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INTRODUCTION



As the Cold War fades and memory gradually turns into history, what was at one time taken for granted – what was even a way of life for many – becomes a curiosity to others, and particularly to those born after 1980.


For those who lived through the Cold War the invisible ideological struggle between east and west became the constant background to their lives, like some disagreeable wallpaper. Most ordinary folk managed to avoid thinking about it as they went about the everyday realities of their day-to-day existence: going to work, raising their families, running their homes. Occasionally some crisis would erupt and intrude into the newspapers or news bulletins to make people think, before fading away. Very occasionally a real crisis would explode into the headlines to threaten their very existence. Frightened people would then become aware that nuclear Armageddon and the death of everything that they held dear really was only a heartbeat away. At times like the Cuban Missile or Berlin crises, the world held its breath. The threat of a nuclear shooting war was always out there, somewhere.


For those who actually fought the Cold War it meant living with a constant state of war. Like George Orwell’s perceptive comment in Nineteen Eighty-Four – ‘war is peace’ – that is exactly what the Cold War became. Nuclear bomber crews were on wartime alert, and bombers and tanks stood at readiness, for decades. Aggressive submarines roamed the sea lanes of the world and generations of young men prepared their guns and missiles for the battle that could come at any moment. For the intelligence collectors the Cold War was virtually indistinguishable from the real thing. To the combatants on both sides the Cold War was a constant – if usually bloodless – battle. For these warriors-in-waiting the Cold War meant that a state of war became a fact of life. The Cold War did not only deform lives, it deformed whole societies, as well as costing a fortune.


Considering its all-pervading impact there are surprisingly few general narratives on the Cold War. There have been some ground-breaking television series and some excellent coffee table books. There are also innumerable detailed studies of the events that made up what we call the Cold War, as well as thousands – if not millions – of works at every level on individual aspects of that curious conflict. From journalism to cartoons, from individual articles to whole magazines devoted to weapons and strategy, plus in-depth analyses of politics and proxy wars – the literature of the detail of the Cold War is immense. But, astonishingly, there are very few books on the whole story of the Cold War aimed at the general reader.


This Brief History of the Cold War seeks to address that deficiency. If journalism is the ‘first draft of history’, then the time is now ripe for the ‘second draft’ as an accessible narrative and commentary on the extraordinary tale of a conflict that, for half a century, shaped the lives of millions of people all over the world, and sometimes scared everyone very badly indeed . . .
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FIRST FROSTS


THE BOLSHEVIKS DECLARE WAR


The Cold War started much earlier than most people realize. As far as communist Russia was concerned it really began on 25 October 1917 (7 November in the new-style calendar), the day the Bolsheviks mounted their coup at St Petersburg and seized power in Russia, long before Churchill made his famous ‘Iron Curtain across Europe’ speech in 1946.


To say that the Bolsheviks were surprised by their new-found elevation to supreme power in Russia is an understatement. Reared on theorizing, arguing and dreaming of the wondrous day of the Revolution yet to come, this tiny handful of fanatical revolutionaries were astonished to find themselves suddenly in charge of a huge empire spanning eleven time zones. On 26 October, realizing that he was head of a revolutionary government with supreme power and really could order anything by decree, Lenin confided to Trotsky (in German) ‘Es schwindelt . . .’ (‘It takes your breath away’). A modern colloquial translation would be ‘I’m gobsmacked!’


Not everyone shared the Bolsheviks’ delight. From the very start the ‘Red’ conspirators found themselves surrounded by hostile forces both within and without their ruined and fragmented nation. It was a challenge to which they rose without hesitation. For these professional revolutionaries, raised on that half-baked mixture of Hegelian philosophy, Dickensian social observation and dated mid-Victorian economic theory that we know as Marxism, this elemental struggle against the ‘dark forces of imperialism and capitalism’ was their very life.


They not only expected trouble with foreign governments; as good Communists, they positively encouraged it. The reason was simple: as lifelong students of Marx and Engels, Lenin and his fellow revolutionaries were class warriors to their very core. They therefore ‘knew’ that foreign governments would automatically oppose their new regime, because every foreign government was dominated by the ruling class, the bourgeoisie. Revolutionary Marxists everywhere understood that they were engaged in a war between the classes, from whatever country. The bourgeoisie was their class enemy at home and abroad. Marx had said so.


The result was that, on the day that they seized power, Lenin and his Bolsheviks automatically declared a de facto ideological war on the imperialist and capitalist ‘bourgeois scum’ (in Lenin’s own words) who ran every foreign government. To them, this class conflict was pre-ordained and inevitable, making any deed against the bourgeoisie permissible in the sacred name of the Revolution. Spreading the Revolution to the ‘oppressed peasants and workers of all lands’ justified any action on their part, however immoral. Anyway, Lenin and his fellow Bolsheviks argued, morality and ‘normal diplomatic relations’ with foreign governments dominated by their hated ‘class enemies’ was a bourgeois concept. The Party played by different rules. For example, the Bolsheviks dealt with an attempted British banking coup to buy up all the Russian banks and their assets in the confusion of the Revolution by the simple expedient of nationalizing the banks and all their assets without compensation. The British were stunned at this simple act of robbery – or ‘expropriation for the good of the Russian people’, as the Bolsheviks called it – but there was very little they could do about it.


The British fought back as only they knew how. The British Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) supported and mounted an undercover sabotage network among the Bolsheviks, especially the Navy, from early 1918 onwards. Russians were well bribed with British gold to report on their Party overlords’ plans, to flood coalmines and scuttle ships to prevent them leaving port. Any worthwhile centre of opposition to the Bolshevik usurpers was supported and encouraged by the British: anything to bring the Reds down. At the heart of this secret anti-Bolshevik crusade was a Captain Cromie, the naval attaché in Petrograd, armed with a fighting fund of £1,000,000 in gold coins and clear orders from Manfield Cumming, the original ‘C’ of British intelligence, to destabilize the Reds’ revolution by any means. On 1 July 1918, a British Special Operations force even raided the house in Ekaterinburg being used as a prison to house the Imperial family in an attempt to rescue the Czar. The plot failed and only one daughter, Tatiana, was spirited away to England. A vengeful Lenin ordered his Baltic Praetorian Guards to ‘dispose’ of the original guard force and then, on 25 July, to kill the Czar and all his family.


The British struck back in this undercover war. Their Consul in Moscow was Robert Bruce Lockhart, in reality an undercover intelligence officer of the British Secret Service (MI6/SIS). He was ordered by London to raise the stakes. Helped by an adventurous spy called Sidney Reilly, code-named ‘ST 1’ by MI6, the British now backed a plot to kill Lenin. On 31 August 1918, just a month after the murder of the Czar, a woman called Dora Kaplan, a member of the Socialist resistance to the Bolsheviks, fired two shots at Lenin, hitting him in the lung and neck. In retaliation, a few hours later, Bolshevik guards burst into the British Embassy in Petrograd. Cromie resisted and shot three of the invading Reds before being gunned down and killed. The Bolsheviks rifled the Embassy looking for evidence of British Secret Service plots. The British government protested, demanding an investigation and apology. Should none be forthcoming, the British ‘threatened reprisals’. The Bolsheviks ignored the threat and arrested Bruce Lockhart as a British agent and spy.


