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© Randall Quan


Alan Philps is a fluent Russian speaker, who has worked as a reporter in Moscow on and off since he was the Reuters trainee there in 1979 - in the Brezhnev era when the system of isolating correspondents from the local people, except for some authorised ballet dancers and such like, was very much still in place. As a senior reporter, he worked there in the 1980s under Mikhail Gorbachev, and the 1990s under Boris Yeltsin. Alan has kept up a connection with the Metropol Hotel, staying there several times to attend charity balls.









About the Book


In The Red Hotel: The Untold Story of Stalin’s Disinformation War, former Daily Telegraph Foreign Editor and Russia expert Alan Philps sets out the way Stalin created his own reality by constraining and muzzling the British and American reporters covering the Eastern front during the war and forcing them to reproduce Kremlin propaganda. War correspondents were both bullied and pampered in the gilded cage of the Metropol Hotel. They enjoyed lavish supplies of caviar and had their choice of young women to employ as translators and to share their beds.


While some of these translators turned journalists into robotic conveyors of Kremlin propaganda, others were brave secret dissenters who whispered to reporters the reality of Soviet life and were punished with sentences in the Gulag. Through the use of British archives and Russian sources, the story of the role of the women of the Metropol Hotel and the foreign reporters they worked with is told for the first time. Packed with shady characters and heroic figures, this revelatory story will finally lift the lid on Stalin’s operation to muzzle and control what the Western Allies’ writers and foreign correspondents knew of his regime’s policies to prosecute the war against Hitler’s rampaging armies from June 1941 onwards.









This book is dedicated to the unsung heroes of the
international media, be they called secretary-translators
or fixers, who enable foreign correspondents to appear
well-informed, brave and wise.









‘Russia has always had the best stories, ones in which the
blood is more sanguineous, the darkness is that much
deeper and the heroism that much brighter’


– Mark Galeotti









Introduction


In early 1943, as the Red Army was preparing to fight the biggest tank battle of the Second World War, which would seal the fate of Hitler’s invasion force, the American journalist Edgar Snow tripped and fell as he walked through central Moscow. Gorky Street was the showpiece of Stalin’s modernisation of the Soviet capital and in the 1930s the cobbled road had been widened into a six-lane thoroughfare. Trolley buses rolled silently up and down, replacing the scrum of horse-drawn droshkies with their devil-may-care drivers. But even on modernised Gorky Street, the pavements were uneven. Lying on the ground, Snow accepted the helping hand of a Russian man and offered a quick ‘spasibo’ – thank you – only to see the helper, recognising a foreign accent, turn on his heel and flee. Soviet law required citizens to report to the police instantly any contact with a foreigner, however fleeting. Whether the good Samaritan was running to give himself up to the police or, more wisely, trying to avoid an encounter with a feared organisation, we do not know. Snow tried to file a story to his American readers beginning with the words, ‘For the first time in Moscow I met an ordinary Russian. As soon as I opened my mouth, he ran away.’ The censor spiked it.


Snow was one of at least fifty of the world’s leading war correspondents – and a few intrepid chancers – who made their way to Moscow to cover the biggest story of the war in Europe, the titanic struggle between the then undefeated divisions of Hitler’s Wehrmacht and Stalin’s largely peasant army whose officer class had been shredded in the purges of the 1930s. Stalin had no desire to welcome British and American reporters to Moscow – he had made life so difficult for foreign reporters that almost all had packed up and left by the time Germany invaded in 1941. But Churchill, who in his youth had been an intrepid war correspondent, believed strongly that gripping eye-witness reports from the Eastern Front would convince the British public that it was worth sending scarce fighter aircraft and tanks to strengthen the hard-pressed Red Army.


With his armies retreating every day and Hitler expected to be in Moscow within weeks, Stalin was in no position to refuse, but he made sure that the eager foreign reporters were kept away from the battle front and had no chance to file the type of stirring reports that Churchill had sent home from colonial conflicts in Sudan and South Africa. He exerted ruthless control through stringent censorship, a visa regime that favoured compliant journalists, a ban on unsupervised travel and prohibition of contact with Soviet citizens except for some ‘performing seals’– writers and dancers authorised by the government to speak to foreigners.


When I sat down to write this book I intended to tell the forgotten story of the Allied reporters living and working during the war in Moscow’s Metropol Hotel, and how, in their different ways, they dealt with the pressures designed to turn them into mouthpieces of Kremlin propaganda and even assets of Soviet espionage. The more research I did, the clearer it became that the heroes of this story were the female Soviet translators who were the eyes and ears of the visiting journalists. Recruited by the Soviet secret police and believed to be loyal to the regime, some of them contrived, at huge personal risk, to reveal the truth about life under Stalin. This is the first time the story of these women has been told.


The Metropol Hotel, once the most stylish in Moscow, was in 1941 somewhat faded. In the words of Edgar Snow ‘it looked and smelled somewhat like a vast but failing whorehouse’. The rooms served as newspaper offices by day, bedrooms at night and drinking dens at just about any time, so it was not surprising that with ready supplies of vodka and the unique luxury of hot water in the en suite bathrooms, the professional and the personal got confused.


This is not a book of academic history but an attempt to recreate the atmosphere of the Metropol Hotel in wartime and to tell the stories of the characters who passed through it. At a time when Russians were existing on a daily ration of 400 grammes of black bread adulterated with various fillers, the Metropol was an island of high living in which the journalists were pampered with caviar, cream cakes and cheap liquor. Kept tantalisingly distant from the greatest battle in history, the journalists had everything they needed except the freedom to write a genuine news story.


It is worth asking why this episode in the Second World War should be of interest now. I would argue that it is more topical than ever. With Russia’s brief period of democracy coming to a close, Stalin is once again acclaimed as a great leader. The Red Army’s victory in what the Russians call the Great Patriotic War is the origin of the militaristic spirit that Putin has instilled in the Russian people during his two decades in power. Stalin crushed Ukrainian nationalism at the end of the war and restored the boundaries of the Soviet state to those of the Tsarist empire. Eighty years on, Putin is following in Stalin’s footsteps and pursuing a war to eradicate the Ukrainian state and prove that Russia is still a great power. Today, it is good to be reminded that there were some courageous Soviet citizens in the 1940s who kept alive the flame of truth.


Today’s media environment is totally different from the 1940s, when the printed press was king, and radio and film were the disruptors. Stalin already controlled all the printed media, and in 1941 he issued a decree impounding all the radio sets in the country and the terrified populace handed them in. But even with this total mastery of the media at home, Stalin was determined to muzzle the foreign correspondents so that no banned information could leak back into Russia. This policy served him well: his regime survived and thrived, unlike that of his predecessor, Tsar Nicholas II, who lost his throne in the First World War.


This lesson is not lost on Putin, who consolidated his grip on the Russian media in the early years of this century, so that when he launched his attack on Ukraine it took only a couple of days to silence the last remaining independent TV and radio stations. There was no need to institute formal censorship. Domestic and foreign media were so rigorously policed that a wrong word – such as referring to the invasion of Ukraine as a ‘war’ – would lead to jail and closure of their outlets for domestic journalists and to expulsion for foreigners. Even with Russian TV stations spewing out non-stop pro-war propaganda, it remains to be seen how long Putin will manage to retain control of the narrative of a war he thought would last only three days.


