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THE DAY BEFORE THE DAY OF DEAD
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IN HIGH SUMMER WESTERN RUSSIA IS A RIOT OF BRILLIANT COLORS: white lights, green willows, mauve lilacs, purple Judas trees. But two or three times a century, the pageant is disrupted by the sound of marching feet approaching from the west. The first contingent of Napoleon’s Great Army arrived in Russia on June 24, 1812; the kaiser’s Imperial German Army on August 22, 1914—and the armies of Adolf Hitler on June 22, 1941.


To soothe his eve-of-battle nerves, at around 5:00 P.M. on the twenty-first, Hitler summoned his driver and ordered him to drive him out to Potsdam. A few minutes later the Führer’s Mercedes-Benz slipped past the two black nude statues guarding the Court of Honor at the entrance to the Reich Chancellery and disappeared into the stream of late-afternoon traffic. Except for a handful of pockmarked streets—a by-product of the Royal Air Force raids—Berlin had survived the first twenty-two months of the war largely unscathed. Most of its buildings remained intact; its stores were full of delicacies from France, Norway, and other parts of the Reich’s new empire, and on this warm summer evening the streets and outdoor cafés were crowded with twenty-four- and twenty-five-year-old veterans, each eager to share their adventures in Poland and France with a pretty young barmaid. Some Berliners found the cruelly, casually lumped-together poster art on the city’s streets—an ugly cartoon of a hook-nosed Jew on one street; a photo of a scantily clad young woman advertising sunglasses on the other—distasteful and embarrassing. But a decade of prosperity, two victorious wars, and the return of the German provinces seized at Versailles had washed away the memory of Germany’s two million Great War dead and made the average German more tolerant of the Führer’s embarrassing idiosyncrasies.


When the Mercedes reached Potsdam, Hitler ordered the driver to turn around and take him back to the chancellery. Tomorrow he would implement a plan he had been preparing for a year and imagining for decades. Three million men and four thousand tanks would cross into Russian-occupied Poland under an umbrella of a thousand fighters and bombers. “We shall populate the Russian desert!” Hitler had vowed to his generals a few days earlier. “We shall take away its character as an Asiatic steppe and Europeanize it.… There can be no remorse about this, gentlemen. We are absolutely without obligation as far as these people [the Russians] are concerned.… We’ll let them know just enough to understand our highway signs so they won’t get themselves run over when they cross the road but little else. For them, the word ‘Liberty’ [will] mean the right to wash on feast days.… There is only one duty—to Germanize this country. The natives [will be] looked upon as redskins. In this business, I shall go straight ahead cold-bloodedly.… Terror is a salutary thing.”


On his return to the chancellery, Hitler busied himself with paperwork for a few hours, then turned to what had become an eve-of-battle ritual: selecting a piece of music to accompany the declaration of war. After consulting Albert Speer, his architect, he chose Franz Liszt’s Les Préludes. Its somber melodies expressed the gravity of the hour, and the piece was familiar to thousands of German music lovers. The introduction to Préludes also had something to say about the adventure that Germany was about to embark upon: “What is our life but a series of preludes to that unknown hymn… Death?”


IN THE EARLY HOURS OF June 22, 1941, Ilya Zbarsky awoke to the sound of a ringing telephone. The caller, a coworker at the Lenin Museum, was so agitated he forgot to say hello; he just said, “German forces attacking; hundreds of Soviet aircraft destroyed on ground.” Zbarsky was not completely surprised. For the past several months, there had been rumors of a German “invasion,” but he thought Germany’s dependence on Russian raw material made a war unlikely. He turned on a Moscow radio station expecting to hear patriotic music and reports of the German proletariat rising up to support their Russian brothers the way they did in If War Comes Tomorrow, one of the most popular Russian movies of 1938. Instead, there was just the usual dreary Sunday morning fare: an exercise class for early risers and a discussion of Soviet steel production. Earlier in the evening Alfred Liskow, a German deserter and dedicated communist, crossed into the Russian lines to warn that an attack was imminent. The German heavy guns were already in place, he told his Russian interrogators, and the tanks and the infantry units were en route to their starting positions. A few hours later, Wilhelm Korpik, another German communist, entered Soviet lines with a similar story. However, the Kremlin viewed the German incursions as provocations intended to squeeze concessions out of Moscow—not acts of war. After their interrogations, Liskow and Korpik were both executed.