The other undercover MI6 agents in Moscow and Petrograd went to ground. Reilly escaped by the skin of his teeth and fled back to England. The British retaliated by seizing Maxim Litvinov, the Bolsheviks’ official representative in London, and the new regime’s first major overseas spy, as a hostage. A stand-off ensued. In the end Litvinov was exchanged for Bruce Lockhart. But what this bitter little secret ‘war of the envoys’ did was to confirm to the Communists that the west was not only an implacable enemy but would stop at nothing to attack and overthrow them. ‘What we are facing,’ declared Lenin, ‘is a systematic, methodical and long planned . . . counter-revolutionary campaign against the Soviet Republic.’ The Soviets in their turn swiftly nailed their own colours to the mast. The first Communist International – or ‘Comintern’ – met in Moscow in the spring of 1919 to declare its intention to carry the revolution to the four corners of the world and to overthrow the bourgeoisie everywhere. The mould of a bitter Cold War between east and west was firmly cast as early as the beginning of 1920.


Even as the Bolsheviks were beginning this underground intelligence war against the ‘western capitalists’, their new Central Committee was hastening to improvise its authoritarian bureaucratic dictatorship. Lenin’s first task was to ‘construct the new Socialist Order’. Not everyone agreed. The Bolsheviks’ internal and external foes were descending from every direction, determined to snuff out the forces of this dangerous ‘Red Menace’ once and for all. From Archangel in the north to Vladivostok in the east, the enemies of the Revolution – and thus the mortal enemies of the Communist Party of the USSR – now openly attacked Russia’s new oligarchs in an attempt to throw a cordon sanitaire around the contagion of Bolshevism.


Lenin and his fellow Kommissars (the Bolsheviks didn’t like the word ‘ministers’ – it sounded too ‘bourgeois’) were thus immediately plunged into a real war virtually from the start. The Russian Communists’ war against the bourgeoisie and the rest of the world really began on that first day of their revolution. For a war it certainly was. Once Lenin had secured his home base, he and his fellow Reds had to fight off the ‘White’ counter-revolutionaries, who were armed, supported and trained by foreigners, especially the British and the Americans. Three separate anti-Bolshevik White armies drove deep into the Russian heartland, with advances in north Russia, south Russia and Siberia. The Whites received plentiful and open support from their western friends. In January 1919 there were no fewer than 180,000 non-Russian troops inside Russia’s borders, all determined to end the Bolsheviks’ rule by armed force.


There were military contingents from the British, American, Japanese, French and Czech armies as well as sizeable detachments from Greece, Serbia and Italy. At one point a British naval squadron under Admiral Sir Walter Cowan actually sailed into the Baltic, where they caught a Soviet naval squadron in the act of bombarding Tallinn, the Estonian capital and a centre of anti-Bolshevik resistance. Cowan ordered his squadron to open fire and in the resulting battle sank several Red ships before the remainder fled.


Perhaps the most daring British attack on the Bolsheviks was the action of a British secret agent called Augustus Agar who was waiting to be extricated from Russia by the Secret Service. While moored in his speedboat in the Gulf of Finland, Agar noticed how close he was to the Kronstadt naval base, earlier one of the bastions of the Revolution. He begged a torpedo boat from Admiral Cowan’s blockading squadron and managed to sink the Soviet cruiser Oleg. Recognizing the possibilities now open to him, Cowan then moved in to launch a British naval bombardment on the Soviet fleet moored in Kronstadt, sinking two battleships and wrecking the submarine base. Significantly, this British attack provoked a mutiny among the Russian sailors, chafing under the restrictions of the Bolsheviks, which was only suppressed by bitter fighting between the Bolsheviks and the Kronstadt garrison. Agar was awarded the Victoria Cross from the hands of King George V, the only member of the British secret service ever to receive this prestigious award.


The truth is that Lenin and the Bolsheviks spent their first three years of power fighting a shooting war against ‘imperialists’ and well-armed foreign invaders. What we now call the ‘Cold War’ between Russian communism and their international enemies started out as a very hot war indeed. Over 8 million people died in the Russian civil wars between 1918 and 1922, including over 1,000 British and American soldiers and more than 900,000 Russian and foreign fighters. All were dedicated to overthrowing Lenin and his Party by force. This was no tacit or discreet support either. Kolchak’s White Russians in Siberia, Denikin in the Ukraine, and even the Don Cossacks in the Caucasus, depended heavily on western support; and the 100,000 British, French and American troops that landed at Murmansk, Vladivostok and Odessa were a tangible reminder of open hostility by the Great Powers.
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The Bolsheviks at bay, 1918–22


In 1919 Winston Churchill urged Lloyd George’s reluctant cabinet to even stronger efforts:




. . . It would be better to risk a few thousand men . . . than to allow the whole fabric of Russo-Siberian resistance to Bolshevism to crumble. What sort of peace would we have if all Europe and Asia from Warsaw to Vladivostok were under the sway of Lenin?





Churchill’s prescient words carried little weight with a tired British cabinet worried about their own Red Revolution at home. It was the war weariness of the Allies after the bloodletting of 1914–18, the disorganization and corruption of the ‘White’ royalist Russians, and the ruthless determination of Bolshevik leaders like Trotsky, that eventually saved the Revolution from defeat at the hands of the hundreds of thousands of enemy troops on Russian soil. More importantly, it was the civil war that helped to transform the Bolshevik party from a tiny splinter group of squabbling revolutionaries preaching ‘people’s democracy’ in some Utopian socialist paradise into a brutal and ruthless dictatorship holding down a shattered empire by brute force.


By 1922 it was all over, and the invaders withdrew, leaving Lenin’s heirs to their ill-gotten gains. But the allied occupation of Russian territory had sowed fatal, and permanent, seeds of distrust between east and west which blossomed into real enmity. The message to the new Soviet rulers of Russia was unambiguous – the bourgeois and capitalist foreigners in the west were, at best, not to be trusted under any circumstances; at worst, they were implacable enemies of Soviet communism. The long Cold War had begun.


These early chills became institutionalized surprisingly quickly.


The regime of the Soviets clearly needed some force to ensure its survival against the threats and plots that abounded on every side. Lenin turned to the cold figure of his own ‘sea green incorruptible’, Felix Dzerzhinsky, a Pole and a genuine fanatic. Formerly a candidate for the Catholic priesthood, Dzerzhinsky had long before the war turned instead to the heady conspiracies of the Bolsheviks and was briefly imprisoned by the Czar’s secret police, the Okhrana, as a dangerous revolutionary. In 1917 Lenin – a close personal friend – gave him the task of ‘safeguarding the gains of the revolution’ and protecting the safety of the Party’s leaders. Dzerzhinsky obliged by setting up a ruthless force of secret policemen, Marxist sailors and thugs obsessed by ‘revolutionary purity’ called the Cheka (‘the Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter Revolution and Sabotage’) to move against the Bolsheviks’ enemies. Dzerzhinsky was quite clear as to his Soviet masters’ aims: ‘We stand for organized terror . . .’ and ‘The Cheka does not judge – it strikes!’