A few words on how I came to write this story. I first stayed in the Metropol when, as a 15-year-old schoolboy, I came with my Russophile mother on a package tour of the USSR. At Moscow airport, the tour guide had divided up the tourists among different hotels. ‘You’re lucky – you’ve got the Metropol. It’s the best,’ he told us. When we arrived at the Metropol there was furious argument underway in the hotel lobby: a French tour party had been told their promised reservations in the hotel did not exist and an angry Frenchman was shouting ‘Ce sale pays!’ while he glared at me and my mother, the new arrivals, as though we were complicit in his humiliation. Tourists could eat with coupons in a cafeteria built on to the outside of the hotel with a long menu of unavailable dishes. One that was on offer was chicken with apples. As a nerdy schoolboy I piped up, ‘It must mean chicken and potatoes, not apples, it’s the same word on French menus.’ But no. When it came, it was a scrawny chicken with little stunted apples in a watery sauce. After that we stuck to the ‘stolichny’ salad – potato in mayonnaise with chopped up sausage.


My first job as a foreign correspondent was as a Reuters trainee in Moscow in 1979 when the system of press control perfected in 1941 was less invasive but still recognisably the same. After Moscow I opened a North Africa bureau in Tunis where I befriended an extraordinary Russian woman serving as the BBC correspondent. Although she was more than twice my age, the difference in years was immaterial because she was such fun to be with, so full of energy, and had so much to teach me. As a young woman in Moscow, Tanya had secured a wartime job as a translator in the Metropol and had married Ronald Matthews, an eccentric British correspondent. She had followed Ronald to Paris and then to Tunis and when he died, took over his BBC job. In her magnificent house in the blue and white seaside village of Sidi Bou Said, she regaled me with stories of her time in the Metropol, trying to get hold of a wedding dress in wartime Moscow when there was – literally – nothing to buy in the shops. I filed away these memories. After two more stints as a newspaper correspondent in Moscow, I found myself back in the Metropol at a charity ball held in the hotel’s vast banqueting hall. Under a magnificent painted glass dome, tables were arranged around a white marble fountain in which carp of heroic size swam in pre-revolutionary times, the whole set-up illuminated by uplighters looking like gilded palm trees and adorned with lamps whose glow was reflected back on the diners by huge mirrors set in the walls. It was a century-old scene of luxury designed to loosen the purses of the Russian new rich.


During the pre-dinner cocktails, a friend I had invited gave me a present, a newly published history of the hotel. Between courses, I slipped out of the dining room, book in hand, and stole away up the back stairs to the third floor. Away from the hubbub of the ball, as I made my way down one of the endless corridors wide enough to drive a tank through, I was overcome by a feeling of unease. It was here, in a makeshift office set up in one of the ‘deluxe’ rooms, that Lenin had greeted delegations of factory workers. Stalin had walked these corridors as he planned the liquidation of his enemies and I felt that at any moment one of his henchmen would step out in front of me. On reaching my room there were signs that someone had been snooping around – and didn’t care if I knew it. I searched the book for Tanya’s name in the chapter on the hotel’s wartime years and came across the remarkable Nadya Ulanovskaya, whose burning sense of justice in the face of a ruthless dictatorship appears in the following pages.


A word on Russian names, always an obstacle for foreigners. For example, I have called Nadya Ulanovskaya ‘Nadya’ throughout, even on occasions when it would be more appropriate for her to be addressed in the formal way, with first name and patronymic, as Nadezhda Markovna. As for her husband, he is referred to as Alex, even though he was universally known in Russia by his nom de guerre Alyosha, a diminutive form which to the foreign ear sounds feminine.


Likewise, I have referred to Charlotte Haldane by her first name, when at the time she would have been always ‘Mrs Haldane’, her married name. Her biographer chooses to refer to her as Charlotte, and this usage is further supported by the fact that the Haldane family never fully accepted her as one of theirs. Among other journalists the naming is frankly subjective. Ralph Parker, who tended to rub people up the wrong way, appears as Parker. And as for Tanya Matthews, one of the prime movers of this story, I recall her saying mischievously, as she passed the harissa to her best friend over a Tunisian lunch of couscous, ‘Live dangerously, Mme Benattar.’ But I don’t recall anyone, even in those more formal times, addressing Tanya as Mme Matthews.









Prologue


Odessa, April 1919


On the harbour front in Odessa, a teenage girl was handing out leaflets to French sailors milling around her in an undisciplined mass. They grabbed the leaflets with a smile and a polite ‘Merci, mam’selle’. Produced in a clandestine printworks, the leaflets called on the French sailors to join the Bolshevik revolutionaries who less than two years before had executed Tsar Nicholas II and his family. Esther, aged sixteen but able to pass for two years older, was so full of revolutionary zeal that she did not give a thought to the consequences of inciting the sailors to mutiny.


Esther had a ready market for her propaganda. The sailors just wanted to go home. At the end of the Great War they had been sent to southern Russia to support the White armies, the remnants of the doomed imperial regime, against the superior forces of the Red Army. The sailors could see this was a battle they could not win.


The quiet chorus of ‘Merci, mam’selle’ was suddenly silenced by a shout of ‘Bolshevik!’ Esther had carelessly thrust a leaflet at a French officer, who grabbed her arm and blew his whistle. She found herself surrounded by French military police. A freckle-faced comrade who was leafleting nearby ran to her aid and was promptly arrested too. They were both dragged off to a police station. When they started to search her, terrified of being stripped naked, Esther demanded to be seen by a woman. She was told: ‘When you engage in such activities, you get treated like a soldier.’


Esther and her comrade were taken to the French headquarters in a magnificent estate outside Odessa, where they were separated and subjected to the summary justice of a military field trial.


‘Are you a Bolshevik?’ she was asked.


‘I am a worker.’


‘I am asking which party you belong to.’


‘But all workers are Bolsheviks.’


Esther was told that incitement to desert was a capital offence. She was taken to a room and left on her own. She imagined her commander, with whom she was secretly in love, dwelling on the memory of her heroic death. Before she had time to think of anything else, she was led out into a courtyard and put up against a wall next to her red-headed comrade. A five-man firing squad was drawn up in front of them. Her comrade’s face went so pale that his freckles stood out, even on his lips. She whispered to him: ‘We’re going to die anyway and so let’s show them how we die.’ He gave her a pitiful smile through his pale lips.


The soldiers raised their rifles. The officer who had arrested her gave a command in French, but no shots rang out. Instead, the boy was taken away and Esther was left alone with the officer. It seemed she was being released but the officer had other ideas. He grabbed her and tried to drag her into the bushes. She managed to fight him off and ran to the fence. Now she was in sight of a queue of soldiers, some in horse-drawn carts, stopping and starting along the road. The officer who had arrested her caught up with her and started beating her. From the road a French voice shouted, ‘What are you up to, beating a woman?’


‘This isn’t a woman – it’s a Bolshevik.’


‘Very well then, beat her.’


With people watching, she was able to break free and lose herself in the chaos of the White soldiers and their families fleeing to the port in the hope of being evacuated. Esther never found out what happened to the freckled boy.


