than the Second World War – and the position was deteriorating. The succeeding Obama administration’s policy on Afghanistan, despite pledges of a swift removal of American forces, was to leave US policy little changed. He agreed to send more troops in the hope that – reminiscent of Vietnam – they might inflict sufficient damage on the insurgents to ease the early US withdrawal he called for during his election campaign.


Correspondingly, Washington’s almost unquestioning support for Israel in its collisions with its Arab neighbours seemed to underline a US instinct for the solution of problems by force, or the support of force by a surrogate. Washington was the vital provider of military, economic and political aid. It bore a key responsibility for Israel’s prolonged assault on insurgents in the Lebanon in the late 1970s, in the brief repeat of this exercise in 2006 and similarly in Gaza in 2008 – all expeditions which aroused widespread condemnation. US policy in Latin America, regularly in assistance with notoriously brutal regimes, also demonstrated the continuity of outlook in Washington, regardless of party.


Criticism of these unfortunate chapters in American foreign policy is now commonplace. However, a readiness to recognise the folly of the Cold War and how the US began it is much harder to find, despite the high quality of ‘revisionist’ histories by American historians in particular. There are obviously other reasons for a reluctance to face this. It rebels against sense to accept that the world came close to nuclear Armageddon on half a dozen occasions and expended so much blood and treasure for forty years against a threat that was never real. To accept this raises serious doubt about the integrity and basic intelligence of a whole succession of Western governments and the political institutions for which they make such high claims. In mitigation of the European powers’ readiness to follow the American lead, two points might be made.


The first is, ironically, that the launch of the Cold War by the USA did in due course bring into existence the very danger which had been imagined. It made frantic defence measures seem sensible. Threatened by President Truman, Russia responded by a vigorous programme of rearmament and an even tighter clampdown on Eastern Europe. With the refusal of the USA to respond to peace initiatives launched by the Soviet leadership on the death of Stalin in 1953, the Kremlin fought back under the new and more assertive leadership of Nikita Khrushchev. American and Western power in general was challenged wherever it could be found. It became rational to talk of a Communist threat and of the danger of a Soviet Union with a nuclear armoury. What was inaccurate was the assumption that a new military threat had come into being when the wartime allies finally came face to face in Germany.


A second excuse may be pleaded for Western governments following American policy: the sheer power of the dollar. What Washington decreed was little challenged by its European allies. There were dangers in objecting to the foreign policy of the USA. It was like criticising the bank manager when loans were desperately needed. Accepting the American view helped by the expenditure involved in US bases in Europe was the easiest route. The normal-give-and-take between allies declined into a subservient attitude. Britain was trying to rebuild a shattered economy with the assistance of an American loan. In 1948 it became further dependent on US aid under the Marshall Plan for European reconstruction. Britain was particularly reliant on US support for sterling, foolishly on a fixed exchange rate which was regularly in crisis. Ironically the instability in sterling owed much to Britain’s attempts to maintain its own military bases around the world, a policy warmly supported by the Americans.


This economic dependence had an inevitable effect on British policy from the start. Clement Attlee, newly elected as Labour Prime Minister in 1945, was not by instinct a hardliner when it came to the Soviet Union, though his ebullient Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin was. His outlook was coloured by his experience of Communist manoeuvrings as a trade union leader. There were strong doubts about the American attitude in the mind of Anthony Eden, Foreign Secretary during Churchill’s wartime leadership and a veteran of dealings with the Kremlin. He regarded the Soviet position after the end of the war as driven by natural motives of defence. Churchill himself with his long history of hostility to everything Soviet shared none of his deputy’s reservations. But hardliners and doubters had one view in common. To defy US policy was financially perilous. The Suez crisis was to demonstrate this dramatically a decade later.


The consequences of prolonged and unquestioning support for the USA have been disastrous. It has led to friends of America being dragged into the front line of a ‘war on terror’ which served as a recruiting sergeant for Jihadists from all parts of Islam. The world is a much more dangerous place as a result of America’s determination to save it.
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A wider look at history shows that a strongly interventionist US foreign policy is nothing new – though the current power to intervene globally is. A century ago, an American incomprehension of the outside world was exemplified by President Woodrow Wilson, so determined to remake countries in the American image after the First World War. His mixture of benevolence and ruthlessness may be summed up in a dispute with Mexico in 1913, when he announced ‘I will teach the Latin-Americans to elect good men’ followed by bombarding the town of Vera Cruz. His gunboat diplomacy intensified such feelings of nationalism and anti-Americanism that Germany hoped to make Mexico an ally in an attack on the USA in 1917 – famously exposed in the Zimmermann telegram, decoded by London.


In 1945, the USA dedicated itself in Wilsonian language to bringing ‘democracy and freedom’ to the countries occupied by the Soviets at the end of the Second World War. The goal was high-minded. But there was a puzzling refusal to acknowledge the Soviet claim that two invasions by Germany in twenty-seven years made the firm control of Eastern Europe essential to Russian security. Truman insisted on seeing the Soviets as the determinedly expansionist enemy of the free world almost from the day he assumed office. They were, he said, ‘planning world conquest’.2


The United States over which he presided had emerged from the Second World War with a military and economic supremacy unparalleled  in history. Of the three powers which defeated the Axis alliance, the USA was unique in ending the war wealthier than when it began. By contrast, Britain’s income was down by a third with much of its overseas assets sold to buy armaments from the USA. In the case of Russia, which had been responsible for destroying the vast bulk of Hitler’s forces, the loss of income was immeasurable. Soviet statistics, always dubious, have never provided a wholly reliable picture of national income. But the scale of the devastation, involving at least twenty-two million and possibly twenty-seven million military and civilian deaths, speaks for itself.


There was in fact no evidence in 1945 that the Soviet Union had a sinister plan to conquer the West. The threat perceived by Truman and others was imaginary – though no less powerful for that – stoked up by years of fearing the deadly spread of Communism. We can gain a genuine insight into the Kremlin mood from opened Soviet archives. As the end of the war came in sight in 1944, the analyses of Moscow’s senior diplomats anticipated a period of post-war East–West cooperation, if with reservations about possible future developments in American internal political rivalries. Nor did the Kremlin intend, as some feared, to mount a Communist takeover of Italy and France. Moscow wanted to see strong Communist parties in both countries able to influence policies in a way which would be advantageous to Russia. But having Communist governments in either country would have been contrary to the policy which Stalin always maintained: keeping Moscow as the absolute centre of the Communist world and thus something he alone could control. In any case, maintaining Communist governments in either country would have demanded the presence of Soviet troops which would have embroiled Moscow in the war which the Kremlin had every reason to avoid.


Stalin’s attitude to the so-called world proletarian revolution is essential to understanding his personal and political motivation. He was, like the despot throughout the ages, principally concerned with his own survival rather than with ideological issues. He abandoned the grand global ambition of the world proletarian revolution in 1924 when he proclaimed that, henceforth, the aim was to be ‘socialism in one country’. To believe that he remained at all times a devout ideologue is to misread his character.


Milovan Djilas, at one time Vice President of Yugoslavia, observed in Conversations with Stalin3 that it was not altogether true, as some Communists complained, that Stalin was wholly against revolutions abroad. He was only in favour of those which he could control. He lost control of Yugoslavia. He was later to lose it in China – insofar as he ever had it.4


 Stalin’s attitude to Communist parties abroad was really very simple. They were not there to win elections, only to act as his underlings, aiding Soviet foreign policy in all its shifts and changes, sometimes assisting one party or country, sometimes another. The overall aim was simply to promote weakness among nations which might be rivals or opponents or otherwise unhelpful to Russia. This was dramatically illustrated in the role allotted to the German Communist Party in the early 1930s. In combination with the left-wing Socialist Party it could have been enough to stop Hitler’s rise to power.