Following the attempt on Lenin’s life, any restraints were swiftly discarded. Despite having no legal authority to order, let alone carry out, executions, Dzerzhinsky’s secret policemen launched a campaign of terror, killing, torturing and jailing anyone suspected of being an enemy. Everywhere traitors to the glorious revolution, real and imaginary, were hunted down. One turned out to be very close to home indeed: Roman Malinowsky, leader of the Bolsheviks in the Duma and one of Lenin’s closest lieutenants, was exposed as a long-term agent of the Czar and the White Russians. He was executed by the Cheka. From 23 members in 1917 the Cheka had swelled to 37,000 by the beginning of 1919. Soon the number of executions exceeded the capacity of mere pistol and rifle; Dzerzhinsky ordered the Cheka to begin mass executions with machine guns. As with their counterparts in France 130 years previously, some kind of revolutionary bloodlust took over. At one stage there were so many condemned that they were just tied together and dumped into the sea off Kronstadt to freeze and drown. The Cheka’s ‘Red Terror’ was very real and very bloody. It was the Cheka who set up the first camps of what became known as the Gulag on Solovetsky Island as early as 1922. One estimate of the Cheka’s victims places the total at over 250,000 between 1917 and 1925, and it is thought that over 1,300,000 Russians were held in labour camps. Lenin and the Revolution had found their ‘organ for defending the revolution’, at least within their new kingdom. The new Revolutionary secret police struck terror into the Russian population as surely as Ivan the Terrible’s murderous Oprichniki three centuries before. After the collapse of communism, KGB records revealed that the early Bosheviks were often little better than bloodthirsty monsters in how they treated their captives. Captured White officers were sometimes fed feet first, alive, into furnaces; cages of rats were attached to suspects’ bodies to force the beasts to gnaw their way out through their victims’ stomachs; and, in Kharkov, victims’ hands were flayed off in one piece to produce ‘gloves’ of human skin. Dzerzhinsky’s men were brutal and uncompromising, and rightly feared. Lenin’s Chekists were to exercise a terrifying stranglehold on all levels of Russian society for seventy years. To this day secret policemen and intelligence officers in Russia are still referred to as Chekisti.


But, above all, Lenin and his fellow Bolsheviks were obsessed by the prospect of foreign plots against their Bolshevik regime. Dzerzhinsky was ordered to act against dangerous foreigners as well. His fanatical determination to stamp out resistance recognized few diplomatic restraints. As early as 1918 his Chekists were raiding French and US diplomatic buildings inside Russia to arrest foreign spies and enemies of the regime. Nowhere was safe. To trap anti-revolutionary activists outside Russia Dzerzhinsky set up ‘The Trust’, a clever and well-run ‘sting’ operation designed to ensnare foreign plotters and White Russian counter-revolutionaries far from Moscow’s control.


The Trust claimed to be a secret anti-Bolshevik underground working out of Moscow and Petrograd under the very noses of the Party. It set up fake banks and encouraged anti-Bolshevik groups to meet in secret. In fact, it was a gigantic trap designed to keep an eye on the million or so White Russians and Czarist émigrés and their foreign backers. Czarist officers and counter-revolutionaries were tricked into believing that they really were in touch with the Russian anti-Bolshevik underground, when in fact they were walking into the arms of what was later to become known as the KGB. The Trust’s greatest success was the trapping of the British arch-spy Sidney Reilly, who was lured back across the border from Finland in 1925, convinced by his MI6 handlers that he was in touch with a genuine counter-revolutionary plot in Moscow. Instead, he ended up in the Lubyanka, where he was interrogated and executed by the Cheka, an early high-profile victim of the Cold War between east and west.


From their successes in stamping out opposition in Russia the Cheka took their underground war overseas. Although western intelligence agencies were deeply suspicious of the Trust, they had no comprehension of just how thoroughly they had been duped. By 1924 the Cheka had in fact completely penetrated most of the west’s attempts to get in touch with dissidents inside Russia, and in many cases were actually using foreign Secret Service funds from blown western intelligence operations to subsidize their own. If nothing else, the Cheka was cost-effective. However, the west, and Britain in particular, were in no doubt as to where they stood. The Bolsheviks told them. On 9 May 1925, Lenin’s successor, Josef Stalin, specifically named Britain as the ‘Imperialist foe’ and ‘the principal adversary’, and warned of the determination of the Cheka – now renamed the OGPU – to snuff out all threats to the Revolution.


The bitter underground spying war continued and climaxed in the infamous Zinoviev letter of 1924. The letter, which was a White Russian forgery, purported to be from Grigorei Zinoviev, the Head of the Communist International, or Comintern, and incited British socialists and would-be revolutionaries to mobilize ‘sympathetic forces’ to work for the communist cause, to stir up agitation in the armed forces and to overthrow the Westminster government. It was allegedly intercepted by Britain’s SIS and, despite the express wishes of a Labour Prime Minister, deliberately leaked to a right-wing newspaper by the Secret Service and published just four days before a general election. Headlines such as CIVIL WAR PLOT, and MOSCOW’S ORDERS TO OUR REDS had the desired political effect. Unsurprisingly, the socialist Labour Party lost the election by a landslide and the ‘Red’ cause and its supporters were thoroughly discredited in the eyes of the outraged British middle classes.


The Zinoviev letter made the already sour relations between London and Moscow even more acid. Within three years the British police were openly raiding a Soviet trade mission in London in an effort to expose the Bolsheviks’ ‘Red plots’. A similar undercover trading and spying organization, AM-TORG, survived in America unscathed, thanks to a man called Armand Hammer, who would spend the rest of his days acting – very profitably – as the Soviets’ ‘agent to capitalism’ in one way or another. But Hammer was the exception. By the late 1920s the undercover ‘intelligence war’ between east and west had became a bitter fact of life. Any Soviet or Marxist organization in the west, or their sympathizers, was now automatically suspect to the authorities. In fact, it can be argued quite forcefully that the west’s secret services’ obsession with Bolshevism and the underground struggle against the Reds during ‘the dark valley’ between the two world wars was partly responsible for the democracies’ failure to recognize the growing threat of Fascism.


Once joined, the underground battle against the Red Menace was a struggle that would continue for the next eighty years, with little quarter given on either side.
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THE VIEW FROM THE FROZEN STEPPE


MUTUAL LOATHING


After they had consolidated their successful revolution, the Bolsheviks’ foreign policy was shaped by three main factors. First, there was the inheritance of the historic Czarist-Russian expansionism from the previous century – the Bolsheviks had effectively put the old Russian Empire ‘under new management’. Second, Lenin’s ruling circle held deeply embedded ideological notions that a fundamental clash between Marxism and capitalism was inevitable. Last, but by no means least, the new Russian leaders simply had to survive in a sea of enemies. Nobody in the early 1920s expected them to do so, even the Bolsheviks themselves, assailed as they were on every side by enemies within and without. From their stolen battlements in the Kremlin, Lenin and his heirs looked out on a dangerous world.