Since embracing the Bolshevik Revolution she had turned her back on the enclosed world of Bershad, the shtetl where she was born, and had put out of her mind a legend that had comforted her family for generations. One of her ancestors, a rabbi and a holy man, was called to testify in court against a Jew accused of theft.* Though the Jew was guilty, the rabbi did not want to testify against him, for fear of inflaming Russian incitement against the Jewish community. But neither could he tell a lie. He asked God to let him die before the court case. In return, the family would never be wealthy, but none would die a violent death for seven generations. So it happened that the night before he had to testify, the rabbi passed away in his sleep. Esther was the seventh generation to benefit from the rabbi’s deal with the Almighty.†


With the rabbi’s blessing continuing to protect her, Esther never shied away from danger; nor did she lose the burning sense of justice that had driven her as a teenager to risk her life by inciting foreign sailors to mutiny. Over the course of her life she went by many names, but in this book she will be known as Nadya, the woman who twenty years later in wartime Moscow set herself the near-impossible task of breaking the wall of silence around the true nature of Stalin’s rule. Hers is one of the untold stories of the brave women who worked in the Metropol Hotel, the heart of Stalin’s wartime disinformation campaign.
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June 1941: The accidental war correspondent


It was 9 o’clock in the morning of 22 June 1941, and Alice-Leone Moats, the darling of the Moscow diplomatic scene, was still fast asleep, the faded velvet drapes of her room in the Metropol Hotel doing a good job of keeping out the sun’s rays. She had only been in Moscow for a month, but no gathering of the foreign community was complete without her. As a rare unattached woman, and one who spoke five languages fluently, she livened up diplomatic receptions with her glamorous looks and mischievous indiscretions. Being from America, a country still neutral in the war, she drifted effortlessly between the self-segregating camps of the belligerent powers: the Germans and Italians on one side, and the British and their allies on the other.


That Sunday morning, she was rudely awoken by the loud ringing of the telephone beside her bed, and was surprised to hear the voice of John Russell, a British diplomat to whom she had said goodnight only a few hours before at the end of a convivial dinner at the Aragvi restaurant.*


‘I don’t think it would be a good idea for you to go for that drive in the country today,’ Russell said casually. ‘The Germans launched their attack at four this morning. The war has finally come to Russia.’ Fearing a repetition of the London Blitz, and with the hotel being close to the Kremlin, Russell told Alice to leave the Metropol immediately. She would think about it over breakfast, she replied, and rang the bell on the wall next to a drawing of a running waiter. When the elderly waiter shuffled in an hour later, she noticed no change in his behaviour – clearly he did not know that his country was at war.*


At noon, while packing, she heard the loudspeakers positioned all over the city burst into life.† Looking out of her window she saw people standing in groups listening in silence. It was Molotov, Stalin’s foreign minister, announcing that Nazi forces had launched an unprovoked attack on the USSR. The enemy was not the German people, he said, the tremble in his voice clearly audible through the loudspeakers, but rather ‘a clique of bloodthirsty, fascist German rulers’. Only two years earlier Molotov had signed a friendship and non-aggression pact with Germany, the ‘gangster pact’ that shocked people of the Left throughout Europe. During those two years not a word of criticism of Germany was allowed in the Soviet press, and Nazi uniforms were seen among the guests at the May Day parades on Red Square and in the Metropol. Now Molotov was saying the German government were Nazi gangsters who had enslaved most of Europe. As for Stalin, he was silent, hiding away in the Kremlin. As soon as the broadcast ended, the people drifted away.


Downstairs, while Alice waited for her bill to be prepared, a stream of people came up to the hotel receptionist and asked, ‘Are we really at war?’ Each time, the receptionist simply replied, ‘Yes,’ and shrugged her shoulders. When the bill came, Alice found she was 500 roubles short, so she would have to go to the American embassy where a diplomat was looking after her money in his safe. The taxis that waited outside the hotel had vanished and so she decided to go on foot. The early morning sunshine had given way to a light drizzle. She expected to see signs of pandemonium and thousands fleeing the city, as had happened during the fall of France. But the Moscow streets looked as they did on any other Sunday afternoon, except that the policemen were now carrying gas masks. Where was the anger at Hitler’s treachery? The only sound came from the loudspeakers announcing a blackout and air-raid precautions followed by blasts of stirring martial music. As a new arrival in Moscow, she was struck by the expressionless faces of the passers-by. They showed no traces of alarm. What John Russell had told her on the phone that morning came back to her. His maid reacted to the news that her country was at war with the words, ‘If we must die, then die we must,’ and she picked up her rag and went back to work.*


Alice’s reason for coming to Moscow was a secret she wanted to keep from the Russians. It all began as a whim. In a New York restaurant in July 1940 she bumped into Laurence Steinhardt, a friend of the family who was serving as US ambassador to Moscow. She stopped by his table and laughingly asked, ‘When you go back to Moscow, will you take me with you?’ ‘Of course, Dulcie and I would love to have you to stay,’ he responded automatically. Later he was to bitterly regret this off-the-cuff invitation.


Even though she had no journalistic experience beyond writing a few celebrity profiles, Alice persuaded Collier’s magazine to commission a series of articles about her journey through Japan and China to Russia. There was no chance of her getting a press visa for Moscow – they were as rare as hens’ teeth – so she asked the State Department to stamp her passport ‘Good for the USSR via the Orient, for purposes of study’, and the space for ‘occupation’ was left blank. Steinhardt supported her visa application and even lobbied the Soviet ambassador in Washington, who promised to use ‘dynamite’ to get it approved.


When Alice applied for a passport and the State Department learned who she was travelling with, there was no stopping the tide of gossip between Washington and New York. Could it be true that old Steinhardt had thrown caution to the winds and was returning to Moscow with a 32-year-old socialite who had worked as a fashion model? Steinhardt tried to get hold of Alice to talk her out of coming to Moscow, but she was with her parents in Mexico. By the time he tracked her down early in the morning of 8 August, the day they were due to sail together from San Francisco to Japan on the first leg of their journey to Russia, he was in a state of great agitation. ‘You and I simply can’t travel together. It’s all your fault – you have been so indiscreet. It will cause a scandal. It already has. I forbid you to come with me.’


Undeterred, two weeks later Alice was on the next boat to Japan. She was fully committed to an adventure that had started as a joke. When she finally arrived in Moscow in May 1941, Steinhardt was not at the airport to meet her.


When she finally arrived in Moscow in May 1941, Steinhardt was not at the airport to meet her. He sent a clerk. The ambassador was spending the day at his dacha.


As an American journalist, Alice was a member of a species on the way to extinction in Moscow. The 1930s had been a golden age for foreign correspondents, the profession glamourised in Hitchcock’s movie, Foreign Correspondent, and their lavish expense accounts and Olympian self-regard mocked in Evelyn Waugh’s novel, Scoop. Kings, presidents and dictators throughout Europe opened their doors to American special correspondents. But not in Russia, where the Kremlin needed to hide the human cost of turning a peasant economy at breakneck speed into an industrial power: a famine that killed millions in Ukraine and southern Russia. The New York Times correspondent Walter Duranty who had won the Pulitzer Prize in 1932 for his reports on the success of Stalin’s planned economy did his best hide the extent of the famine – ‘Russians hungry but not starving’ was the paper’s headline on March 1, 1933. But visiting correspondents such as H. R. Knickerbocker* of the Philadelphia Public Ledger were not as biddable as Duranty. Knickerbocker wrote after a tour of Russia: ‘Zeal and terror are the two psychological instruments for accomplishment of the Plan’.


The Soviet press department was soon driving journalists away by restricting travel and tightening censorship. In 1940, with the Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact in force, Stalin was a non-belligerent ally of Hitler, supplying the grain to sustain the Wehrmacht in its defeat of France and the fuel to power the bombers that devastated London. Stalin had no need of Anglo-American correspondents in Moscow.