In Sevastopol, a time zone away from the border, couples strolled the broad boulevards; rowdy young sailors from the Black Sea fleet crowded into cabarets and dance halls; fights broke out; patriotic songs were sung; drinking contests were held; couples disappeared into alleys to copulate. It was a typical summer evening—until a raft of planes suddenly appeared out of the night. “Are those ours?” someone asked. “It must be another exercise,” someone else said. Then machine-gun fire raked the streets and the question answered itself. In Minsk, General D. G. Pavlov, commander of the western military district, was attending a performance of Wedding in Malinovka, one of his favorite plays, when his intelligence chief, Colonel Blokhin, slipped into his theater box to tell him there were reports that a large German force was massing near the border and there were reports of shots being fired. As commander of the western military district, Pavlov was responsible for border security, but relations with Germany were already fragile. Why provoke them more? “The rumors can’t be true,” he told his deputy commander I. V. Boldin—and turned back to the play.


The next morning public speakers across the Reich would transmit the opening bars of Les Préludes, which would announce the attack, now code-named Operation Barbarossa. “You will hear it often in the future,” Hitler told Speer. Then Hitler made a prediction: “Before three months have passed, we shall witness a collapse in Russia the likes of which has never been seen in history.” Another of Hitler’s guests that evening, Joseph Goebbels, the minister of propaganda, marveled at Hitler’s composure. The Führer “seems to lose his fear” as the decisive moment approaches. “All the exhaustion seems to drop away.”


It is impossible to know what the German people were thinking about the war that evening, but if Berlin was any measure of the national mood, young Berlin was doing what young Sevastopol and young Minsk had been doing until a few hours earlier: people were walking hand in hand through the twilight streets. Here and there, in the cafés and drinking establishments, worried voices expressed concern about Germany becoming engulfed in a continental war. But conventional wisdom held that such was the power of the new Germany, Stalin would gift the Ukraine to the Reich rather than face another war.


At the Russian embassy Valentin Berezhkov, the first secretary, was attempting to reach Joachim von Ribbentrop, the German foreign secretary. A few days earlier the embassy had obtained a copy of a new German army handbook. Berezhkov wanted to know why the book contained phrases like “Surrender!” “Hands up!” “Are you a communist?” and “I’ll shoot.” Berezhkov called Ribbentrop several times on the twenty-first to arrange a meeting, but the twenty-first was a Saturday, and every time he called he was told the foreign secretary was unavailable. Technically, this was true. Ribbentrop spent the day preparing the declaration of war. The man who would present the document to the Soviets—the German ambassador, Count Friedrich-Werner Graf von Schulenburg—spent most of the afternoon burning secret papers. At around 7:00 P.M. he was summoned to the Kremlin by Vyacheslav Mikhailovich Molotov, the Soviet foreign minister. The sixty-five-year-old Schulenburg was not who he seemed. A member of the old Imperial German aristocracy, he abhorred the jumped-up rabble-rousers, the chicken farmers, and the champagne salesmen he served. In early June, at great personal risk, he had told a Russian colleague that a German attack was imminent. When the colleague dismissed the warning, Schulenburg concluded that it was foolish to risk his own safety for such a suspicious and ungrateful people. “When?” Molotov asked. “Why does Germany seem dissatisfied with her Russian ally?” During a talk on the afternoon of the twenty-first Schulenburg said he had no information on that subject. A few floors above Molotov’s office General Marshal S. K. Timoshenko, the people’s commissioner of defense, and Marshal Georgy Zhukov were meeting with Stalin. In another army Timoshenko would be considered a competent commander of no special merit; but in a nation that had imprisoned a good part of its officer corps a few years earlier, an officer of mediocre talents could rise swiftly if he was seen as trustworthy. Zhukov—younger, bolder, and more gifted militarily—was one of the Red Army’s rising stars. Stalin, who looked “plainly worried,” had called the meeting to discuss how to respond to the German provocations. His inclination was to ignore them for the time being and wait on events. Timoshenko and Zhukov disagreed, and they urged Stalin to increase the readiness level. The three men were still arguing when the members of the Politburo filed into Stalin’s office. After everyone was seated, Stalin scanned the room and again asked, “What are we to do?” No one answered. Finally, Timoshenko spoke, saying, “All troops in frontier districts should be placed on full battle alert.” Zhukov said that was insufficient—the entire army should be put on high alert. “Too provocative,” Stalin replied. “Perhaps we can still solve the problem by peaceful means.”