But a Communist Party with real power in a German government, ruling an infinitely more advanced nation, was too much of a risk. The centre of gravity of Communism would shift away from Moscow, thus threatening Stalin’s power and personal status. The German Communists were ordered not just to stay out of any coalition with the Socialists, but to attack them as ‘social fascists’. George Kennan, who had been the State Department’s leading Russian expert, wrote in 1962 (abandoning his famous analysis of a dire Soviet threat in 1946), ‘From the bourgeois world as from his political entourage in the world of communism, Stalin only wanted one thing: weakness. This was not at all identified with revolution.’5


In the case of China, Stalin called on Mao to join with the Nationalists, not fight them. As the Communist forces swept south and came within sight of victory, Stalin pleaded with Mao to negotiate, not fight. The determination of the West to see every Soviet move as explicable in terms of the pursuit of the world proletarian revolution provides one of history’s great ironies: the West took Communist doctrine more seriously than Stalin.


Truman claimed in his memoirs that it was at Potsdam that he finally concluded that the Soviet Union aimed at world conquest. Yet nothing that was said or done there could conceivably justify such a conclusion. The Russians were proving difficult and obstinate on certain issues but not aggressive. It was the issue of the internationalisation of waterways – a Truman obsession – which brought the President to his historically epic conclusion. The fate of the world in Truman’s mind seemed to turn on, of all things, the Danube delta.


If Russia was in a demanding mood at Potsdam, it was not surprising. The Red Army had borne the brunt of the war. Of all the Germans killed, nearly nine out of ten perished on the Russia front. The Wehrmacht had thrown nearly ten times as many divisions at the Red Army as it did against Britain and the USA. And while Britain had been impoverished by the war, much of Russia had been laid waste. The USA – without a single bomb dropped on its mainland – had enjoyed a remarkable prosperity.


On the east European issue, it should have been evident enough at the time how Russia was driven by a desire to seek security in depth after the two devastating German invasions in twenty-seven years.6 Moscow wanted a buffer between Russia and Germany and control over these territories. Stalin himself predicted to Djilas that the Germans would be back on their feet in twelve to fifteen years.7 Though this seemed a daring prophecy at the time, given the wretched condition of Germany in 1945, he was to be proved too cautious. The German Federal Republic was not just back on its feet by the early 1950s, it was soon being asked to join NATO, precisely the sort of development which the Kremlin feared.


Given the German invasions, it would not have mattered whether the government in Moscow had been Communist, Tsarist or Social Democrat. It would still have insisted on firm control of these countries through which invasion had come; and bound to regard with deep suspicion any attempts to prevent it. In any case, Moscow could never forget that it was British and French policy in the interwar years to make Eastern Europe a barrier against the Soviet Union, even to consider – crucially – allowing Hitler a free hand against Russia. Colonel, later President, de Gaulle noted that even after the start of the Second World War:




Certain circles saw the enemy in Stalin rather than Hitler. They busied themselves with finding means of striking Russia, either by aiding Finland or bombarding Baku or landing at Istanbul, much more than in coming to grips with Hitler.8





Nor could the Soviets overlook the fact that, among its new satellites, Romania, Hungary and Bulgaria had fought on the Axis side. Moreover, Poland could be blamed for the Russo-Polish war in 1920 which followed the creation of the Soviet Union.


Only someone who had already made up his mind about Soviet intentions could have claimed that the aim was ‘world conquest’. The suspicions which seemed to lurk constantly in Russian minds about the West were widely viewed as paranoid, given that the world was hungry for peace and cooperation. But it could be argued that the Kremlin had much to be paranoid about, given the history of the interwar years. British and French policy seemed so ready to solve the problem of Hitler by turning him eastwards. It is impossible to understand the Kremlin’s fears without recounting those extraordinary manoeuvres, culminating in serious proposals in Britain and France that the two countries should be prepared to go to war against Russia – just after the war with Germany had broken out – in defence of Finland, then under attack from the Red Army. The country held a strategic key for Russia against Germany.


The wartime alliance of Britain, Russia and the USA certainly showed that East–West cooperation was possible. Friendly gestures by President Roosevelt made an impression on both the Kremlin and opinion at home. A friendly post-war settlement was seen as possible not just in the West but also in the extensive analyses made in the Soviet Foreign ministry by its senior diplomats. But that was while Roosevelt was alive. Once Truman took over on the President’s death in 1945, it quickly became apparent that old ferocious suspicions of expanding Communism, dating back to the Bolshevik revolution, had made their return, this time with the USA indisputably the most powerful nation on earth. This made conditions all too well suited for a collision of mammoth proportions.


Yet it must be said that the great bulk of Americans, when peace broke out in 1945, were full of good intentions – though intertwined with a belief that what was good for the USA must be good for mankind, particularly where open markets and free trade were concerned. The new-found strength of the USA provided a chance to mould the post-war world, to propagate democracy, plus liberal capitalism, which, in American minds, would constitute a safeguard against future wars. This faith in democracy conveniently overlooked, among other things, the fact that Hitler had advanced to power in 1933 through a democratic vote.


The real problem at this point was not the generally benevolent intentions of the USA but its naivety about the outside world’s complexities, its varied cultures, its long-standing nationalistic rivalries and in particular often strong feelings of insecurity. These were feelings hard to comprehend in a nation which could not remember any invasion and which had not suffered a single bullet or bomb fall on its mainland during the Second World War. However, it was not just the USA which insisted on misreading the post-war conditions. Some of Europe’s statesmen with long histories of fearing the Communist virus also believed that the battered Soviet Union was ready to fight the West. This should have been seen as absurd. It requires no technical knowledge of military matters to appreciate the point.


Suppose, even ignoring the deterrent of the A-bomb, that the Red Army had attacked the West soon after the end of the war. It would have encountered strong resistance from the British, the Americans and hastily rearmed elements of the Wehrmacht. It would have been a hard fight but let us suppose that the Russian forces reached the Channel ports. What then?


The invasion of Britain would have been virtually impossible. The Soviets had neither the air nor sea power to make the crossing and huge numbers of troops would have been needed as occupying forces throughout Europe. Meanwhile American troops, aircraft and war supplies would have been pouring into Britain. However, let us suppose, again for the sake of argument, and against all conceivable odds, that the Russians had succeeded in occupying Britain as well as all of Western Europe. What then? The Soviet Union would have been left facing the Americans across three thousand miles of ocean. It would be the ultimate unwinnable war, a military planners’ ultimate nightmare.


In short, the threat was a hallucination. The USA’s Central Intelligence Agency carried out a study in 1946 which concluded that the shattered Soviet Union would not even be in a position to wage a war for fifteen years. Yet the fear of a Russian onslaught persisted. The sheer size of the Red Army, only slowly being demobilised, was regularly advanced as evidence of malign intentions. But the desire to retain large forces against the possibility of another German revival plus the need – as Moscow saw it – to maintain a grip on Eastern Europe was logical.


We have to wonder why the West was consumed by fears of Russia when the war ended. To a considerable extent, it was inspired by a seductively simple belief that Stalin was another Hitler. The USA and Britain were emerging from a war which it was generally accepted started because Hitler had been appeased. The parallel with Stalin seemed irresistible. He was no less of a dictator than Hitler and just as brutal, certainly more whimsical in his ruthlessness. Moreover Marxist doctrine in its purer and original form proclaimed the inevitability of a Communist world. Hitler had finally revealed the full scale of the Nazi menace when he seized Czechoslovakia. Now Stalin, after the war, was refusing to give up control of Eastern Europe. The parallel seemed easy enough. In fact this was another of those historical examples of ‘over-learning’ the apparent lessons of the day.