Duranty’s successor in the New York Times bureau, G. E. R. Gedye, wrote that Moscow correspondents had been ‘reduced to the role of precis-writers of TASS and the official press’. In a bitter cable to the New York Times after he quit Moscow and closed down the bureau, he wrote: ‘As a news centre Moscow has ceased to exist, and every correspondent still there knows that his work is entirely valueless.’*


By the time Alice arrived in Moscow, it was a journalistic desert. But once Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, it was a desert in which war correspondents from all the Allied countries were competing to pitch their tents. Covering the titanic battles on the Eastern Front would be the biggest story of the war in Europe. With his forces retreating across a broad front and desperate for supplies of American and British aircraft and tanks, Stalin could no longer afford to isolate the USSR from foreign media. This was the starting gun for a race among journalists to be the first to get to the Soviet capital and unravel what Churchill called the ‘riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma’ that was Russia.
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July–September 1941: Suitable war work


It was a sunny day in July 1941 and Charlotte Haldane was hurrying down Gray’s Inn Road towards Kemsley House, a building she was familiar with in her role as air-raid warden for the London borough of St Pancras. Six months earlier it had taken a direct hit, killing three people and destroying the office of Lord Kemsley, the newspaper magnate. Today she was going there for a very different reason, for a job interview with the editor of the Daily Sketch. She had already been turned down by the editors of two Fleet Street newspapers who said they had their own men to send to Moscow. This time she had marshalled arguments that no editor could dismiss.


Having worked in the newspaper business before, she knew that getting on required drinking in the right pubs and, for a woman, to be able to hold her drink like a man. A chance meeting with a sub-editor in a Fleet Street pub provided her with the intelligence that the Daily Sketch was still looking for a suitable journalist to cover the war on the Eastern Front. When she telephoned Sidney Carroll, the editor, he asked her to come in and see him the next day.


Arriving at Kemsley House, Charlotte could see the bomb damage had been speedily repaired. As she waited to be summoned to the editor’s office, the doorman recounted with pride how the edition of 6 January, the morning after the air raid, came out as usual with only a small delay. In the editor’s office, as Carroll rose to shake her hand, she launched straight into a well-rehearsed argument. A woman reporter would be welcomed in Russia – the Red Army did not discriminate against women and would take her to the heart of the action on the front line. And thanks to her Communist Party membership the Russians would rush through her visa application and she would be well placed to get an interview with Stalin and scoop the world’s press. She stopped short when she saw the editor nodding in agreement. He told her he himself had no problem in appointing a woman to this important post, nor did it matter to him that she was a Party member, but he might have difficulty in convincing Lord Kemsley, a ‘fanatical anti-Bolshie’, to employ a well-known communist. ‘Leave this to me,’ he told her as they said goodbye.*


As she left Carroll’s office, Charlotte thought how bizarre it was that she should be angling for a job on a conservative tabloid, and one better known for its dramatic pictures than fine writing. Still, it was her only prospect of a ticket to Moscow.


The weather was fine and Charlotte decided to walk home through the streets she had driven around during night-time air raids, inspecting bomb damage and offering support to those who had lost their homes. Now that the Blitz was over, she had more time on her hands.


She walked up Gray’s Inn Road and turned into Sidmouth Street, pausing in front of the bomb-damaged St Peter’s Church on the corner of Regent’s Square. All that was left of the showy, two-tiered clock tower which had been a local landmark were the stumps of its slim Ionic columns. She walked up Portland Place and into Park Crescent. Although she had seen it before she was still affected by the devastation of London’s most elegant street. Almost half of the crescent had been reduced to rubble.


She crossed the road into Regent’s Park and decided to take a look at Bedford College, which had been damaged during one of the last big air raids in May. Strolling among the trees in full leaf and beside the lake alive with waterfowl, for a moment Charlotte stopped thinking of the war. The trees gave way to a bomb site. Ahead of her, surrounded by rubble, was the hulk of the Bedford College dining hall. All that remained was the steel framework that had held up the roof, looking like the skeleton of a big beast that had been picked clean by scavengers.


This was the women’s university where she, as a bright schoolgirl, had been destined to complete her education. Instead, after her German-Jewish father had lost his fortune, she was forced to enrol in a shorthand typing course to support herself. During this period – which she recalled as the most miserable months of her life – she would walk home to Swiss Cottage past Bedford College as the students were leaving, chatting in their posh accents and visibly enjoying the academic life that should have been hers.


Through sheer force of will, and thanks to her languages and writing ability, she had transformed herself from a secretary–receptionist at a concert agency to a journalist at the Daily Express. She was hired as a gossip columnist covering the social lives of the idle rich, the editorial role she was least suited to by character and upbringing. Still, she managed to produce the fawning copy the paper required, and worked her way up to become one of the few female news reporters to work at both the Daily Express and Sunday Express, working seven days a week covering a range of beats including the criminal courts, the House of Lords and Buckingham Palace.


On marrying J. B. S. Haldane, a leading biologist and geneticist, she had given up daily journalism and devoted herself to popularising his scientific breakthroughs, turning him into a household name in the process. As the war clouds gathered over Europe, she devoted herself to the anti-fascist struggle in the Spanish Civil War, helping international volunteers to make their way to Spain and accompanying Paul Robeson, the American singer, on a front-line tour to raise the spirits of the soldiers fighting on the doomed Republican side.* Given her commitment to the cause, she felt she could not stop her 16-year-old son from her first marriage joining the International Brigade. Her varied career so far included writing Man’s World, a dystopian sci-fi novel in which a male scientific elite has divided women into sterilised ‘entertainers’ and sainted ‘breeders’ – widely seen as a precursor of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, published six years later. Despite all this, she still felt she had something to prove.


Coming from an immigrant background and lacking the university education she craved, she was made to feel inferior by the high-achieving Haldane family and their donnish social circle in Cambridge, who mocked her ‘cockney’ accent and looked down on her trade as a journalist. She recoiled from the arrogance of the Cambridge ‘highbrows’ and this drew her towards Marxism. She had visited the USSR once before in 1928 with JBS – as everyone knew her husband – and had come away with the view that, whatever the faults of the Soviet system, a new and more equal society was taking shape there.


Life with her husband proved not to be the idyll she had imagined. Though they were feted in far-left circles as the model progressive couple, by the late 1930s the marriage was no more than a facade. Both wanted to have children together, but as Charlotte confided to her daughter-in-law many years later, JBS was impotent, perhaps as a result of an injury in the First World War, and wore a truss.*


At Cambridge Charlotte, with her ‘looks of Romany princess concealing the heart of a lion’† and questioning intelligence, was a magnet for gifted students, and academic non-conformists would gather in her drawing room to discuss art, science and progressive ideas. On arrival, they would find one of JBS’s research students playing jazz on her Bechstein grand piano. JBS had invited Martin Case to live in his house instead of university digs, and before long he became Charlotte’s lover.‡ By the time she went to the Daily Sketch, Charlotte and JBS were living apart.


Now that the Soviet Union had joined the war and was allied to Britain, she saw an opportunity to relaunch her journalistic career. She would tell her readers about the heroic deeds of the Red Army, which was crushing Nazism and with it the most evil manifestation of anti-Semitism. After their visit to Russia in 1928, she had let JBS do all the talking. He had given interviews and lectures. This time it would be her turn.