It was too late for that. It was now after midnight, and German special forces units, some dressed in Russian uniforms, were infiltrating the Russian rear, blowing up power lines and disrupting signals traffic. The 800th Special Purpose Construction Regiment, an elite German special forces unit, had been in place for almost a day. On the night of the twenty-first the regiment slipped across the Russian frontier, hidden under loads of gravel in train trucks. When the Berlin–Moscow Express crossed into German-occupied Poland without incident that night, the German high command was exultant. The Red Army was still confused and uncertain. Timoshenko picked up the phone and began calling his commanders. To each he asked the same question: “How is it where you are?” It was now a little after 1:00 A.M. Wedding in Malinovka had been over for two hours, and General Pavlov was examining a situation map in his headquarters and trying to ignore the rumble of the motorcycles passing outside the window. As yet, there had been no reports of large-scale German activity, but if his sector was attacked Pavlov doubted he could hold it. His troops were scattered across the countryside on training exercises, and his stocks of fuel and ammunition were low. “Try to worry less,” Timoshenko told him.


An hour later Timoshenko called again. This time he spoke to Pavlov’s deputy, General Ivan Boldin. “Will you please tell Pavlov that Comrade Stalin has forbidden the army to open artillery fire against the Germans?” he asked. Boldin was shocked. “Our troops are in full retreat.… People are getting killed all over the place.”


“There is to be no air recognizance thirty-five miles beyond the frontier,” Timoshenko said—and hung up.


The clearest picture we have of Stalin’s thinking on the night of the twenty-first is General Order Number 1, the document he approved before leaving for his dacha in suburban Moscow. The order warned that “a surprise attack is possible during June 22–23,” and it listed appropriate and inappropriate responses to an attack. Appropriate responses included ordering troops to take up firing position—and camouflaging and dispersing aircraft. Inappropriate responses included firing on German troops before they entered Soviet territory. The cautionary tone of the order may have reflected a fear that haunted many senior Soviet officials that night: Would the Russian peasants fight for a regime that had inflicted so much hardship and suffering on their people? General Nikolay Vonorov, a Soviet artilleryman, breathed a deep sigh of relief when he learned that “Soviet troops were fighting—not everywhere, but in enough places to ease concerns about mass surrenders.”


At around 3:00 A.M. a German border unit invited its Russian counterpart to a meeting on the German side of the frontier. When the Russians arrived they were machine-gunned. A few minutes later a cannonade of seven thousand artillery guns lit up the night sky from horizon to horizon. And all along a thousand-mile front, men in coal scuttle helmets emerged from tree lines and trenches and marched eastward into the rising day behind a screen of tanks, the young commanders standing erect in the turrets like masters of the universe. When General Ivan Fedyuninsky’s tanks reached the Soviet-German frontier at around 4:00 A.M. that morning the air smelled of cordite and the fighting had become desperate. “Even the wives of the [Russian] frontier guards were in the firing line,” Fedyuninsky recalled later. Some of the women were carrying water and ammunition and nursing the wounded; others were firing at the advancing Germans. The ranks of the frontier guards quickly melted away. Homes and barracks were set on fire. The Germans also took heavy casualties, but replacements immediately emerged from tree lines and trenches. “What are we to do?” radioed one stranded Soviet unit. On the morning of June 22, the only man who could answer that question was asleep in his dacha in suburban Moscow.


“Who’s calling?” the duty officer at the dacha asked.


Zhukov identified himself and asked to speak to Comrade Stalin. “It is urgent.”


“Comrade Stalin is sleeping,” the duty officer said.


“Wake him up immediately!” Zhukov ordered. A few minutes later a groggy voice came on the line. “Comrade Stalin,” Zhukov said, “the Germans are bombing our cities!” There was no reply—just heavy breathing. “Did you understand me?” Zhukov asked.


The voice said, “Bring Timoshenko to the Kremlin and tell Poskrebyshev [Stalin’s chief aide] to summon the Politburo.” Stalin was sitting at a table, toying with a pipe, when the members of the Politburo arrived at around 4:30 A.M. Over the past few hours the news had grown progressively worse. Commands that had boasted ten or fifteen thousand men yesterday had few numbers now. In heavily bombed cities, women were tying birth certificates and home addresses around the necks of their children so that their bodies could be identified if they were killed. The Soviet frontier air force lost twelve hundred aircraft in twelve hours. Cut wires left officers unable to reach their commands. In some places whole divisions and regiments were vanishing into the cauldron. Almost everywhere across the front Russian troops were in retreat, and Stalin was still refusing to believe that Russia was under attack. A war has a distinct footprint, he told Timoshenko and Zhukov during the Politburo meeting. It is preceded by negotiations and foreign ministers’ meetings, and it includes a formal declaration of hostilities. The current attack displayed none of those characteristics. “Hitler simply does not know about [the attack]. It is the work of a cabal of German generals.”