Overshadowing this whole view from the new Russia of the 1920s was the bitter memory of western intervention on the side of their Czarist enemies during Russia’s civil war from 1919 to 1922. This early struggle for continued existence by the hard-nosed clique around Lenin crystallized into a continuing world view of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics which placed it implacably at odds with the western powers. Like some zealous counter-reformation bishop, Lenin believed that he was fully authorized by his own secular faith – Marxism – to use any means possible to bring about a socialist Utopia. From such fanaticism naturally flowed a suspicion of anyone who disagreed with him and confrontation with his bourgeois neighbours.


Given the Bolsheviks’ pathological suspicion of the liberal values espoused by Woodrow Wilson’s ‘Fourteen Points’ at the Versailles Peace Conference of 1919, it now seems obvious to us that dangerous ideas like individual freedom, free trade, open markets and self-determination were the very last things that Lenin and his Party wanted to see, let alone tolerate, inside the new Russia. Marxist communism meant planning; planning meant control; control meant ordering people to do what the Party ordered. And failure to obey the Party had to be punished. The twisted logic of Marxism ensured the rise of a police state far more harsh than any Czar’s: at least until the state ‘withered away’. In the Marxist paradise of revolutionary Russia, the state showed little sign of withering away. In fact, the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ had turned out to be the dictatorship of the Bolsheviks and their Communist Party. It seemed that, to ensure proper social control, brutal repression was the order of the day. It was all very confusing for revolutionary Marxists . . .


The Red tyranny of Lenin and the Bolsheviks was to prove Bakunin’s chilling prophecy of 1870 only too accurate: ‘Take the most radical revolutionary and place him on the throne of Russia with dictatorial power and within a year he will be a greater tyrant than the Czar.’


The irony was that for many in the west, socialism, Russian style, seemed to offer real hope. A generation worn out by the upheavals and losses of 1914–18 and constant social strife looked approvingly to the ‘new Russia’. Here, surely, was the answer to the ills of capitalism with all its inequalities and problems? The Bolshevik – now communist – rulers of Russia turned gratefully to these new friends in the west (whom Lenin called ‘helpful idiots’) for both support and help. They, only too willingly, obliged. The result was that from the mid-1920s onwards the Kremlin was able to mount a sophisticated campaign to take over and control many of the ‘progressive organs’ in the west. The Kremlin recognized the ideological nature of the struggle between capitalism and communism long before the west had woken up to the reality of the threat. For the hard-nosed and committed early Cold War warriors of the USSR, the left in the west was a very soft target for communist Russia’s message.


Foremost in the vanguard of seekers after this ‘new truth’ were, surprisingly, many western intellectuals. While ill-informed down-trodden workers and their semi-communist trade union leaders in the west could be forgiven for supposing that Stalin’s USSR offered a genuine model of a workers’ paradise, the so-called intellectuals and academics who visited the Soviet Union (under carefully controlled secret police guidance, naturally) had no such excuse. Blindly, a generation of starry-eyed thinkers like H. G. Wells and Beatrice and Sidney Webb, the founders of the left-wing Fabian Society, were either duped or refused to acknowledge the brutal excesses of Stalin, Lenin’s heir. Somehow the great intellects of the left seemed to be able to overlook the blatant bureaucratic terrorism, the slaughter of the better-off peasants and the deliberate engineering of famine in the Ukraine, in order to better eulogize their own vision of some new Jerusalem of socialist joy. Rarely can such a totalitarian nightmare have been so wilfully misrepresented to so many by so few. Gullible fools on the left flocked to praise the achievements of Russia’s new communist regime. One famous scientist, J. D. Bernal, stands as an example for many. His mistress asked him if he would murder her if Stalin and the Soviet Communist Party ordered him to. He replied that he would – ‘but only very reluctantly’. The result was that in the late 1920s and early 1930s the brutal excesses Stalin perpetrated in forging his totalitarian dictatorship found western apologists only too easily.


Such simplistic comradeship from the Revolution’s friends in the west was confused, however, by inter-governmental tensions – which were anything but fraternal – on both sides. This diplomatic frost kept the post-Revolutionary undeclared diplomatic war smouldering between the new Russia and its neighbours. In 1926 the Soviet ‘Trade Unions’ – under Communist Party control – offered millions of pounds to support Britain’s coalminers, who were heavily involved in the General Strike. This obvious interference in Britain’s internal affairs (almost as interfering as Whitehall’s own attempts to destabilize Bolshevik affairs within Russia) caused outrage. The British Security Service (MI5) had plenty of clear evidence that the Bolsheviks’ representatives in London were blatantly engaged in subversion and spying. The subsequent police raid on the Russians’ trade mission in May 1927 further embittered relations between Moscow and London, and on 26 May 1927 Britain broke off all diplomatic ties with the Kremlin. Although the new Labour government restored them in 1929, from the mid-1920s onwards Whitehall regarded Moscow as a dangerous and destabilizing menace.


American opposition to Russia’s communist regime was even more clear-cut. From the very start, Americans had considered the Bolshevist USSR as little more than an anti-democratic revolutionary oligarchy holding down the Russian people by force, and by force alone. This clear-thinking recognition of a harsh reality – whilst uncomfortable to old-style diplomats accustomed to presenting the international world in delicate shades of grey – was backed by a hard-headed conviction that Soviet-style socialism was totally incompatible with American ideals of a free market economy. Lenin’s own rhetoric did little to help. In 1918 he had addressed a call to arms to American workers, in which he called their President, Woodrow Wilson, the ‘chief of the American multi-millionaires and the lackey-slave of the capitalist sharks’. Such language was hardly calculated to foster international cordiality.


Unsurprisingly, the USA flatly refused to recognize the USSR in the 1920s as anything other than an aberration and a pariah state. Even the new Soviet ambassador to Mexico was banned from travelling across American soil to take up her new job. The American press supported this hard official anti-Soviet line, openly opposing the USSR and broadcasting its failures. Headlines such as FAMINE STRIKES RUSSIA, HUNDREDS DIE IN UKRAINE RIOTS and SOVIET PARTY IN CHAOS AS TRADE, INDUSTRY TOTTER could hardly improve relations with the Bolsheviks’ regime, especially as they were so very obviously true. The USA’s awareness of communist and Bolshevik subversion in the 1920s was only too accurate, however much it made European socialists wince. Red scares were not confined to Europe as the Comintern and its agents in the USA tried to subvert the weak US labour unions in a determined effort to undermine their ideological foes. This atavistic clash placed the USA implacably in the battle-lines of the Soviet Union’s enemies from the start, and both sides knew it. For Russia and for the USA the struggle was ideological from the beginning.