When she got back to her flat in Swiss Cottage she sat by the phone. Late that afternoon the editor called – she had got the assignment. She would be paid £20 a week, more than three times the average wage at the time, plus expenses – once again she would be self-supporting and independent. She would have to sort out how to get herself to Moscow – only the British Ministry of Information could arrange transport. The editor told her to get on to the ministry straight away as he wanted her in Moscow before the Express.


In Moscow, another woman was looking for war work. When the Germans launched their surprise attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941, Nadya Ulanovskaya thought she should work in an arms factory – that would keep her in Moscow, and she would be doing something useful for the war effort.


‘A munitions factory is no place for you,’ said her husband Alex, a civil war hero, now a captain in the Red Army. ‘Let me talk to Solomon.’ Solomon Lozovsky was a comrade from Alex’s revolutionary youth. They had met as political exiles in Paris when Alex was organising strikes in the Renault factory and Lozovsky had a cushier position as director of a cooperative bakery. He was now deputy foreign minister and would act as spokesman for the foreign press, some of whom were already en route to Moscow.


Nadya took a tram to see Lozovsky. On her way to the city centre she saw how the authorities had mobilised architects, painters and set designers to camouflage key buildings in readiness for the inevitable German bombing raids. The red brick walls of the Kremlin were painted yellow and black, with designs to make them look like ordinary apartment blocks. The luminescent ruby-red stars on top of five of the Kremlin towers were switched off and covered up, and the gold domes of the Kremlin churches disguised. The squat pink marble form of Lenin’s mausoleum on Red Square – as symbolic to Moscow as St Paul’s Cathedral is to London – was hidden under a pitched roof that cast a long shadow in the summer sunshine, a better disguise than a mere paint job. (Lenin’s body had been secretly removed to Siberia.) A fake wooden bridge had been built over the Moscow River to confuse German navigators. Some of the camouflage efforts were weirdly overzealous: the Maly Theatre used a backdrop from Ostrovsky’s play The Forest to give it a rural look, though how this would mislead a bomber on a night-time raid was not clear.


As she got off the tram outside the Bolshoi Theatre, Nadya saw that the classical facade with its giant marble pillars had been draped in a huge net. The square in front of the theatre was painted to look from the air like a village roofscape. Police were shooing away children who tried to play there in case their presence revealed the disguise to a spotter plane.


Nadya was one of the few people in Moscow who knew why so much effort had been put into camouflaging the city. In her job teaching English to army officers, she was given special dispensation to read the foreign press. She was impressed that the British newspapers were able to describe the devastation inflicted on London during the Blitz, while not revealing military secrets to the enemy or denting the morale of Londoners. In the Soviet press, the Blitz was mentioned only in passing, and this was not accidental, because this was the period of the non-aggression pact with Hitler.


The foreign ministry building where Nadya was heading lay close to the Lubyanka, the headquarters of the security police. Nadya’s first impression of Lozovsky was that he was not like other Soviet bureaucrats who took pride in their proletarian or peasant origin. With his thick hair worn long, his broad moustache and his square pepper-and-salt beard, he looked like a French statesman of the nineteenth century. In the suavity and polish of his manner, he had lost all traces of the shtetl where he was born. He received Nadya with a paternal beam and, before she could utter a word, he told her he had a plan for her. With her command of English and experience of living in New York, she would be well suited to work with the British and American correspondents who would shortly be arriving in Moscow. With the Soviet Union now allied with Britain, and hopefully soon with America too, these correspondents needed not just translators but someone who understood their ways.


‘I’d rather not work with foreigners,’ Nadya blurted out before he could go any further. ‘I am afraid that when the war is over, me doing this type of work could harm Alexander Petrovich’ – she used the formal mode of address to refer to her husband – ‘given the kind of work we were doing for so many years abroad.’ Nadya did not need to spell out what she meant. Stalin was suspicious of everyone who had worked abroad or with foreigners.


Lozovsky shut her up. ‘What are you talking about? Will we even be around when the war is over? Smolensk has fallen, and the Germans are heading to Moscow. The only question is, are we going to survive?’*


He explained that supplies of American aid depended on how the correspondents wrote about the war, and guiding them could not be left in the hands of ordinary Soviet bureaucrats with no knowledge of the outside world. ‘Our people, even with the best intentions, sometimes commit gross errors or act stupidly,’ the old revolutionary told her. Nadya was given to understand that she was not just being asked to translate for the correspondents, but she had a second, and more important role, which was to present the friendly face of Stalin’s regime.


She had one last stab at turning down the offer. ‘How am I going to explain to the Americans what I was doing in New York?’


Lozovsky dismissed her concern. ‘You’ll just say you were accompanying your husband who was working at the Soviet trade mission in New York. So don’t hide that you lived in America.’ He offered a word of advice: ‘The less you lie, the better.’


These words signalled the end of Nadya’s job interview. Lozovsky picked up the phone to arrange an appointment for her to meet the head of the foreign ministry Press Department. This was Nikolai Palgunov, a baby-faced former journalist whose brown hair stood up on end like a hedgehog and whose bottle-glass spectacles were the thickest Nadya had ever seen. Evidently, he too thought that Nadya was well suited for the job and, as it happened, an American correspondent had just arrived and needed her help immediately. But before she started work, there was just one thing she had to do – have a chat with ‘another comrade’.


After questioning her at length, this comrade – who never told her his name – revealed that the American correspondent was staying at the Metropol Hotel. He needed a secretary-translator and here was his room number. ‘Of course, we will be in touch with you from time to time. We need to know who these journalists really are, what they think of the Soviet Union and so on. I will be calling you. Don’t worry – we won’t leave you on your own. We will be giving you instructions on what you need to do for us.’ Nadya did not like the sound of any of this but she could see no way out.*


On 23 June 1941, the day after Hitler’s surprise attack on Russia, a team of police watchers began a surveillance operation on 73 Albert Road, a substantial home opposite a park in the English seaside town of Southport, Lancashire. The focus of their investigation was Ralph Parker, a journalist who had worked for The Times in Prague, with his Czech future-wife Milena as his assistant, during the German takeover of Czechoslovakia. As the Nazis tightened their grip on the country and were about to arrest Milena, Parker escaped with her to work in Yugoslavia. Now, several months later, Ralph and Milena had returned to the safety of his family home. As he told a reporter from the local paper, ‘I left England for Prague with one suitcase as a single man, and returned with a wife and lots of luggage.’*


The watchers observed that Parker spent a lot of time in the back garden. They saw him posting a thick parcel. On inspection, this turned out to be a manuscript, Chapter 14 of a book about the origins of the war, which Parker was writing with his wife and sending to an agency to be typed up. Otherwise, Parker left the house only twice in the course of the week-long surveillance operation. Nobody came to visit. His wife was said to be very ill in bed. The neighbours understood that he had been working for ‘The Times in New York’ and was now on leave from the War Office, which explained why a 34-year-old man was not doing any war work. The Special Branch police officer in charge of the watchers ended his report with a comment bound to raise a red flag with his superiors: the whole family, he wrote, were of ‘an extremely nervous temperament, and all seem ill at ease in the presence of strangers’.†


The Metropolitan Police special branch had moblisied the watchers as part of an investigation by MI5, the British spy-catching agency, into an allegation of treachery against Parker. MI5 assessed Parker as a ‘timorous fellow’ who could easily be broken down by a ‘thorough and aggressive’ interrogation.