This simplistic view of 1945 took no account of the differences between the two episodes. Hitler had no need of Czechoslovakia, except to continue his surge eastwards. Stalin saw control of Poland as essential to Russian security against Germany. The occupation of that country and the imposition of a Communist government in Warsaw was a very sore issue for Britain which had gone to war ostensibly to save Poland. It was seen as a mark of failure and a breach of honour that the country should be left occupied by another dictator. The USA, for its part, had been dragged into the war but was eager to convince itself that it was embarking on a high-minded crusade to save democracy and all the values associated with it. Less high-mindedly, as President Roosevelt reminded Stalin at the Yalta conference, there were some six to seven million Polish-American voters in the USA to say nothing of others with links to the occupied east European countries – the so-called hyphenate vote (capable, he was warned, of turning a presidential election). Both Britain and the USA insisted on seeing Poland as the acid test of Moscow’s goodwill and peaceful intentions. Minds refused to meet.


Where Truman stood on Eastern Europe was never in much doubt. His Navy Day speech in October 1945, with its declarations about firm American resistance to tyrannies and its assistance to those opposing them, sent a plain enough message to Moscow. The fact that its belligerent tone had a limited impact in the US at that moment must be attributed to the fact that the war had finally ended only weeks before. Assertions about American righteousness were only to be expected.


There was also the history of the Russian civil war which helped to stoke up the deep and at times apparently neurotic suspicions of the Soviet Union towards the West, an instinct which was also very Russian and existed well before the revolution. In the first three years after the 1917 revolution the new Bolshevik government faced military help provided by the west European powers to its internal rivals in efforts to destroy the Soviet state. This wish seemed to persist even after Stalin soft-pedalled the notion of the world proletarian revolution.9 In the 1930s, the Russians had good reason to fear that at least part of British and French policy towards Hitler was inspired by a desire to turn him eastwards. Both Britain and the USA, but more particularly Britain, had managed to convince themselves in the interwar years that the Red Menace remained serious. Any protestations of peaceful intentions from Moscow were seen as just a disguise for the underlying purposes of revolutionary Marxism–Leninism. Besides and perhaps even more important, playing up the Communist threat was proving a serious vote winner for the British Conservatives – as indeed it was to prove a vote winner for American politicians from the late 1940s onwards.


As a consequence, the wartime alliance of Russia and the West was a brittle affair on both sides. Any sign that Britain and the USA were reluctant to throw everything they had at Germany – there were unfulfilled promises of a Second Front in 1942 and then in 1943 – fuelled Soviet suspicion. The Allies, Moscow claimed, were not seriously drawing off German divisions but were leaving Russia to do the hard fighting.


There was also the problem of Churchill’s own attitude to Russia. In December 1918 he had called unavailingly for an anti-Communist crusade, to include the defeated Germans, to march on Moscow. It is true that he was one of the few Western politicians in the late 1930s calling for an alliance with Russia to contain Hitler. But as early as 1943 his old hostility resurfaced and he was saying that it might be wrong to disarm the Germans too far since they might be needed against the Russians. He repeated it in 1944. The Kremlin knew of this.


Russian fears that the West might sign a separate peace with Germany – at times reciprocated in the West by a fear that Russia might do the same – were regular. Churchill was also to write in a memorandum in 1944 that if the issues of Poland and, oddly, Soviet reparations from Germany were not settled, it would be hard to avoid a third world war. Churchill’s argument over Poland was at least an obvious one. But treating the reparations issue as a potential casus belli was eccentric. After victory in 1918, Lloyd George had promised to ‘squeeze Germany until the pips squeak’. The reparations forced on Berlin after the First World War then were a mistake which Churchill in particular recognised. He argued that a weakened Germany would hinder the economic recovery of Europe as well as leave a bitter legacy. The Russian demands for reparations from Germany after the Second World War, thought unreasonable by the USA and Britain, were no more than an echo of Lloyd George. Russia wanted revenge for the devastation caused by the Germans.


Churchill has long been associated with the start of the Cold War because of his famous Iron Curtain speech in 1946 at Fulton, Missouri. But his active role in the early years of the Cold War should not be exaggerated; he was only the Leader of the Opposition in the Commons. In mid-1945 he was voted out of office and replaced by Clement Attlee, halfway through the vital Potsdam conference. The new Prime Minister was far less inclined to see a great Soviet threat in the making. Churchill’s prestige, on the other hand, even out of office, was enormous and global. He was one of history’s truly great men. He had saved Britain, if not civilisation, from Nazi Germany. For many his Fulton speech – though the Labour government contemplated openly disowning it – was proof to many that the West was now faced with a new version of Hitler.


In allotting blame for the start of the Cold War, Churchill certainly has to bear some share. But predominantly, as the evidence shows, it was the Americans who must shoulder the main responsibility. They were to blame too for the continuation of the struggle when détente was on the cards. Washington, under the influence of John Foster Dulles as Secretary of State, ignored overtures from Moscow after the death of Stalin in 1953. Churchill, back in power by then, was by contrast eager to follow up these offers but was firmly warned off by Dulles.


Russia played a role, but a small one, in stimulating the onset of the Cold War. Soviet tactics in negotiations on matters large and small could be extremely tiresome, at times suggesting little desire for serious cooperation. And the ruthlessness which Stalin’s forces displayed in the occupied and reoccupied territories as they swept westwards was bound to outrage Western feelings. But it did not in itself presage any intentions to occupy areas outside the sphere seen as essential to strategic defence.


Despots, though always repugnant, are not necessarily dangerous outside their own borders. The fact that Stalin was evil did not necessarily mean that his foreign policy was evil. And in the later stages of the Cold War, the USA itself was to back decidedly repressive and brutal regimes. These were vital tactics for defence, ran the argument. The Kremlin would not have argued with that general principle, though it was always ready during the Cold War to exploit the embarrassment that backing dictators was to cause within the USA.


The level of mutual suspicion which came to exist within months of the end of the Second World War was graphically illustrated by the two secret long telegrams of 1946 which travelled between Moscow and Washington as each nation’s ambassador warned his government to beware of the other side’s imperialist ambitions.






1 The orthodox view and its persistence is summarised in the claim in 2003 by former Times Editor William Rees-Mogg: ‘After the Second World War, the US saved Europe from Soviet rule.’ See http://dailyreckoning.com/the-transatlantic-gulf. The consequences of a Third World War are not explored by him.







2 Years of Decision by Harry S. Truman, Hodder and Stoughton, 1955, p. 342







3 Conversations with Stalin by Milovan Djilas, New York, 1961, p. 114 et seq


4 Soviet archive material shows that Stalin’s attitude was far from forgotten at the testy Sino-Soviet summit of July 1958. The minutes show Mao Zedong complaining about Stalin’s lack of support. At the end of the Second World War he helped himself to territory which should have gone to the Chinese Communists: ‘His first major error was one as a result of which the Chinese Communist Party was left with one tenth of the territory that it had. His second error was that, when China was ripe for revolution, he advised us not to rise in revolution and said that if we started a war with Chiang Kai-shek that might threaten the ght threaten the entire nationght threaten the entire nationtruction … after the victory of our revolution Stalin had doubts about its character. He believed that China was another Yugoslavia.’


‘When I came to Moscow (in December 1949) he did not want to conclude a treaty of friendship with us and did not want to annul the old treaty with the Kuomintang.’ (source: Cold War International History Project)







5 Russia and the West under Lenin and Stalin, by George Kennan, Little, Brown, 1961. p. 253







6 In the Second World War estimates of combined Soviet military and civilian deaths range widely, but 23m is a widely accepted figure, possibly conservative. Town and cities partially wrecked or burnt down: 1,700; villages destroyed: 70,000; railway lines destroyed: 65,000 kms; livestock killed or shipped to Germany: 7m horses, 17m head of cattle. Estimates of Russian deaths in the First World War vary considerably but it is widely accepted that 2m soldiers were killed. Territory lost by the old Russia ran to over 300,000 sq. miles. Much of it, most importantly the Ukraine, was recovered by Bolshevik forces with the Baltic States, including Finland, becoming independent nations. For comparison, Anglo-American deaths in the Second World War amounted to less than 1m.