[image: Illustration]


The western view of the Bolsheviks
(Unknown artist, published in Punch, 1918)


It was against this backdrop of subversion, distrust and diplomatic conflict that a single major event changed virtually everything. In 1929, the Wall Street stock market collapsed and the world’s economic system collapsed with it. As demand fell, unemployment soared and ‘free capitalism’ stood discredited. The impoverishment of the bourgeoisie went hand in glove with falling share prices and bankrupt bankers begging in Wall Street. Socialists everywhere hailed the vindication of Marxism, as its great ideological enemy appeared to be on the verge of final meltdown. Banks were going bust, millions were ruined, soup kitchens fed thousands in New York. Marx had been right all along. A glorious new socialist world order beckoned from the ruins of the old. Capitalism and democracy had been shown to be failures. Socialism was the hope of the future.


The great liberal democracies of the west reacted in different ways to this threat to their economic and social stability. While Britain and France tried desperately to cope with the Great Depression by Parliamentary methods, German democracy voted in a new Bismarck to act as their strong leader in a time of trouble. The new Chancellor, Adolf Hitler, was to prove somewhat stronger than many of his German voters had bargained for. ‘Democracy is the source of Germany’s troubles,’ he bawled in a hundred speeches, along with steady rants about the Versailles ‘Diktat’, the lack of work and discipline, the Jews and, above all, too much political confusion in postwar Germany. ‘Just how many political parties does a working state really need?’ he asked. One of his first acts, after having swiftly established himself as dictator of a one-party state, was therefore to lock up all the Communists and their socialist camp followers. Marxist stringency was not the only way to impose order on confused citizens or – God forbid – unsympathetic opposition. Mussolini looked admiringly on. For many, as trade dried up and millions became unemployed, Fascism seemed to offer as viable a solution to the ills of the west as democracy or communism.


America’s response to the Great Depression was to introduce ‘Government’ money – taxpayers’ money – as a new source of capital in order to revive a stricken economy, to the outrage of many of the great magnates of capitalism. But in a dark decade, where the song ‘Buddy, Can You Spare Me a Dime?’ reflected the hopelessness of mass unemployment, unfettered capitalism seemed to have little more to offer for most folk. As part of his ‘New Deal’, America’s new President, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, also reconsidered the USA’s position on Soviet Russia, and in 1933 for the first time recognized the new USSR. One of the very first American diplomats to be sent to Moscow was a young State Department officer, George F. Kennan, a man who was to have a long influence on American perceptions of the Cold War. From his new Moscow office, Kennan soon realized that the ideological chasm between east and west was gaping wide and was effectively unbridgeable. He warned Washington that ‘There can be no possible middle ground or compromise between the two systems . . .’ He also observed that the Soviet Union was root and branch opposed to the west’s traditions, values and political systems. The more he observed of Russian communism at first hand, the more Kennan realized that the enmity between capitalist west and the communist east was implacable and ideological at its core and must inevitably lead to conflict. Events like the 1933 show trial of six British Metropolitan Vickers engineers working on a Soviet building contract did little to ease the tense climate of suspicion surrounding Anglo-Soviet relations. All westerners were potential spies and counter-revolutionary to Stalin’s Russia.


However, Kennan’s perceptive analysis of the true nature of the ideological conflict underpinning all relations with Stalin’s USSR found little favour in the Great Depression of the mid-1930s. To many in the west, Russia instead appeared more than ever a beacon of hope in a collapsing, discredited world. There seemed to be no hunger in the planned socialist economy of the USSR. Everyone had a job, industry was booming under the Party’s ‘Five Year Plan’, and Soviet propaganda cinema showed cheerful peasants gathering yet another bumper harvest under sunlit skies as burly men toiled over hot steel in modern industrial foundries to meet the Party’s norms. To the unemployed and hungry of the west, the Soviet Union often seemed a genuine workers’ paradise. Communism worked. You only had to look at the newsreels. Beneath the surface of this new diplomatic and ideological rapprochement, however, an ugly new phenomenon began to take root.


Nations have always spied on each other. But in the 1930s, Stalin’s intelligence services began a new and deadly assault on an unprecedented scale to spy on those they perceived as their enemies. From the start Britain and America were on the receiving end of this secret intelligence war.
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STALIN’S SPY WARS


THE UNDERCOVER WAR


The recruiting of spies and informers was deeply entrenched in Russian thinking and had been part of the fabric of Russian life since the days of Ivan the Terrible, whose black-cowled Oprichniki (secret police) had terrorized Russia in a way not seen since the Inquisition had terrorized Spain. The ‘Special Office of the Czar’, secret police, informers, spies and fear of all things foreign had all been deeply embedded in Russian culture long before Stalin took over the Communist Party on Lenin’s death in 1924.


This national xenophobia reinforced Stalin’s own personality and coloured all his thinking. It is no exaggeration to say that Stalin’s suspicions of foreigners shaped the foreign policy of the USSR from the 1920s until his legacy at last faded in the 1970s. Russia’s Cold War against the west can even be simplistically described as Stalin’s Cold War, so closely did it mirror the dictator’s own view of the world around him.


Stalin was in many ways the catalyst for the Cold War. His ruthless extermination of any rivals meant that all Russian policies were rooted in the office and the personality of this new Red Czar. As a result, his reign as communist dictator effectively determined all relations between east and west for a quarter of a century. The reactions of Stalin, the Vozdh (which can, ironically, be translated as Führer), shaped everything within and without the Soviet Union. His personality is one of the prime keys to understanding east-west relations in the twentieth century and especially during the Cold War.


Stalin was born Josef Dzhugashvili, in 1879, to a poor cobbler’s family in Georgia. Expelled from an Orthodox seminary, he soon turned to the more secular faith of the Bolsheviks. He became an underground organizer for the Party and soon figured on the Okhrana’s wanted list as a Revolutionary suspect. Arrested on at least seven separate occasions, he was exiled to Siberia. He seems to have escaped, possibly to emerge, astonishingly, as secret agent ‘Josef Georgi’ on the Okhrana’s books. Stalin (‘Man of Steel’) was contemptuous of the ‘toothless’ handling of dissidents by the Czar’s jailers. ‘Our prison is little more than a revolutionary training camp and university,’ he said scornfully in Siberia, similar to what was said of the British government’s handling of the Provisional IRA sixty years later. Being imprisoned actually ‘helped the movement’. When he came to power many years later Stalin would make it his business to ensure that anti-Soviet dissidents, guilty or not, did not share his own comfortable experiences of incarceration under the Czar. Stalin’s political prisoners were either worked to death or shot. Escapees were to be, in his own words, ‘hunted down like wolves’.


Before 1914, Stalin visited London to attend the Party Congress, possibly spying as a double agent or as an enemy of revolutionary splinter groups opposed to the Bolsheviks. This was where he first met Lenin and in 1912 the cobbler’s son from the Caucasus was appointed to the Bolsheviks’ Central Committee. Although he did very little during the 1917 Revolution, Stalin’s administrative skills, long access to Party records and extraordinary memory made him the classic indispensable bureaucrat. In 1922 Lenin appointed his éminence grise General Secretary of the Communist Party. It was a serious mistake, as Lenin realized on his deathbed, when he tried vainly to warn his colleagues of Stalin’s true nature. But by then it was too late.