The allegation related to Parker’s time in Yugoslavia at the beginning of the war. He had gone to Yugoslavia as a correspondent for The Times and the New York Times but within weeks had been recruited by British intelligence to spy on Albania under diplomatic cover. When he was forced out of Yugoslavia, he had continued his undercover work in Istanbul, producing wartime propaganda. There was nothing surprising in wartime about this career change from reporter to spy.


But according to the British Secret Intelligence Service station in Istanbul, Parker had been contacted by a notorious German agent. While staying in the Pera Palace Hotel, the city’s finest, built to accommodate passengers arriving on the Orient Express, the agent had made three calls to Parker’s apartment. When Parker was asked to explain on his return to England why he was in contact with an enemy agent, his interviewer observed that his responses were ‘shifty’, and he clearly had ‘a guilty conscience’.


While MI5 searched for more evidence against him, Parker lined up character witnesses, including the president and foreign minister of the Czech government in exile, to attest to his anti-fascist sympathies. Prior to his interrogation, he wrote to MI5 that his wife was extremely anxious about what might happen to her. Having escaped the clutches of the Nazis in Czechoslovakia she feared that the MI5 investigation could lead her to being imprisoned or interned in Britain as an enemy alien.


Despite MI5’s assessment of him as timorous and likely to crack under pressure, Parker mounted a crafty defence. He explained that, if his answers had appeared shifty during his initial questioning, this was because he had not wanted to reveal information to the discredit of his colleagues working for British intelligence in the Balkans. If MI5 could show him the dates when he was supposed to have spoken with the German agent – which they had failed to do – he could prove he had not been at home but in his office. His trump card was to suggest that the German agent’s calls were accidental: he wanted to get hold of the owner of the flat, with whom he had business interests, and did not know that the owner had let it out to a tenant.


In his note on the interrogation, an MI5 desk officer wrote that the evidence was too skimpy to pursue the case against Parker. What sealed his decision to close the investigation down was MI6’s belief that Parker, if allowed to resume his work as a foreign correspondent, ‘can produce information of interest to them’.* It was, however, less than a clean bill of health from the spy-catchers: MI5 concluded that Parker was ‘quite harmless’ and ‘by now far too frightened to risk any move which might arouse further suspicions.’


This opened the way for Parker to get his next assignment – as Moscow correspondent for The Times.† The newspaper had been impressed with his work in Prague where, with the help of Milena, he had produced readable copy under the eyes of the Gestapo. And now, the Secret Intelligence Service was keen to have him as a source in Moscow. On 11 August, Parker was cleared to get a permit to travel to Russia. MI5 wanted to be informed of the date of his departure and his route.‡ Having completed his apprenticeship in Prague, now a quiet corner of the German Reich, and with some experience of wartime espionage and propaganda, Parker was heading for the country where the fate of the war in Europe would be decided.


The files released by the National Archives of this wartime period reveal the close working relationships of the British press and the intelligence services, which often led to foreign correspondents wearing two hats. But the efforts of the intelligence services, monitoring of his phone and mail, the close surveillance of his home and rigorous interrogation, failed to uncover elements of Parker’s private life that would define his time in Moscow, and indeed the rest of his life.


One can imagine the ferment in Parker’s mind as he waited in September 1941 for the telephone call from the Ministry of Information telling him which railway station to report to at the start of his journey to Moscow. Stung by the accusation of treacherous contacts with Nazis and drained by the effort of defending himself, a small part of him must have been relieved to be leaving England, with its class divisions, economic crises and unemployment, for a country that had done away with all these ills.


He was not the only journalist assigned to cover the Eastern Front in 1941 to experience heightened emotions. For Charlotte Haldane, the opportunity to report on the heroic Red Army created in her a state of exultation. For Nadya, working for the journalists was her patriotic duty but it would require all her mental strength to suppress the doubts about Stalin that had nagged at her since the Great Terror of the 1930s. Once installed in the Metropol Hotel, the journalists and their translators would face the most draconian media censorship and would, in their different ways, experience the benefits accruing to those who toed the Soviet line or the terrible punishments meted out to those who stepped over it.
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August 1941: Mother of the British revolution


‘Do Russian girls pay for drinks at the bar?’ The question, from a young man in the blue-grey uniform of the Royal Air Force, provoked titters all around, as he had intended.* For the past hour, Charlotte had been lecturing a group of airmen aboard a troop ship heading for Russia on what awaited them when they arrived. She painted a glorious picture of life in the Soviet Union where men and women had equal rights, loveless marriages could be dissolved in minutes, and factory workers and scientists were the only aristocrats. Some of the all-male audience – not especially interested in a lecture on her topic, ‘Domestic Life in the USSR’ – felt it was time to puncture her rhetoric and get some practical advice on how to pick up Russian girls. With her years of anti-Nazi activism, Charlotte was used to dealing with hecklers and she shot back at the questioner: ‘Girls buying drinks at the bar? Not just in Russia. I’ll stand you a round at 5.30.’ The young airmen cheered.


It was August 1941, and Charlotte was aboard the Llanstephan Castle, a 30-year-old luxury liner that had been pressed into war service as a troop ship. As she had promised the editor of the Daily Sketch, the Soviet embassy rushed through her visa and the British Ministry of Information found her a berth on the first Arctic convoy heading for the Russian port of Archangel. Most of the passengers were members of a 500-strong Royal Air Force mission to beef up air defences in the Russian north. If the convoy survived attack by German U-boats and torpedo bombers, Charlotte would – as she had promised – be in Moscow ahead of the rest of the British press.


Besides Charlotte only three other members of the press had managed to get berths on board – an American reporter, a BBC broadcaster and a graphic artist. They were to be the nucleus of an Allied press corps in Moscow to cover the Eastern Front where the Soviet armies were retreating in the face of Hitler’s divisions, so far unbeaten in continental Europe.


The press pack met up for the first time for lifeboat drill on deck. Charlotte was unpleasantly surprised to see Feliks Topolski, a fashionable Polish-born artist. In Charlotte’s eyes, Topolski represented the worst type of bourgeois reactionary who had no place in a post-war socialist Europe after Stalin’s victory over Hitler. His credentials as a war artist, however, were impeccable: Stalin allowed no foreign photographers on the Eastern Front, so Churchill had recruited Topolski to provide a pictorial record.


The oldest member of the press pack was Vernon Bartlett, a veteran journalist who had recently been elected to parliament on an anti-appeasement platform. He was to make a series of live broadcasts from Moscow for the BBC. The lifejacket that barely encompassed his John Bull-like frame seemed to have swallowed up his neck so it looked as though the MP’s well-fleshed head was being served up on a yellow platter. Thus constrained, he attempted a courteous bow to Charlotte, who was dressed for mud and snow on the front line rather than for promenading on deck. Topolski noted acidly that she was wearing ‘the truculent costume of a leftist suffragette gypsy.’*


The solemnity of the evacuation announcements was undermined by the fourth member of the press party, the American Wally Carroll, European diplomatic editor of the United Press agency, who whispered to his colleagues that if the ship was torpedoed there would not be enough room for everyone on the lifeboats. He had heard on good authority that it would be every man for himself. And as for the lifejackets, they were a waste of time – no one would survive more than two minutes in the icy waters of the Arctic.