It fell to Count Schulenburg, who arrived in Molotov’s office a little before 6:00 A.M. on the morning of the twenty-second, to make Stalin face reality. There are two versions of that meeting. In one, provided by an eyewitness, the count bursts into “angry tears” and denounces Hitler for invading Russia, calling the invasion “madness.” In the second version Molotov loses his temper and accuses Germany of fomenting “a breach of faith unprecedented in human history.” However, in both versions, the end is the same: Schulenburg presents Molotov with a declaration of war. And Stalin, finally forced to accept the truth, slumps in his chair and falls into heavy thought.


A young aide named Yakov Chadaev was struck by how drawn and haggard Stalin’s pockmarked face looked in early-morning light. Then, abruptly, Stalin rallied. “The enemy will be beaten all along the line!”


“No!” said Timoshenko. “Annihilated!”


Stalin slumped back in his chair. The rush of confidence vanished as quickly as it had appeared. The Russian people would not hear from their leader today. Over the objection of his colleagues, Stalin had decided that Molotov, not he, would tell the country that Russia was at war.


Outside the Kremlin the Sunday morning streets were beginning to fill up. A few people were already aware of the fighting along the border, but most Muscovites would not learn of the German invasion until noon, when the city’s public speaker system came to life and a flat, toneless voice announced, “Today at four o’clock in the morning, without addressing any grievances to the Soviet Union, without a declaration of war, German forces fell on our country, attacked our frontiers in many places and bombed our cities… [fomenting] an act of treachery unprecedented in the history of civilized nations.” When Molotov finished, the crowds gathered around the loudspeakers and cheered. But they were resigned cheers, if cheers can be called thus: the cheers of a people made elderly in soul by years of wars and purges going stolidly into battle to kill or be killed.
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STALIN REGAINS HIS NERVE
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IN 1938, WHEN HITLER INVADED AUSTRIA, WAR WAS ALREADY PEERING over the horizon; and in 1939, when he seized the parts of Czechoslovakia he had left on the table at Munich, it was beginning to seem unavoidable. Stalin tried to buy time to strengthen Russia’s defense, but half of the Russian officer corps had been killed or imprisoned during the purges of the early 1930s, and, with some notable exceptions, the men who replaced them were cut from the same cloth as General Pavlov. During the Soviet-German invasion of Poland in September 1939, the Germans found their Soviet ally wanting on almost every important military metric, including speed, quality of equipment, quality of leadership, and training. While the German army leaped across the Polish steppe, sometimes at the rate of fifteen to twenty miles per day, Russian soldiers sat in fields and roads, drinking vodka while they waited for the supply units to bring up fuel and tank parts. In Finland, which the Russians invaded two and a half months later, the Red Army cemented its reputation for incompetence. For the first two months of the campaign, half-trained eighteen- and nineteen-year-old Soviet soldiers charged blindly into Finnish machine guns and were killed and wounded by the thousands. “It was the most horrible sight I have ever seen,” James Aldridge, an Australian war correspondent, wrote after visiting a battlefield near the Finnish village of Suomussalmi. “There were two or three thousand Russians and Finns frozen in a fighting attitude: their faces recording something between bewilderment and horror.” Eventually, the Red Army overwhelmed the Finns by sheer force of numbers, but it took five months, three-quarters of a million men, and hundreds of tanks and aircraft to defeat a two-hundred-thousand-man Finnish force, armed with skis, rifles, a few dozen planes, tanks, and a few hundred machine guns. Hitler took notice.


The Soviet winter war games of 1940 confirmed that Finland and Poland were not flukes. In the two scenarios tested in the war games—a German attack into central Russia and a breakthrough into southern Russia—the attacking force overwhelmed the Soviet defenders. During the post-games assessment, Marshal G. I. Kulik took to the floor to argue that the way to remedy the army’s deficiencies was to abandon the tank and return to horse-drawn transport. When a young tank officer ridiculed the idea, Kulik threatened to “shoot the officers’ tanks to pieces with artillery fire.” Between 1939 and 1941 the Soviet Union did begin to mobilize. Stalin expanded the Red Army two and a half fold; increased war production; built new fortifications; seized Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia to provide Russia with a buffer against attack; and signed a nonaggression pact with Hitler. In return for Russian raw materials, the Soviet Union would receive access to German manufactured goods. The agreement also provided Stalin with more time to prepare the Soviet Union for war. “Hitler… thinks he’s outsmarted me,” Stalin boasted shortly after signing the nonaggression pact, “but it is I who outsmarted him. War will pass us by a little longer.”