From 1925 the ‘First Secretary’ moved to take over the Party machine, removed his arch-rival Trotsky, and effectively became dictator of Soviet Russia. Although Stalin did not invent the Communist Party’s repressive apparatus – the Bolsheviks’ fanatical secret policeman Dzerzhinsky had moved swiftly to exterminate any enemies of the Revolution once the Communists had seized control – the new Party leader transformed the Cheka and the OGPU into an even more brutal enforcer of his own personal power. The midnight knock of the secret police became a very real terror for millions of Russians. The Czar’s mild despotism seemed but a pale shadow of the Communists’ savage rule.


As Lenin had warned, Stalin turned out to be an iron-willed, ruthless opportunist. Within four years he had transformed the Party’s bureaucracy into his personal power base. From this controlling position he ensured that the old dream of World Revolution would remain just that, and one by one he ousted all his old Communist Party rivals. They either died or, like Trotsky, fled abroad. Now securely at the Party’s helm, Stalin concentrated on making the USSR a secure, strong bastion of ‘socialism in one country’ with himself as dictator. His enemies died or fled to be hunted down by the assassination squads of the Cheka.


The price paid for this seizure of power was as bloody as any exacted by a despotic Roman emperor, as the self-made Georgian cobbler’s son imposed his own personality on his stolen fiefdom. The dictator’s suspicion, fear and contempt for his clever but weak-willed rivals (Trotsky always treated Stalin as ‘that dull mediocrity’ – a serious error of judgement) ensured an imperial tyranny familiar to any reader of Edward Gibbon. Within the new socialist-communist Russia, secret police and informers abounded. The Party reigned supreme, the courts were rigged, and troublesome political rivals and critics were silenced by the executioner’s bullet or consigned to the slave labour camp. Terror, purges and fear ruled Russia under Stalin, and all roads led back to the Russian leader’s personal cruelty, suspicion and paranoia. ‘If you have a man who is a problem,’ he once famously said, ‘kill the man. There: no problem.’


From 1929 to 1953, for nearly a quarter of a century, this ‘pock-marked Caligula’ (in Boris Pasternak’s memorable phrase) was the cold-blooded, ruthless, unscrupulous tyrant who directed and personally shaped every aspect of life in the Soviet Union and, more importantly, its relationships abroad. Russia’s communist dictator sent over 30 million of his fellow Russians to their deaths, far more than Hitler or Himmler ever dreamed possible. The result was that it was Stalin and Stalin alone who effectively decided Russia’s policies towards the west. Stalin truly was the ‘continuity man’ of the Cold War and, in many ways, its chief architect.


The results of such personal paranoia at the top of a single party dictatorship were only too predictable. A generation of Soviet diplomats from 1925 to 1970, mindful of the old communist maxim: ‘Sniff out; suck up; survive!’, echoed the Great Leader’s prejudices. His secret services spied on everything and everybody; and Stalin’s own dislike of ‘clever foreigners’ – amounting to an inferiority complex – drove him to the obsessive collection of intelligence on everybody. A ‘Georgian dwarf’ with a foul mouth and rough manners Stalin may have been, but he was determined not to kow-tow to every ‘foreign son of a bitch’. For the latest ruler in the Kremlin, the key to survival was intelligence on every possible threat at home and abroad. Stalin lived by intelligence on friend and enemy alike.


Stalin had, very early in his struggle for power among the post-Revolutionary Bolsheviks, learned to try and see his adversaries’ hands. Internal spying on and telephone tapping of Kremlin ‘colleagues’ in the 1920s seamlessly became part of the USSR’s foreign policies as well. Conspiracy ruled. As a matter of routine all foreign embassies were bugged, diplomats suborned, secret documents stolen and military secrets pursued on a scale never before seen. Confirmation of the fact that this vast bureaucracy of intelligence was directed by Stalin personally comes from his ace agent-handler in London, Y. Modin, speaking after the dictator’s death: ‘We almost never went looking for information at random. [For example] Stalin badly needed to know exactly what transpired between Churchill and Roosevelt when they met, so our agents abroad were directed to find out at all costs. His highly authoritarian style produced excellent results.’


With such a personality at the helm, and with such a heritage of conspiracy to guide him, it is little wonder that Soviet Russia’s intelligence net was wide. Communism had to spy to survive.


By 1930, mindful of spying disasters caused by its attempts at cooperation with the various national communist parties in the early years, the OGPU/NKVD began to shun open contact, at least in public, and concentrated on a much less obvious campaign of recruitment behind the scenes. Young potential agents were identified, talent-spotted, groomed and then allowed to fade back into the fabric of their own societies to make their careers without any obvious taint of Moscow Centre or communism. The process could – and often did – take years: but the payoff was one day having an ideologically sound, committed agent of the USSR in a position of power. Not for nothing was the KGB’s watchword I serve the Soviet Union!


Long before the Second World War, far too many westerners had chosen to do just that.


The Soviets had planted their spy seedlings early.


In 1921 a promising young Petrograd physicist called Peter Kapitza was sent to Cambridge University on a Soviet scholarship. His father had been a Czarist general, so such magnanimity at the time on the part of the Cheka seems unusual, to say the least. But the brilliant young physicist was a plant. His brief was to infiltrate the British scientific laboratories of the day and steal industrial secrets for Moscow.


Kapitza succeeded beyond the Soviets’ wildest dreams. By 1930 he was acknowledged as a leading theoretical physicist, feted on all sides and elected a Fellow of Britain’s prestigious Royal Society. Then, in 1934, he went back to Russia ‘for a holiday’. He never returned. Slowly the truth filtered back: Kapitza had effectively defected back to the USSR. Visitors reported that he now had a purpose-built laboratory in Moscow, four times the size of his Cambridge facility and with over a hundred assistants, many of them with PhDs.


Tellingly, it later emerged that the Soviets had started to build their wonderful new laboratory for Kapitza in 1933 – a year before he ‘went back on holiday’. After he had gone, the British admitted that Kapitza’s field of expertise was atomic and nuclear physics. Although MI5 played it down at the time, for obvious reasons, they later grudgingly confirmed that when he went back to Moscow he carried most of the secrets of Rutherford’s Cavendish Laboratory in his head.


His case was not unique. A year before Kapitza’s arrival, in 1920, one Francis Meynell, an anti-establishment journalist from a privileged English family and a natural rebel, had acted for a while as an illegal courier for the Cheka/KGB. Meynell’s flirtation with the left and radical socialism eventually petered out, but it became the model for Moscow’s conspiracies. It also made the Soviet spymasters aware of the vulnerability of radical British idealists to ideological penetration. It was the intelligentsia, not the communist parties, who offered the best return as the Soviets’ preferred tool to penetrate the west. Another advantage was that the Soviets did not have to try very hard to recruit their spies among the smart leftists in the liberal democracies. Their gullible recruits were already lined up, waiting at the gate, positively begging to be admitted into the Kremlin’s conspiracies.