The Llanstephan Castle had been built for the Southampton to Cape Town line, one of the sinews of the British empire in Africa, and its salons were equipped with cooling fans for the comfort of first-class passengers as they crossed the equator. Its voyage from Liverpool would take the ship to a far colder clime, to the north of Iceland and through the Barents and White seas. The convoy’s circuitous route way above the Arctic Circle was plotted to stay as far as possible beyond the reach of German spotter planes and bombers based in Norway. In preparation, the liner had been painted grey, and had machine guns installed on the boat deck and a three-inch gun at the stern. Inside the cabins, signs in English and Afrikaans testified to the ship’s long service with colonial settlers. Now, in wartime, a polite message had been added: ‘Passengers and crew are warned that they must not divulge the route or details of the escort to anyone. Remember – we have to get back.’


On 12 August, the Llanstephan Castle set sail from Liverpool for its first stop, Scapa Flow, the naval base in northern Scotland, where the liner took its place beside five freighters laden with tin, rubber and wool (to make the Russian soldiers’ felt snow-boots) and, lashed to their decks, giant wooden crates containing the parts of fifteen Hawker Hurricane fighter aircraft. The RAF contingent included a New Zealand-born wing commander and all the crew and service personnel needed to assemble the Hurricanes and to set up an air defence operation to protect the supplies brought to Russia by future Arctic convoys. Such a small consignment of fighter aircraft was not going to compensate for the catastrophic losses of the Soviet air force – just in the first hours of the German invasion it had lost at least 1,200 aircraft, most of them on the ground and poorly camouflaged.* It was a down payment on the once unimaginable alliance between Stalin and Churchill.


Among the passengers was a contingent of Polish officers who were going to Moscow to serve in a nascent army to bring their country back to life. Under the terms of the 1939 ‘gangster pact’, Hitler and Stalin had divided up Poland between them and Stalin had deported tens of thousands of Polish officers and civilians to Siberia to ensure that Poland would never rise again. Now, after Hitler had launched his surprise invasion of Russia and Stalin had become Britain’s ally, the Kremlin dictator executed a volte-face to please Churchill. He even proclaimed his support for Poland as an independent state.


If the convoy, made up of six cargo ships sailing in a strict formation of two lines and guarded by Royal Navy vessels, managed to get to Archangel and back, it would open a tenuous supply route from Britain to support the hard-pressed Red Army in its fight to the death with the Wehrmacht. As the convoy headed out to sea, it was reported that the Tirpitz, the newest and heaviest German battleship, had left the Baltic after sea trials and was heading north to prey on allied shipping in the North Sea.


Despite the dangers ahead, for the first few days there was a holiday atmosphere on board, with the passengers sunbathing on deck, looking out for schools of spouting whales and porpoises, and gorging on a supply of oranges left over from a voyage back from Cape Town.* At odds with this party mood was the festering antagonism between Topolski and Charlotte. Topolski scorned her as the ‘mother of the British revolution’. For him, anyone who saw Stalin as the saviour of the Polish nation had to be an enemy. As for Charlotte, she made it clear she had no desire to ‘fraternise’ with him or any of the other ‘reactionaries’ on the ship. Perhaps, she admitted later, her fellow passengers may have found her priggish and intransigent.


Vernon Bartlett and Wally Carroll were old friends and, as ever when two journalists are in a confined space with no copy to write, they drank and swapped stories late into the night. Under the influence of the young RAF officers, Bartlett – despite being nearly fifty and an MP – lost all pretence of dignity and cavorted around the ship making a lot of noise, earning a dressing-down from the commodore of the convoy.


Steps were taken to enforce discipline on board among the passengers. An army medic summoned them on deck every morning for physical exercises to drive away their hangovers. A daily schedule of lectures was hastily put together, which were so popular that the morning one was repeated in the afternoon, and Russian lessons were organised.


The first lecture was given by Hubert Griffith, a playwright with a keen interest in Russia whose play, Red Sunday, had been banned from the London stage by the Lord Chamberlain because its portrayal of the ultra-conservative Tsar Nicholas II was likely to upset King George. Undeterred, Griffith published his play with the words ‘Banned by the Lord Chamberlain’ emblazoned on the cover. Now the rebellious writer had been conscripted to serve as adjutant to the RAF wing commander and navigate the tricky relationship with their Soviet hosts.


Griffith told the RAF men to put out of their heads everything they had heard or read about Soviet Russia: it would be either ‘exaggerated adulation from writers who pretend that everything in modern Russia is an earthly paradise, or else exaggerated detraction, pretending in the past years that Russia is largely governed by lunatics, fanatics and incompetents.’


They should keep one fact in their minds: when the Bolsheviks took over in 1917, Russia was not twenty, or thirty or forty years behind Western Europe, but several hundred years behind. For this view he cited Maurice Paléologue, the last French ambassador to the royal court at St Petersburg, who considered himself a friend of the Tsar. In 1914, at the start of the First World War, 90 per cent of Russian soldiers could not read, could not spell out the simplest placard, and did not know if the Germany that they were fighting was ‘a man or a woman or a thing’. In only twenty-five years, Soviet Russia had advanced so far that it was now fielding an army that aimed to fight on equal terms with Hitler’s, which, he reminded the flyers and their technicians, had proved to be beyond the capacity of the combined armies of Britain and France to fight.


There was no point in comparing the Soviet Union with Britain. Creating such an army in so short a time inevitably left other things behind such as comfortable living and consumer goods. Some of the grandparents of the people who would be building and flying the Hurricanes would have been born as serfs, ‘peasants who belonged to the landowner and were bought and sold with his land just like cattle’. Remember this, he said, when you reach the camp – probably wooden huts in a muddy field in the wildest part of Russia. ‘We will have to grin and pretend we like it.’*


Another officer in the RAF team had a more complicated message to deliver. Brought up in Tsarist Russia, Flight Lieutenant Hodson had landed with British forces in Archangel in 1918, an ill-starred venture at the end of the First World War whose aim was to support anti-Bolshevik forces and keep Lenin out of power. Ignominiously, they had to withdraw within a year, their forces totally inadequate to the task. Britain’s then secretary of war had described the mission as an attempt ‘to strangle at birth the Bolshevik state’. That man was Winston Churchill, now prime minister and Stalin’s ally. The omens suggested that this latest British intervention force would soon be cutting and running too.


Then it was Vernon Bartlett’s turn to talk about the situation in Europe. The airmen were more interested in the MP’s views on British domestic politics, and they had lots of questions to ask. Why weren’t company profits controlled in wartime? After the war, would there be a return to the discredited old order, just as there had been in 1918? And why did the BBC refuse to play the Internationale, the national anthem of Soviet Russia who was now our ally, at the end of its daily broadcasts? With the British establishment riddled with pro-fascist right-wingers, would the war end with Britain attacking Russia? The mood of the troops was clear: they would fight to rid the world of Hitler, but they would vote to see the British establishment taken down.