7 When Djilas suggested that Germany would take a long time to recover, Stalin replied: ‘No, they will recover very quickly. It is a highly industrialised country with an extremely skilled and numerous working class and technical intelligentsia. Give them 12–15 years and they’ll be on their feet again.’


8 The Collapse of the Third Republic by William L. Shirer, Simon and Schuster, 1969, p. 544







9 Djilas recorded that Stalin felt instinctively that the creation of revolutionary centres outside Moscow would endanger its supremacy in world Communism and that of course is exactly what happened. That is why he helped revolutions up to a certain point – as long as he could control them, ‘but he was always ready to leave them in the lurch’. Djilas, op. cit., pp. 114 et seq.

























CHAPTER 2


TWO LONG TELEGRAMS: MUTUALLY ASSURED DISTRUST







1946: Moscow and Washington’s envoys in mirror image warnings – George Kennan later regrets his message – Truman steps up military assistance to Greece and Turkey – the military–industrial complex – problems in US diplomatic methods





In the earliest years of the Cold War, George Kennan was seen as the US State Department’s top Russian expert. Author of the famous Long Telegram to Washington in February 1946 – nearly 8,000 words – he was at the time chargé d’affaires in Moscow. (For full text see Cold War International History Project.) Kennan had not just the advantage of being fluent in Russian, a historian and a professional diplomat. He was also the sort of cultured figure who might be cited to show that it was not just untravelled, inexperienced, hard bitten individuals from business or the military who dreamt about the Red Menace.


However, as will be seen, there were two George Kennans. The first fitted the outlook if not the character of a typical Cold War warrior. The later Kennan Mk II was to prove a prolonged critic of the USA’s aggressive policies, ironically so inspired by Kennan Mk I.


In his original message he argued that the Soviet Union still saw itself as living ‘in a world of antagonistic world encirclement’ which owed much to a traditional, ‘neurotic and instinctive’ Russian view of the world. Marxism was a perfect vehicle for this sense of insecurity; and the importance of Marxist dogma in Soviet affairs must not be underrated. The Soviet Union did not believe that peaceful coexistence was possible and would seek to accomplish its goals by the ‘total destruction of rival power’.


America had to face ‘a political force committed fanatically to the belief … that it is desirable and necessary that the internal harmony of our society be disrupted, our traditional way of life destroyed, the internal authority of our state be broken, if Soviet power is to survive’.


Kennan’s views, with an initially limited circulation in Washington, were more widely aired when he wrote the next year in the magazine Foreign Affairs under the pseudonym ‘Mr X’.10 (His authorship was soon unmasked.) He explained how Russia with its ‘aggressive intentions’ could be ‘contained’.


‘It will be seen that Soviet pressure against the free institutions of the Western World is something that can be contained by the adroit and vigilant application of counter-force at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political points corresponding to the shifts and manoeuvres of Soviet policy but which cannot be talked or charmed out of existence.’


Between the time of the Long Telegram and Article X, the Soviet Ambassador in Washington, Andrei Novikov, settled down to a similar analysis.11 It was to prove a mirror image of Kennan’s. In September 1946, Novikov summarised the purposes and motives of American foreign policy. They had become as clear to him as the Kremlin’s were to Kennan. Novikov explained in 4,000 words that ‘American monopoly capitalism’ was aiming at world domination.


The two warning messages encapsulate much of the tragedy of the Cold War. Each side was convinced of the other’s aggressive ambitions – as convinced in fact as each was of the rectitude of its own policies, seen clearly as defensive. Both telegrams stated a number of truths, but not enough to justify their conclusions.


Kennan Mk I was surprisingly insensitive about Soviet security fears. He stated at one point that with Germany and Japan eliminated, it was ‘sheerest nonsense’ for Moscow to fear military attack from anyone. But as the Russians could remember, German military power had been severely limited by the Treaty of Versailles. Yet little more than a decade later Hitler embarked on a rearmament campaign which produced a vast war machine. If Kennan could not foresee the possibility of another German revival, the Russians certainly could. And with the new Federal Republic of Germany called on by the West to rearm (less than a decade after Kennan’s comments), Soviet apprehension could hardly be deemed ‘sheerest nonsense’.


It was certainly true, as Kennan argued, that convinced Marxists foresaw the inevitable triumph of Communism across the globe as proletariats everywhere shook off the bonds of capitalism – or in the case of Asia, of feudalism. But much as they would welcome that occurring soon, the sheer inevitability of the process meant that time and example were on their side. Communism would prove to be irresistible, both as a political system and as an economic form of organisation. True Marxist-Leninists had only to wait, meanwhile looking to their own safety, in case the capitalist world resorted to the use of military or semi-military means against the USSR. A certain missionary zeal meant that a push here or there was a duty, as was their theoretical obligation to support Communist parties across the globe. But Russia after the Second World War was not in a position to do much pushing. No less significant was Stalin’s hostility to the establishment of Communist states which he could not directly control. He may have been a Marxist (of sorts) but he was foremost an exponent of realpolitik.


The Americans also had their own ideas about inevitability: the eventual global triumph of democracy and liberal capitalism. Like the Soviets, they too were convinced that time and example was on their side. The immediate need was safety from another war and a world in which American prosperity could continue. That meant a world where American business could flourish on the international stage, untrammelled by the tariff wars and economic chauvinism which had impoverished everyone in the interwar years.


This point was recognised in the second telegram, Novikov emphasising American ambitions to open up markets throughout the world for the access of trade and capital. The fact that the war had left the USA with military bases all round the world which it showed no sign of vacating underlined the American desire in Novikov’s analysis to encircle the Soviet Union.12


Of the two views, Novikov’s was backed up by a greater proportion of facts rather than surmise. The USA, he correctly said, was worried that the end of the war might bring a severe recession to its factories and the repetition of the trade wars of the 1930s. Fears were indeed being voiced in the administration that the impoverished post-war world might be unable to buy American goods. The need for free trade in goods and capital throughout the world was to prove a constant theme of the US government from the earliest stages of the Cold War.


Whether the Americans as a whole were quite as politically and economically ambitious in 1946 as Novikov maintained is questionable. The need for action to advance American economic interests was not questioned. An active global policy for political domination and involvement on the other hand had little popular appeal at that time. But it was to grow over the next decades to the point where the affairs of every nation came to be seen as the legitimate political (and moral) interest of the USA. Seen from the standpoint of the 21st century, Novikov had the best of the argument.


Both the Kennan documents, the Long Telegram and X Article, provided authority for views which had been taking root in most parts of the administration. Yet Kennan himself was later to say that he looked back on the Long Telegram ‘with a sort of horrified amusement’. It might have been written, he said in his memoirs, for the (fiercely conservative) Daughters of the American Revolution. He was to go on in the 1950s to preach the virtues of détente with the Soviets.


He also complained that his call for Russia to be ‘contained’ had been taken to mean militarily. He had wanted, he said, to stress ‘political containment’. It was not a very convincing argument since it was hard to see, particularly for a man of his intellectual background, how an idea or an ideology could be ‘contained’. The reality was that he changed his mind when he returned from Moscow to the State Department and saw at first hand the belligerent attitudes which were coming to dominate US policy.


Following the lines of the two telegrams each side was to attribute aggressive motives to the other. This had inevitable consequences. Every move by either side was seen as part of a plan to weaken the other – politically, economically or strategically. The USA’s diplomacy was not subtle. It was often conducted in the glare of publicity which is habitual in American politics and was in many instances driven by the urge to score points for electoral purposes. If it was not for the Presidential elections, it was for the intervening Congressional elections. The so-called hyphenate vote (Polish-Americans, Italian-Americans, etc.) was strongly anti-Soviet and could swing a national result.