In many ways, the willingness of the intelligent young idealists of the 1930s to choose Marxism as their new creed now seems distinctly odd. The intellectual weakness, rotten economics and Marx’s inability to understand human nature are nowadays only too obvious. Even odder perhaps was the social background of some of these early committed Cold War warriors. For they were not the horny-handed sons of toil so beloved of pure Marxist theory, with natural backgrounds of deprivation and hardship. On the contrary, many of them emerged from the very heart of the upper reaches and leisured classes of the establishment to which they belonged. In many cases, privilege, not hardship had nurtured them; and money – a lot of money – had educated them.


These ideological communist fellow travellers came from all levels of society. In Britain, even the King’s cousin Lord (Louis) Mountbatten, egged on by his new ‘best friend’, a homosexual Soviet agent called Peter Murphy, had become a secret communist sympathizer at Cambridge in 1920. By the end of the 1920s nearly two-thirds of prominent British Communists were from Oxbridge or the fashionable chattering classes, champagne socialists and the bien pensant section of the media.


Part of the reason for this was the impact of the Great Crash of 1929–32 and the subsequent depression which changed many thinking observers’ views of how their society should be organized. It was clear to any intelligent soul that the old order had failed, and failed in the most conspicuous manner possible. The old Victorian certainties collapsed. Traditional politicians of left and right had no answers, Britain’s antique industrial base was equally bankrupt, social unrest was everywhere, and the generation who could have led Britain to a bright new future now lay mouldering in the graveyards of France and Flanders. Capitalism seemed bankrupt in every sense. It was hardly surprising that radical new solutions beckoned to the impressionable young.


In Britain the Communist Party, above all, seemed to offer the ideal forum for youthful anti-establishment rebellion and idealism. Lytton Strachey’s response, in 1923, to Bertrand Russell’s question: ‘So, why are you a Socialist? Did you hate your father, your childhood or your public school?’ – best sums it up. Strachey replied, ‘A bit of all three.’ On to this fertile soil of intelligent young misfits, scornful of the ruined societies of their parents and keen to change the world, fell the Communist recruiters’ seeds.


Once again, Peter Kapitza’s Cambridge was to the fore. A Cambridge don, Maurice Dobb, was co-founder in 1931 of the first communist cell in Cambridge. Prompted, as we now know, by the Comintern (as advised by Litvinov) the Cambridge cell blossomed. David Haden-Guest and John Cornford turned a tiny clandestine debating group into a cell of political activists promoting their version of a better world.


The result was that by 1933 Cambridge was clutching a viper to its bosom. Over thirty young Fellows and undergraduates were by then actively promoting Moscow’s aims and ambitions. Among this group of dedicated Communists were Guy Burgess, Donald Maclean, Anthony Blunt, Alan Nunn May and Julian Bell. Kim Philby, although not an overt Communist, was also recruited by the Soviet secret service while at Cambridge. Behind them in the shadows stood the Comintern’s fellow travellers and support troops: James Klug-mann, Douglas Springhall – the National Organizer of the CPGB who would be jailed in 1943 for spying for the USSR and who subsequently emigrated to Russia – and champagne socialists like Clemens Palme Dutt, ever ready with advice, guidance and a fashionable bed for the night. The group was further bonded by the thrill of the forbidden. At a time when homosexuality was illegal, yet another underground conspiracy merely seemed an extension of an existing secret lifestyle for many of the ex-public school recruits to the Party. For many of the communist faithful adolescent protest, socialism and sexual freedom walked hand in hand.


The process of recruitment is depressingly familiar to us nowadays. Once the ardent young communist sympathizers had identified themselves as friends to the Party they might be invited to a glass or two of sherry in the private rooms of a like-minded don. This ‘talent spotting’ might be followed by a visit by a suitable assistant from the Communist Party HQ in King Street for a cosy chat in a pub, or a walk by the river. Then would come the final pitch, tightly controlled by the Comintern’s men or Moscow Centre and their Resident GPU-NKVD Director, or, more likely, his number two. This was a charis matic Austrian Jew called Arnold Deutsch, who, like so many clever Jews at the time, had elected to substitute Lenin and Marx for the God of Abraham and Moses. These secret meetings might take place at the Soviets’ safe house at 3 Rosary Gardens, South Kensington or more likely during a discreet walk in the park. Deutsch was a man of outstanding personality and an equally outstanding agent handler. Years later Philby described him as ‘a marvellous man’, and was, like so many of Deutsch’s other conquests, star-struck by the spy-master’s intellect and personality until the day he died. The KGB archives later revealed that the industrious Deutsch had recruited no fewer than twenty Britons to spy on behalf of Soviet Russia before he was ordered back to Moscow in 1937 at the height of Stalin’s terror and purges.


The latest starry-eyed recruit to the cause of World Socialism would then go back burning with a sense of mission, relishing his privileged opportunity to build a better world and really ‘work for peace’. Such methods worked nearly every time. The Jesuits would have been proud to emulate the Communists’ success in binding impressionable youth to their cause for life. The result was that by the mid-1930s the USSR had effectively infiltrated its ideologically committed foot soldiers deep inside the foundations of the British establishment. Similar processes were at work in the United States, France and Germany, as well as a host of other countries. All concerned were under no illusions about the undercover purpose of these new agents for the cause. Moscow’s instructions to its secretive overseas minions were absolutely explicit: ‘. . . all legal Parties are now under the greater responsibility in respect to the creation and strengthening of an illegal apparatus.’


By the mid-1930s Moscow’s new secret army of spies were only too ready to burrow like moles into the fabric of western life.
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WARM NEW FRIENDS?


HITLER AND STALIN


From the Kremlin this Soviet spying offensive seemed wholly justified, for by 1935 the USSR had ample reason to believe itself threatened. Japan to the east and Nazi Germany to the west posed clear – and openly declared – challenges to the USSR. Japanese leaders talked openly of ‘clashing swords with the USSR on the fields of Mongolia’, and Hitler’s 1925 Mein Kampf actually laid out a detailed blueprint for Nazi colonial aggression eastwards to seize ‘the new soil of Russia and her subject border states’.


By 1934 Hitler had renounced the Treaty of Versailles and was openly preaching war. In the Far East, Japan’s ‘protectorate’ in Manchuria had been formalized despite the pleas of the League of Nations. But the League was powerless to enforce its will, even more so when criticized nations, like Italy and Japan, just withdrew their membership of the Geneva talking shop. International security was everywhere breaking down. Mussolini was on the rampage around the Mediterranean. In Berlin, Nazi Brownshirts openly sacked Soviet offices, contemptuous of Kremlin protests. Anti-communism became official German state policy. In every capital talk of war was in the air. The truth was that the Kremlin had every good reason to be uneasy. In the circumstances, the Kremlin could be forgiven for believing that an intelligence attack was its best form of defence to forestall an onslaught to come. But from the west, still suspicious of the motives of the ‘Third Communist International’ and its dreams of world revolution, this intelligence offensive seemed merely to confirm the USSR’s malign intentions. The diplomatic war between Soviet Russia and the west spluttered on.