Fascinating, flirtatious and dynamic was the RAF officer Eric Carter’s view of Charlotte. Not surprisingly, her lecture created a real stir among the young men of the RAF. The enthusiasm was mutual. She was impressed at the questions they put to her and the other speakers. ‘These boys had brains and were using them. I was proud to be going to Russia with them.’ As the only independent female – the other women were the wives of Polish and Czech diplomats travelling to Moscow – she was the focus of lively speculation among the men, who kept an eye on her cabin to see which if any of the officers she might favour. As Carter recalls in his memoir, revealing the double standards of the time, Charlotte was ‘rather taken with Pilot Officer Dicky Wollaston and he had been spending time with her in her cabin. I wouldn’t like to suggest what they got up to in there, but I doubt they were discussing the weather.’*


Throughout the voyage Topolski was ‘skipping about the ship like a cheerful gnome, never ceasing drawing’.† Everyone from the commodore to the RAF technicians and the cooks below decks wanted the ‘gnome’ to sketch their portrait, which afforded him a unique opportunity to assess morale on board. As his pencil danced over the pages of his sketchpad, he puzzled over what had brought these people of different nationalities and political persuasions together on the ship, and what they could achieve. As a Polish patriot he was desperate to convince himself that he was taking part in an epic journey, a twentieth-century Iliad, which would lead to the glorious restoration of Poland.


Topolski observed that the young RAF men on the lower decks, despite the hurried preparation and uncertain outcome of their mission, were ‘panting with life’ and keen to fight alongside the Russians to defeat the Nazis. But the first-class section, the mahogany-panelled dining saloon with a sweeping double staircase that led to the lounge where the senior officers and diplomats congregated, was a seething cauldron of political plotting. As he put in his diary, there he was surrounded by ‘the insane intrigues of rulers, lackeys, blimps and candidates for people’s tribunes’. It is not hard to see Charlotte as the Stalinist ‘people’s tribune’ he had in mind. During the white nights, when passengers gathered on deck to watch the rim of the sun sink just below the horizon at midnight before beginning to rise half an hour later, Topolski avoided every chance of a tête-à-tête with her, knowing she would try to convince him to abandon his bourgeois nationalism.


Charlotte’s faith that Stalin would succeed in turning back the conquering German armies never wavered, and she was able to arouse the sympathy of the British people for ‘the glorious fighters’ of the Red Army.


The radio reports they heard as the liner ploughed through the cold seas were discouraging. The Red Army was being overwhelmed. Kiev, the cradle of the Russian state, was encircled and the Red Army was struggling to extricate hundreds of thousands of its men from a Nazi pincer movement. The Russians had been forced to blow up the Dnieper dam, the proudest achievement of Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan, ahead of the advancing Germans. And now, the Polish wireless listeners had heard that the dreaded Tirpitz was already hiding in one of the Norwegian fjords and was ready to strike at Allied convoys.


On Sunday, 24 August the passengers began to place bets on which day enemy aircraft would locate them – with Wednesday or Thursday the favourites. The crew checked the lifeboats for water and rations. Descending from the bridge, the RAF wing commander, wearing his gold-braided hat for the first time, announced that he was now second-in-command aboard the Llanstephan Castle. ‘The Huns are about,’ he declared.


A damp, clinging murk enveloped the convoy as it reached the danger zone around the North Cape of Norway, shielding the ships from enemy eyes. The convoy moved silently on a slate-grey sea through a labyrinth of mist that thickened at times into an impenetrable curtain of cold and damp. The leading ships trailed floats called fog-buoys 100 yards behind so the vessels following could stay in formation and not get lost. The RAF men donned duffel coats and the machine-gunners were allowed to leave their posts and tramp the deck for a few minutes to keep warm.


All the fears among the RAF boys and the Poles that they were heading into a trap crystallised when the convoy reached the rendezvous point where the Soviet navy was to escort it into Archangel. There was no sign of the promised Soviet escort ship, the October Revolution. The convoy stopped, drifting in radio silence with all engines shut down, so that the smoke from their funnels would not give them away. The dense fog had given way to low, thin cloud that obscured both the horizon and the near distance but occasionally thinned sufficiently to allow a glimpse of blue sky. Charlotte and the other passengers heard a German spotter plane circling overhead. Beneath the thin safety blanket of cloud, a cat-and-mouse game was played. The convoy would be safe if the fog outlasted the spotter plane’s fuel reserve. If there was a gap in the cloud, German bombers would be on to them in minutes. In the end, the fuel ran low, and the spotter plane returned to base. Rather than waiting like sitting ducks, the commodore ordered the convoy to proceed through the Soviet maritime defences towards Archangel, minesweepers in front and destroyers behind.


The absence of the promised escort and the fact that the Germans knew the location of the convoy prompted an anguished question: had the Russian authorities – or a spy – tipped off the Germans about the convoy’s itinerary? There was no evidence to confirm either suspicion, but it added to the pervasive atmosphere of distrust. The commodore preferred to focus on the weather, not conspiracies. ‘It was hazardous, but yesterday’s fog did its bit,’ he said.*


As the convoy approached the Russian coastline, the air cleared, and a lighthouse appeared. Charlotte exclaimed: ‘Russia – the lantern of the world.’† She could no longer hold back from delivering her lecture to Topolski, who by this time had downgraded her to the ‘Babushka of the British Revolution’. Charlotte took him aside. ‘Before you set foot on Russian soil, you must decide whose side you are on. You are either a communist or an enemy.’ She jabbed a finger at him. ‘In this conflict there is no middle way.’


‘You’re wrong. There is a middle way,’ Topolski insisted. ‘Both sides have to be honest and be ready to compromise. It’s not just up to us Poles to make all the sacrifices.’


‘But Stalin has made huge compromises. The Poles who were detained in Russia are being freed, and are being allowed to form an army corps to liberate their country. With the support of the Soviet leadership Polish progressive forces will restore your country. You have to join them.’


Topolski was about to ask why he should trust Stalin, who had joined Hitler in destroying Poland and was now claiming to be the country’s saviour, when Madame Fierlinger, the fur-clad wife of the Czech ambassador to Moscow, stepped in between them, uttering cooing words in French.‡


With the danger of German bombing having passed, Charlotte gave full rein to her exuberance, predicting that the convoy would be greeted on arrival by cheering crowds in Archangel harbour. As the Soviet maritime pilot climbed aboard and guided the ship past the sandbanks of the Dvina River to its berth, there was silence. On the quayside, no one responded to the waves of the RAF men except a small boy, too young to understand the complexities of allied politics.* A shot rang out as an excited Russian soldier woke up to see blue-clad troops stealing into the port and, taking them for German saboteurs, opened fire and wounded an RAF serviceman in the hand.


Charlotte still did not moderate her enthusiasm. Wally Carroll, who had never been to Russia before, found himself leaning on the ship’s rail between Charlotte and a Royal Navy officer. Delighted at the sight of workmen on the quay building a ramp of logs, Charlotte said, ‘Have you ever seen workmen work like that before? Look how carefully they sweep up the chips and shavings. You wouldn’t find men working like that in a capitalist country.’


The naval officer beside her almost exploded. ‘I’ve never seen such sloppy work.’ Looking around the wooden wharves, which seemed too fragile to take the weight of the tanks that would be delivered by future convoys, he exclaimed, ‘They’ve been at it for twenty-five years and this is all they have to show.’ Carroll looked around too, but he could not see any difference between the workmen on the quay and those he had seen at American lumber camps. What was the argument about?* It was a lesson for Carroll: Soviet Russia was not just a country. It was a blank screen on which visitors projected the preconceptions they had come with.


Charlotte had one more battle to fight before she could get to work. The British Embassy had booked a plane to fly the important people – the diplomats and the other two journalists, but not her – to Moscow. She and the other ‘small fry’ would have to go by train, which could take many days. This she saw as a punishment by the British Embassy for her being an unapologetic communist and she protested at the gross insult to her newspaper and its proprietor. She made such a fuss that the Embassy caved in and gave her a seat on the plane to Moscow.†
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