The Russians had no such electoral or publicity problems. But, suspicious by nature, they were among the most tiresome of negotiators, sometimes seeming like the Red Army itself, determined to wear down the other side by sheer stamina. The personality of the granite-faced Molotov as Soviet Foreign Minister played a part in this process. There was also the problem during the Cold War that no Soviet official, if he valued his position – or even his skin – would dare to take an initiative on his own. The rigidity of the system meant that clearance at the top was always necessary for any gesture which smacked of friendliness. Niet was always the easiest answer.


Nikita Khrushchev, who rose to the Soviet leadership in the mid-1950s, was to describe Molotov’s character as showing on occasions ‘unbelievable stubbornness, bordering on stupidity’.13 Yet various issues remaining from the war were in fact eventually resolved with him through foreign ministers’ conferences, such as the peace treaties with Germany’s former allies. But the process was wearisome and there were rarely any displays of goodwill or friendship. The Russians, questions of defence apart, thought the USA remarkably insensitive about the huge sacrifices in men, material and infrastructure they had suffered in destroying the Wehrmacht.


The Americans found it genuinely hard to understand how Russian propaganda could ascribe imperialist ambitions to them. Had not the USA been a champion of freedom and democracy and an outspoken enemy of colonialism? The Russians, still mired in Marxism, could not understand how the USA could attribute imperialism to the Soviet Union. Was not the point of Marxism–Leninism that it liberated the proletariat? The two powers used the same word but refused to share its meaning.


The Soviets in 1945 were also convinced that they brought liberation (of another kind) to the territories they took. The governments of Poland, Hungary and Romania between the wars were hardly model democracies. The new forms of government allowed in Hungary and Romania had, at first, some elements of democracy; and Czechoslovakia returned to its fuller pre-war pattern. But after 1948 all elements of democracy were removed. The full Communist pattern was imposed which – the Soviets liked to believe – would also bring clear economic progress.


KENNAN MK II


The belief that Kennan Mk I was calling for military containment was readily accepted in Washington. Indeed that seemed to be understood by him at that time. He observed the sharp rise in the defence budget and the warlike pronouncements of the administration without immediately seeking to correct the impression that containment had to be essentially military. He should not have been surprised either that the logic of his warning led to a high degree of interference by the USA in the affairs of countries close to the Soviet bloc. If the Russians had to be contained militarily, the effective frontiers against them had to be manned. He was remarkably slow to correct this impression. His doubts about his own ‘X’ article became evident when he pleaded later that it had only been written originally for the ‘private edification’ of James Forrestal, the Defense Secretary (later to commit suicide after a bout of persecution mania).


The fact that the article helped to stimulate policies of rearmament went down particularly well with what President Eisenhower later dubbed ‘the industrial-military complex’ in his departing address to the nation. Left so abruptly with redundant military plant when the war ended, the defence industries were delighted at the prospect of new orders and the military with rising budgets.


The policy of containment was taken up with enthusiasm by Clark Clifford, a White House adviser to President Truman. In September 1946, he wrote a memorandum declaring that coexistence was impossible and advocating a worldwide strategy based on the A-bomb to ‘restrain the Soviet Union and to confine Soviet influence to its present area’.14 The language was violent. The stage seemed to be set for a military confrontation with the Soviets, despite the CIA study suggesting it would remain militarily ineffective for some years. An updated version of the memorandum, with no dilution of its extreme views, was to become NSC-68 (National Security Council) in 1950.


Kennan’s disillusionment about the effect of his earlier analyses started during his brief tenure as Ambassador to Moscow from 1952–53. He wrote in his memoirs:




A particularly violent jolt was received one day when one of the service attachés showed me a message he had received from Washington concerning a certain step of a military nature that the Pentagon proposed to take for the purpose of strengthening our military posture in a region not far from the Soviet frontier. I paled when I read it. It was at once apparent to me that had I been a Soviet leader and had I learned that such a step was being taken I would have concluded that the Americans were shaping their preparations towards a target of a war within six months.15





In 1952 Kennan was to send another telegram to Washington attempting to undo the hardline attitudes he had reinforced. He called for moderation in relations with the Soviet Union. He described this later telegram at the time as: ‘… The strongest statement I ever made of my views on this general subject of our responsibility for the deterioration of relations between Russia and the West in the late 1940s.’16


He went on to write that the USA was determined to:




Teach itself and the NATO associates never to refer to the most menacing element of our military potential otherwise than as ‘the nuclear deterrent’ – the unmistakable implication being that the Russians, longing for inauguration of World War III, would at once attack if not deterred by the agency of retribution. Year after year nothing would be omitted to move American air bases and missile sites as close as possible to Soviet frontiers. Year after year, American naval vessels would be sent on useless demonstration expeditions into the Black Sea – thus, by implication, imputing to the Russians a degree of patience which our own public and congressional opinion would be most unlikely to master had the shoe been on the other foot.


Time after time, as in Pakistan and Okinawa, the maintenance and development of military or air bases would be stubbornly pursued with no evidence of any effort to balance this against the obvious political costs. Political interests would similarly be sacrificed or put in jeopardy by the avid and greedy pursuit of military intelligence.17





One hardliner who would not repent was Dean Acheson, Secretary of State from 1949 to 1953. While Under Secretary during the Truman period, he propounded his version of what was later called the domino theory, which was so effective in entangling the USA in the Vietnam war. Acheson argued that a victory for Communism in Greece, Turkey or Iran or any of the other countries of the Near East or the Mediterranean region would lead rapidly to the collapse of pro-Western governments throughout Europe.


The seeds of the Cold War which had been sown in warlike warnings to Russia by Truman were to grow thick and fast in the wake of the Long Telegram. The influential Senator Arthur Vandenberg spoke in the Senate of the need to stop ‘appeasement’ of the Soviet Union. James Byrnes, the Secretary of State, delivered a warning that no country had the right to station troops in the territories of other sovereign nations ‘without their consent’. That of course sounded fine and even-handed. But the point was that other countries which agreed to American bases were so much in need of US economic assistance that they could rarely resist Washington’s military planners.


Byrnes also criticised the Soviets for taking, or looting, Japanese industrial equipment in Manchuria before any formal agreement had been reached on reparations. But such an agreement, as the Russians knew, would be hard to achieve with the Americans. In any case it was easy for the USA to take this high-minded attitude on reparations. It had emerged from the war with a surplus of industrial plant.


It was also time, Washington decided, to deter suspected Russian ambitions in Turkey and – as they supposed – in Greece, even though the aid for rebels there came from Yugoslavia against Stalin’s specific wishes. He told Djilas:




The uprising in Greece will have to fold up. Do you think that Great Britain and the USA – the USA the most powerful nation in the world – will permit you to break the line of communication in the Mediterranean? And we have no navy. The uprising in Greece must be stopped as quickly as possible.18





But Washington’s view persisted that the menace in Greece was from the Soviets. Truman agreed to a proposal from Forrestal that a task force including an aircraft carrier should be earmarked for a display of American power in the eastern Mediterranean. ‘The Truman Doctrine’ was being created.


THE CHARACTER OF AMERICAN DIPLOMACY


Given the gap between the two powers as demonstrated by the two telegrams, it would have needed the most skilful diplomacy to bring either side to an understanding of the other’s position. Sadly, the quality of diplomacy during the early years of the Cold War was lamentable – and it was to get no better with the passage of time. On the US side, the reign of John Foster Dulles at the State Department (1953–1959) was to see a foreign policy designed to scare the Soviet Union into submission. The death of Stalin and gestures of détente by the new leadership opened up new prospects which were promptly rebuffed. The British and French governments tried to redress the balance but, as decidedly junior partners in the alliance were unable to do so. There was also an inclination in Washington to listen to military hotheads in formulating policy.