Proof of Soviet growing alarm at these events became more tangible. In the two years from 1934 to 1936 an increasingly nervous Kremlin raised the Soviet military budget no fewer than eight times. Thousands more military aircraft and tanks were ordered from already over-burdened factories. Workers’ norms were increased. The Red Army was brought ever more closely under Party control (with ultimately disastrous results, as the events of 1939 in Finland were to prove). Thousands of Party members were accused of spying or backsliding, and were purged in a series of highly visible (and sometimes highly risible) show trials at which ‘Socialist judges’ sometimes had to prompt the hapless defendants to remember their forced ‘confessions’ of treachery to the Revolution – and, of course, Comrade Stalin. Innocent or guilty, the end was invariably the same: some nameless secret policeman’s bullet in the back of the head in a shower room beneath the Lubyanka.


Overseas, in what looked like a panicky search for allies, the Comintern suddenly changed the political line and instructed its parties overseas to back the socialists, previously their mortal enemies on the left. In France the Communist Party, on instructions from Moscow, suddenly sided with the broad left in an anti-Fascist crusade to avoid splitting the socialist vote and letting the Fascists get into government. In Britain, Moscow’s network of undercover spies was exhorted to work even harder for the cause and to report the slightest sign of the British government trying to cut a deal with Berlin. The peace of the world depended on their efforts for the socialist cause in its holy anti-Nazi crusade. It is no exaggeration to say that, from the mid-1930s on, the growing Nazi threat to the USSR dominated Stalin’s and the Kremlin’s thinking. In desperation, the USSR looked for new friends among old rivals.


Soviet long-term intentions never changed, however, and not everyone was fooled. For example, following Pierre Laval’s curious Franco-Soviet pact with Stalin in 1935 (in which France seemed to become an ally of the Kremlin against Hitler’s increasingly warlike Berlin), a cheerful Ambassador Potemkin openly admitted to the French Minister of War, ‘Soviet Russia was born out of the First Great War. A Soviet Europe will emerge from the Second.’ This extraordinarily prescient declaration could only have come from someone with a true insight into Stalin’s long-term motives. The ‘dark valley’ of the 1930s may have been a dangerous and unstable time, but true Communists never forgot their real aim.


The smouldering ideological conflict between east and west, communism and the western states, finally burst into flames in one of Europe’s most backward nations. In 1936 the Spanish Civil War erupted to disturb the holiday from war which Europe had enjoyed since 1919. Within months both Nazis and Communists had shown their hand. Germany and Mussolini’s Fascist Italy intervened to support the rebel General Franco against the legitimate Socialist government. Moscow sided equally openly with the Republican government. Arms, money and manpower were mobilized by both sides to support their ‘clients’. For the next three years, Spain’s civil war took the bloody internecine course of most wars of its kind.


Brother slaughtered brother as men of goodwill were terrorized into ever-greater excesses. On the ground, ‘Red’ atrocities were matched by Fascist brutality. The world was appalled by newsreels of the indiscriminate bombing of Guernica by Hitler’s Kondor Legion, with its bloody warning of the horrors of Rotterdam, Warsaw, Coventry, Hamburg and Dresden still to come. Public opinion in the west was no less shocked by the Communists’ desecration of Christian churches and cemeteries on the orders of the Kremlin’s pro-consuls in Madrid, determined to stamp the Kremlin’s Marxist truth on what they saw as an ideological struggle. Soviet control even extended to ‘show trials’ of alleged renegades within the ranks of the Spanish left. Spain’s communist Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista (POUM) was purged as thoroughly as Stalin’s own Red Army. Pravda was uncompromising and unapologetic: ‘In Catalonia the elimination of Trotskyists and anarcho-syndicalists [i.e. the radical left’s opposition to Moscow’s Bolshevism] has begun; it will be pursued with the same vigour as in the USSR.’


To back the Soviet cause, GPU-NKVD death squads of the Russian secret police stamped their iron control on any dissent in the ranks of Stalin’s Spanish warriors. In return, Fascist units shot communist commissars taken prisoner out of hand. In 1937–38 it looked as if Europe’s Cold War between bolshevism and capitalism was about to come to a head.


From 1937 events in Europe accelerated, taking on a dreadful momentum of their own. In rapid succession, and seemingly encouraged by a British government led by Chamberlain and Halifax (who turned a blind eye to Nazi excesses in the fond but foolish hope that by appeasing Hitler they could prevent another European war), Hitler was allowed to run amok, annexing Austria and stealing half of Czechoslovakia in a humiliating western climbdown.


Stalin’s worst fears seemed to be confirmed. Clearly the capitalist west was prepared to give Hitler anything as long as they didn’t have to fight him. Democracy was gutless and would cheerfully allow Hitler a free hand provided they kept out of any nastiness. The USSR was therefore on its own in any future fight against the Fascists.


In the face of such Nazi aggression and western pusillanimity, an alarmed Kremlin stepped up its preparations for what seemed now to be an inevitable clash of arms between east and west.


The Kremlin redoubled its preparations for a hotter war to come.


Without exception, all those who wield dictatorial powers eventually fall prey to a crippling déformation professionelle. However good their original intentions, those obsessed with staying in power eventually lose their patience with dissent – from any quarter. As contradictory voices wane, the leader’s paranoia increases. Threats abound on every side, even from old friends or allies. Soon a paradox emerges: the more such leaders surround themselves with ‘yes men’ and see the world only as fearful minions represent it to them, the more real the threats seem. This iron rule of the debilitating effects of too much power can be seen today in Downing Street, in any Whitehall office, or even in many a newsroom or fashionable salon in Washington, DC. Thus it was with Stalin, only more so. In his case, the process was reinforced and accelerated by an over-concentration of power multiplied by his own dark defects of character.


Harrison Salisbury saw the problem clearly: ‘Nothing in the Bolshevik experience so plainly exposed the defects of Soviet power monopoly as when the man who held that power [Stalin] was ruled by his own internal obsessions.’


Stalin’s ‘obsessions’ – his fear of foreigners, his cynicism and personal isolation – drew him and thus his USSR into a serious error. Seeing the world only through his own black-tinted glasses, he made the classic mistake of judging all others by his own deeply corrupt standards. It was obvious to Stalin that capitalist western governments were conspiring against the socialist USSR. Not only was this a basic tenet of Marxist dogma but his spies in the west reported that the nervous democracies were now preparing to appease the German dictator behind Russia’s back. All western statesmen were clearly as devious and ill-intentioned as he was himself: and finally, there could never be any respite from his eternal battle with dark forces in the outside world. To Josef Stalin, all politicians of the 1930s were self-seeking, unscrupulous rogues.
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