On the Soviet side, the interregnum of Georgii Malenkov, Stalin’s immediate successor, was followed by the reign of Nikita Khrushchev whose volatile and emotional behaviour made East–West negotiations difficult. His erratic behaviour was to upset not just Western leaders but also his colleagues – and be a key factor in his ultimate downfall


The problems of American diplomacy arose from certain national psychological characteristics which lent an aggressive edge to the country’s foreign policy. The USA has always been a fiercely competitive society in fields ranging from business to sport and many other fields. It has long been characterised by the unmatched flow of ‘how to succeed’ books. It is an important cause of the country’s success as a leader in those and so many other fields.


The will to win is a fine thing but in diplomacy it can be a recipe for trouble. The United States expected not just to win but also to win demonstrably. Yet draws are the essence of successful diplomacy. Each side should be able to conclude negotiations without humiliation or loss of pride; otherwise disagreements are likely to fester. European nations with a long history of sometimes winning, sometimes losing are more ready to accept draws.


Matters were inevitably made worse in the USA by that constant glare of publicity. Positions were expounded before negotiations. The progress of talks was described in detail while they were still ongoing. And the negotiator was expected to return with the laurels of a winner. And where Eastern Europe was concerned, the importance of the hyphenate vote was never forgotten.


Rigidity was certainly a charge that stuck to both sides during the Cold War. But at least the Kremlin did not have to worry much about public opinion or announce the results of negotiations other than in the most considered form. Nor was it obliged to care about the political views of the military which were to become so marked and so well publicised in the USA. This was a problem – along with the influence of the defence industries – which was to seriously worry President Eisenhower by the time he left office.


Once the Cold War was well under way, the rigidity of American diplomacy became particularly marked. So much effort had been expended in describing the wickedness of communism that compromises were liable to look immoral in themselves – and sure to be labelled as such by numerous, rabidly anti-Soviet (and often highly religious) elements in the USA. The rigidity was certainly liable to be made worse by the American taste for military men – not given by nature to compromises – in top political or diplomatic positions. Three Secretaries of State since the late 1940s have been generals: George Marshall, Alexander Haig and Colin Powell. General Bedell Smith became Under Secretary of State. Haig sought the Republican nomination for the Presidency, withdrawing at the last minute when George H Bush was overhauling him. Air Force General ‘Hap’ Arnold became the Vice Presidential candidate alongside segregationist George Wallace in a third party campaign. The highly politicised CIA had three directors from the armed forces.


The practice of entrusting supreme power to military men reaches back into the 19th century when three generals were voted into the White House – Andrew Jackson, Zachary Taylor and Ulysses Grant. No other Western democracy adopted a remotely comparable practice of militarisation.


For an understanding of the deep-seated Soviet fear of the West and its response when it was stimulated, it is essential to look back beyond even the interwar years to the longer historical background. For the Cold War was a clash of two long-established empires, often mirroring each other in their urge to expand. But, remarkably, it was also a clash in which both sides made such a point of denying their imperial history.
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CHAPTER 3


THE EXPANSION OF AMERICA: FROM COLONY TO SUPERPOWER







Growth of both the USA and Russia – from insignificance to global power – rising senses of mission – US ambitions extend in the Pacific – Woodrow Wilson ignores his pledges – the path to global hegemony





The freshly founded USA consisted of only three million people, occupying the original thirteen states. The expansion which followed was more than just a desire for economic survival. The American Indians were progressively displaced, regardless of various treaties. The Louisiana Purchase was made under a threat to France that it must sell or the territory would be seized. It doubled the size of the original thirteen colonies. The acquisition of the Spanish colony of Florida followed. Next came the openly expansionist war with Mexico which led to the seizure of a vast area: Texas, California, New Mexico, Nevada, Arizona and Utah plus part of what now form the states of Colorado, Wyoming, Kansas and Oklahoma.


The drive for new territories then extended overseas. After acquiring a naval base on the Pearl River, the USA took over the independent Kingdom of Hawaii. The drive for new commercial interests did not stop there. In 1845, Congress declared that Korea and Japan should be opened up for US trade, both nations being strongly resistant to outside influences. In the case of Japan Commodore Perry arrived with a fleet and a threat. If Japan did not ‘open up’, he would return with a larger fleet. The resentful Japanese bowed to the inevitable, adopting a policy of rapid industrialisation – which the Americans were later bitterly to regret.


The American mood was now fiercely imperialist. A leading spokesman for the Democrats, John O’Sullivan declared, in what was to become a popular cry, that it was the country’s ‘manifest destiny to possess the whole of the continent which Providence has given us for the development of the great experiment of liberty’.19


Once this frame of mind had descended on the country it was inevitable that the then Spanish colony of Cuba was soon to be in Washington’s sights. Spain was soon pushed out and the territory of Puerto Rico also incorporated. The Spanish colony of the Philippines, though far away, was next on the list. American opinion had long sympathised with ‘little brown brother’ in fighting the Spanish rulers. Once they took over, the Americans found themselves also fighting the irregulars; and it took some time to quell them. It was not until 1935 that Washington agreed to the principle of Philippine independence, not finally granted until 1946 and only then with an arrangement for the USA to retain naval bases.


When Woodrow Wilson, the stern Presbyterian from Princeton, took over, the mood seemed to falter and he promised never again to acquire any territory by conquest. But the USA took over the affairs of the Dominican Republic and Nicaragua. In the case of Mexico, Wilson had no hesitation about interference. It was in forcing a change of government that Wilson bombarded Vera Cruz with the death of 100 or so Mexicans. Another skirmish followed with the next Mexican president.


Wilson’s desire to teach others to elect good men was much in evidence when he swept into the Versailles conference. This messianic sense of mission was to be transmitted to later US Presidencies.


THE RISE OF THE RUSSIAN/SOVIET EMPIRE


Russia’s growth from a primitive principality to an empire was as remarkable as the rise in size of the USA. But it was driven in part by the lack of natural boundaries and a history of constant invasion. The steppes stretched endlessly away to the east. Bloody onslaughts against the nascent Russian state came from the Huns, Avars, Kazars, Patsinaks, Cunams and most formidably from the Mongols, or Tatars, who made the small original principality into a vassal state for 200 years. The killings by the Tatars alone are among the greatest massacres in pre-20th century history.


The topography also made orderly rule difficult. To the east and south lay a series of disorderly Khanates whose borders did not hold back tribal raiders. The acquisition of these territories for security and wealth seemed natural. There were also attacks from the west. Livonia, the old version of Lithuania, was a formidable aggressor. Battles against the Teutonic Knights were a major feature in Russian children’s history books. Under Ivan the Terrible, Russia became an aggressive and effective power. The bloody methods he employed against internal and external enemies naturally appealed to Stalin, who had him made the subject of an adulatory film by the film maker Sergei Eisenstein.


Modernisation of the state was extremely slow. Sheer distance made Russia a difficulty country to rule efficiently. Insofar as it produced competent administrators they had to act with constant reference to the faraway imperial court. Size only proved a real strength in invasions as both Napoleon and Hitler discovered. The state had a unique weapon of mass destruction – winter.


The growing size of Russia and an emergence of the typical 19th century appetite for territory produced excited fears in the West that Russia would impose its power on the ramshackle Ottoman empire, seize parts of the Balkans under Turkish rule and even make a grab for Constantinople – though Russia had ruled out this step. In 1852 Britain and France drifted into the Crimean War, famous for its military and organisational incompetence. It was sparked, absurdly, by a brawl between Catholic priests (supported by France) and Greek orthodox priests (supported by Russia) over rights at the Church of the Holy Nativity. In Russia the conflict was seen in terms of protection for her Greek Orthodox co-religionists under Ottoman rule. It developed with the growth of panslavism into saving their fellow Slavs in the Balkans from brutal rule by Turkey. Gladstone was to make Ottoman rule infamous in his ‘Balkan atrocities’ campaign which brought him back into politics and later into the premiership again.


Russia’s more secular and regular demands for more entrenched rights to use the Bosphorous Straits for access to the Mediterranean were seen in London and Paris as a persistent threat. Though Britain and France won the Crimean War, it was not entirely clear what the conflict had achieved, other than promoting hostility and suspicion on both sides.


From the middle of the 19th century until 1945, Russia had little to record but defeats. Tsarist governments eyed India with interest from time to time but never very seriously. But it helped to maintain fears of the Bear, huge, powerful and primitive and with an insatiable desire to expand its poorly-ruled domain. The crumbling Ottoman empire certainly presented an easy target for more acquisitions, coloured by the usual claims that it was a rescue of Christians – including those in the Balkans – from Islamic rule. The Tsarist empire reached a peak when it consolidated its position on the Pacific coast. But territorial disputes with Japan in 1904 led to war, the sinking of the Russian fleet and total humiliation of the Tsarist government. It was forced to concede a constitution providing, in theory, for Western-style liberties under an elected assembly.


The pattern of Russian alliances changed drastically in the years before 1914. The rise of Germany since the Franco-Prussian war posed a new potential threat. Russia and France formed an alliance providing that each would aid the other if attacked by Germany. St Petersburg did little to ease relations with the central powers. Panslavism had become strong. Support in spirit, though not in arms, helped spark off two untidy wars in the Balkans in 1912 and 1913, in which Serbia, Bulgaria, Macedonia. Greece and Turkey were all involved. The conflicts were contained by the major powers through diplomacy, chiefly by the ambassadors of the major powers meeting in London. Serbia remained a problem. It was deeply resentful of the Austrian annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1908, previously only ‘administered’ by Vienna through an agreement with St Petersburg. It culminated in the fatal shots in Sarajevo and the outbreak of the First World War, Russia fulfilling its role in coming to the aid of France.


For two years, Russia met with successes. It had some skilful generals as well as its large, if ill-equipped, armies. But after the defeat at Tannenberg, disintegration began. In March 1917, the ‘liberal revolution’ swept aside the Tsar. The new government’s desire to continue to fight on the Allied side was deeply unpopular in Russia and contributed to the success of the Bolsheviks in October. The need for the new government to achieve peace led to the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. The appalled Bolshevik emissaries were confronted with total humiliation. They were forced to sign an agreement in which the old imperial Russia’s losses included Poland, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia and a large part of the Ukraine. It also meant the loss of 90 per cent of its coal mines, more than half of its industrial plants and half of its cultivated crop areas. Thus Russia ended the war with fearful losses, including some two million killed in action. Only a quarter of the army put into the field emerged unscathed. More casualties followed in the subsequent civil war, despite which the Red Army reconquered the Ukraine.


The fear that Communism would spread was very strong in the West with Churchill unsuccessfully urging his multinational march on Moscow. But British troops were to be sent to Russia to aid the Whites against the Reds. By early 1919, France, Britain, Romania, Italy, Serbia and Greece and Japan had sent troops to Russia, principally in support of the Whites’ General Denikin. Much of their role was confined to controlling the areas nominally loyal to the Whites with the fighting left to Denikin’s own troops. However, by the summer, most of these contingents had been withdrawn, partly because the cause was unpopular at home and partly because Denikin looked a lost cause.


Another peril faced the new Soviet government in the following year, this time from a revived Poland. Warsaw was dissatisfied with the western frontier decreed at Versailles, the so-called Curzon Line. A hastily assembled Polish army made great advances into the Ukraine, assisted by military advisers from France. But it was finally defeated by the new Red Army which pushed as far as Warsaw before the Treaty of Riga patched up a peace. Poland gained over 50,000 square miles. The Poles insisted that they had merely made a pre-emptive strike. Lenin liked to believe that a Soviet advance would inspire proletarian uprisings in Eastern Europe if not beyond.


He could certainly trumpet his claim that the bourgeois nations were united in an international effort to destroy Soviet Russia for fear of the impending proletarian revolution. This remained an essential feature of official doctrine. However room for manoeuvre was limited by Russia’s desperate need for trade with the West and the repair of its prostrate economy. Communist economics were proving an abject failure. The New Economic Policy (NEP) was decreed in 1921 – lasting four years – which reintroduced limited forms of free markets. Trotsky sternly criticised this departure from Marxist doctrine but was overruled by Lenin. The trade with the West was explained to faithful colleagues by Lenin as a sign that the capitalists were capable in their folly and cupidity of selling Russia the rope which would hang them.


After Lenin’s death in 1924, there was an inevitable collision between his two principal lieutenants. Stalin ousted Trotsky and offered his new message to replace the fight for the global proletarian revolution: ‘Socialism in one country’. This was such a radical departure from orthodox party doctrine that Stalin went out of his way to emphasise that all other parts of the creed remained intact. NEP was soon ended. Trotsky himself was successively removed from the party and exiled. In 1941, Stalin’s killers assassinated him in his home in Mexico. Once he had removed Trotsky from power in 1924, Stalin set about eliminating all possible rivals and their supporters – real or imaginary – and enforcing a series of brutal five-year plans for industrialisation and the forcing of peasants into collective farms. The latter led to literally millions of deaths by starvation. More millions were to be added in random arrests, executions and the rise of the labour camps.


Whether the Kremlin was equally paranoid in its fears of the West is a different issue. The tactics of the European powers in the interwar years can provide an answer. 
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CHAPTER 4


AMERICAN ENTANGLEMENT IN EUROPE







Wilson at the peace conference – the remaking of the old world – his approach resented – first reactions in the USA to Bolshevism – foretastes of McCarthyism





With the defeat of Germany in 1918 the victors assembled at Versailles to restore a shattered world. The Old World was to feel the full blast of President Wilson’s self-righteousness. Though his sympathies were wholly with the Allies from the outset of the war, he had made a point when finally embroiled in the conflict of maintaining a moral aloofness. He insisted on classifying the USA as an ‘associated power’ on the Allies’ side, not a direct partner in the alliance. The USA was thus not involved in the Allies’ war aims nor did it subscribe to the Allies’ views on the causes of the war itself, which Wilson dismissed as due to the ‘old system of alliances’.


The President’s declaration of war aims was eloquent and naive. It was to be ‘a war to end all wars and to make the world safe for democracy’. It is hard to imagine any European leader who could really believe that there could be a such a thing as a ‘war to end all wars’ or that the aim must be to make the world safe for democracy – as opposed to merely safe. The implication was that the brave new world he envisaged would be one where the spreading of democracy’s magic would banish conflict. Indeed, he told his staff in one of his typical displays of innocence that democracy would not just make wars less likely, it would make them impossible since the voters would not allow them to happen. In reality pre-war Germany had been a fairly democratic state. It did not stop the Germans entering the war with immense enthusiasm. Wilson’s trust in democracy was underlined by his reiteration of the claim that ‘the only cure for the ills of democracy is more democracy’. More confusing was his commitment to the grand simplicity of ‘self-determination’ which was to be made the world’s future pattern. His Secretary of State, Robert Lansing, privately expressed his alarm about this:




When the President talks of self-determination, what unit does he have in mind? Does he mean a race, a territorial area or a community? It will raise hopes that can never be realised. It will, I fear, cost thousands of lives. In the end it is bound to be discredited, to be called the dream of an idealist who failed to realise the dangers before it was too late.20





Lansing’s realistic approach led to him being sidelined by the President during the Versailles negotiations.


Wilson’s insistence on the USA being only an ‘associated power’ enabled him to enunciate doctrines at variance with those of the Allies at the beginning of 1918. The Bolshevik revolution in November 1917 was followed by Trotsky throwing open the Russian government archives and revealing the series of secret agreements reached among the European powers on the dismemberment of the Austro-Hungarian and German empires after the war. There was nothing very surprising in the fact that secret agreements were being made given the desperate nature of the struggle and the need for the Allies to recruit support wherever they could. But some of the proposals were controversial and several were liable to stiffen the resistance of the Central Powers. In response to this Wilson brought forward his Fourteen Points. They were like his war aims: high-minded, often naive and highly ambiguous. For example there was to be an end to ‘secret diplomacy’. Instead there were to be ‘open covenants (for peace) openly arrived at’.21


The difficulty of adhering to this high-minded principle was to be demonstrated when the Germans approached the USA in the autumn of 1918 in search of an armistice. Wilson could not keep the details of this from his allies. But he sent his all-important reply without consulting them. And when discussions between the major powers over future boundaries of the new nations started in Paris in 1919, Wilson agreed that these initial talks should be kept strictly confidential. There was, too, an obvious confusion about the Point which promised an independent Poland with access to the Baltic. That could only be achieved by giving the Poles a corridor through German territory, thus appearing to vitiate another of the Points. This said that an independent Poland should be ‘inhabited indisputably by Polish populations which should be assured a free and secure access to the sea’. But the territory for this access was inhabited indisputably by Germans. In due course calls for clarifications and amendments to the Fourteen Points led to an additional Four Principles and Five Particulars. Ambiguities, confusion and unrealism remained.


Wilson was one of the world’s least experienced statesmen – a parallel in foreign affairs might be drawn with Truman when he abruptly became president. When Wilson advanced his Fourteen Points for remaking the world, he had only been in active politics for eight years. It was only six years since he had his first taste of national politics as the compromise Democratic candidate – after no less than forty-five ballots – which brought him to the White House. He showed little interest in international affairs outside the American sphere and almost none in the problems of Europe. Nor was he apparently greatly interested in the war before it became a matter of menace to the USA. In 1916 he said the USA was ‘not concerned with the objects and causes of the war … the obscure foundations from which its stupendous flood has brought forth, we are not interested to search for or explore.’


The contribution that Wilson himself made to the political instability of Europe has inevitably to be a matter of conjecture since it is hard to know whether the Allies would have made a secure peace in his absence or done better with a wiser US president in the Paris talks. But it is hard to dispute that the American combination of immense power and immense naivety was to prove dangerous for world stability, with frontiers in constant dispute. A measure of the mixture of innocence and egomania, indeed megalomania, which Wilson brought with him is evident:




Why has Jesus so far not succeeded in inducing the world to follow His teachings in these matters It is because He taught the idea without devising any practical means of attaining it. That is why I am pursuing a practical scheme to carry out His aims.22





Wilson’s tactics for pursuing this lofty aim were however to descend into less high-minded manoeuvrings. They sparked the memorable barb from Clemenceau, the French Premier: ‘He talked like Jesus Christ and acted like Lloyd George.’ Wilson also dismayed his staff on the trip to Europe by declaring that he, not the elected leaders of the Allied governments, really represented their electorates.


What emerged from Versailles was neither the Carthaginian peace which some wanted nor the magnanimous settlement which others – such as Churchill and the economist Maynard Keynes – favoured. Indisputably, Wilson had raised aspirations in Europe which could not be fulfilled. The result, though certainly not something for which he alone could be blamed, was a series of settlements of borders which left brooding dissatisfaction.


At the same time his championship of the League of Nations produced a supposed ‘cure’ for international differences which was to prove of dubious value. Without the USA, the League would be largely meaningless. The US Senate refused to ratify his agreement to membership, despite or perhaps because of the way he tried to browbeat the legislators on every detail. Thus the League came into force without the world’s greatest power. At least as damaging was the rejection by the Senate of the proposed treaty with France as a guarantee against German aggression.


It would be easy to see these rejections as indication of the supposed American lapse into isolationism after it rejected the League. But it could be misleading. The USA played an active international role in the 1920s and even early 1930s. When Warren Harding was elected President in 1920, Wilsonian idealism was on the wane. Even to his keenest supporters it seemed that Europe had proved ungratefully – and bafflingly – impervious to the President’s idealistic master-plan, continually making difficulties, resurrecting old quarrels between resurgent nationalists and demanding reparations where the US proposed magnanimity. Washington itself showed little sign of magnanimity when it came to the British and French loans.


Others among Wilson’s supporters concluded from the Senate vote that there was no hope in the foreseeable future of committing Congress to a truly ‘internationalist policy’. And, for some, sheer weariness had set in. There was no immediate danger of war. Why get involved in overseas commitments in which, it was frequently reckoned, wily Europeans would outsmart the straightforward Americans?


Isolationists and Internationalists could be found on both sides. The Democrats were associated more closely with interest in European issues. Harding himself had talked vaguely of an Association of Nations as a peace-preserving alternative to the League. He wanted ‘the middle ground between aloofness and ‘injurious commitment’ – a sort of political no man’s land. His landslide victory was, like most political triumphs, attributed to domestic and international issues according to taste. For those who disliked the League or European connections it was a mandate for selective isolation. In the increasingly important area of the Pacific and Asia they favoured a forward policy. As to overseas business activities in general, Harding urged Americans to ‘go on to the peaceful commercial conquest of the world’.23


Washington participated in numerous League conferences. In disarmament, the Americans called the Washington conference which secured eventual agreement between the USA, Britain and Japan over warships. In the remaining interwar period, the USA confined its foreign concerns largely to the south and the east becoming preoccupied with its own economic troubles and, as Hitler grew stronger, committing itself to formal neutrality.


In the 1930s, after the Wall Street Crash and the subsequent banking crisis, the USA adopted stern tariffs which precipitated tit-for-tat measures which deepened and prolonged the international depression. The folly of this was, by the 1940s, to convince Washington that post-war settlements must vigorously promote international free trade with equality of access to raw materials. It was inevitably to cause tension with the Russians and the closed Soviet economy.


The menace of Bolshevism added to American distrust of the outside world. At home, the self-proclaimed quality of tolerance collapsed. What the historian Richard Hofstadter called ‘the paranoid style in American Politics’24 came swiftly to the fore. The New York State legislature expelled five Socialists as dangerous revolutionaries. The New York Times described the move ‘as clearly a measure of national defence as the declaration of war against Germany’. It further claimed that the Attorney General in Chicago had uncovered a huge conspiracy to overthrow the government and, after seizing all businesses, to establish a Soviet government.


On the orders of the US Attorney General himself, Mitchell Palmer, nearly 4,500 supposed or actual Communists were arrested in 1919. He declared: ‘like a prairie fire the blaze of revolution was sweeping every American institution of law and order.’ In Boston, about 1,000 were arrested on the score of their left-wing connections, though mostly released since no charge could stick.


Tolerance was little in evidence in the interwar years. Ku Klux Klan membership reached 4–4.5 million in the 1920s. In the 1930s, the weekly broadcasts of Father Coughlin, the rabid Catholic priest, achieved an audience of 30 million. He consistently warned his fellow countrymen against Communism, Jews, bankers and Freemasons.


Hysteria was of course to resurface many years later in a virulent form as Senator McCarthy played on rising fears of the Red Menace. And in a milder form it appeared in Truman’s ‘loyalty’ legislation.


 






20 Woodrow Wilson: The Lost Peace by Thomas A Bailey, Quadrangle, 1990, p. 18


21 See Bailey op. cit., p. 23 and appendix







22 Woodrow Wilson and Colonel House by A. and J. George, John Day, 1956







23 The Tragedy of American Diplomacy by William Appleman Williams, Delta, 1962, p. 93
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