And it might have, had Stalin used the extra time the pact bought to strengthen Russia’s defenses, but he did not. In the six months prior to Operation Barbarossa, the training of a Soviet tank gunner consisted of an hour of practice. Seventy-four percent of the Russian tank force needed repairs, and Soviet pilots were training on obsolete aircraft. In the spring of 1941, when German reconnaissance aircraft began making regular appearances in Soviet airspace, Russian flyers were ordered not to engage them. Stalin also ignored the warnings of British and American officials. Given that men like Winston Churchill and Herbert Hoover had spent the 1920s and 1930s demonizing the Soviet Union, Stalin’s reluctance to believe information provided by Western sources was understandable. More puzzling was his refusal to credit the intelligence provided by his master spy, Richard Sorge. Sorge was the real-life version of the character Humphrey Bogart played in Casablanca: a cynical, hard-drinking rogue with an eye for beautiful women and an idealistic streak. Yet the nearer war came, the more phobic Stalin’s reaction to bad news became. When Sorge warned him a German force of 150 divisions would descend on the Soviet Union within a month, Stalin disparaged him—according to firsthand sources, calling him a “little shit.”


By the spring of 1941, Stalin’s reluctance to hear the truth was so pronounced that General Filipp Golikov, director of Russian army intelligence, reconfigured the intelligence service’s risk analysis protocol. Henceforth, Golikov instructed his agents, all documents claiming war to be imminent would have to be regarded as forgeries, while reports rating a German attack unlikely were to be labeled reliable. In May, Stalin finally seemed ready to look reality in the eye. In an address to a class of newly commissioned officers early that month, he said it was no longer a question of if war would come but when—and his decision to promote himself from general secretary of the Communist Party to head of state a day later suggested that he expected war to come soon. Most members of the diplomatic community in Moscow agreed—though not Count Schulenburg, who had schooled himself on Stalin’s idiosyncrasies. In a cable to Berlin, he said Stalin was behaving like a leader desperate to keep his nation out of the war. The theory seemed counterintuitive. But Schulenburg seems to have been right.


Stalin is believed to have been behind the much-talked-about Tass news service article at the time, published on June 14, eight days before the invasion. Tass labeled “absurd” the current rumors of Soviet-German discord and declared that both nations were “fulfilling to the letter” the terms of the Soviet-German nonaggression pact. Tass also dismissed “as completely without foundation” rumors of a German attack and of troop movements adjacent to the Russian border. “The movements,” Tass asserted, “must be explained by other motives,” though the news service failed to explain what they might be. Four days later, on June 18, what may have been the first German deserter crossed into Soviet lines; the German had struck his officer in a drunken rage and surrendered himself to the Russians to avoid a court-martial and a hanging. Probably to ingratiate himself with his Soviet interrogators, the deserter said the main German assault would begin at 4:00 A.M. on the morning of June 22. He was right almost to the minute.




“We were expecting a war but not this war.”


—DAVID SAMOYLOV, poet and war veteran





AT 7:00 P.M. GERMAN TIME on the morning of June 22, Joseph Goebbels, the German propaganda minister, stepped in front of a microphone and read Hitler’s declaration of war to a waking nation. It began: “Weighed down by heavy cares, condemned to months of silence, I can at last speak freely. German people: At this moment a march is taking place that, for its extent, compares with the greatest the world has ever seen. I have decided again today to place the fate and future of the Reich and our people in the hands of our soldiers. May God aid us especially in this fight.”


By the time Goebbels finished, three German armies were already on the march. The twenty-nine divisions of Army Group North, under Field Marshal Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb, were driving northward toward Leningrad and the Baltic states. The forty-one divisions of Army Group South, under Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, were heading to the Ukraine, and the fifty-two divisions of Army Group Center, under Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, were going due east to the prize of prizes: Moscow. On paper, the Red Army matched up to the Germans: 304 divisions, including 61 tank and 31 mechanized divisions, were spread across a thousand-mile front that ran from Leningrad in the north to Odessa in the south. However, with the exceptions of the T-34 (the best tank in its class in 1941), the Katyusha rocket, and a few other weapons, the Red Army’s equipment was outdated and its organization and training were substandard. There were a number of talented young officers in the army, but it would require a crisis to bring them to the fore.


That crisis arrived on the morning of the twenty-second. The day began with rumors that a German unit had lured a group of Soviet frontier guards to the German side of the Russo-German border earlier that morning—and had executed them. The rumor was true. By midmorning, the fighting along the frontier had become so ferocious that the wives of the Russian guards were serving as nurses, weapons carriers, and, in a few cases, as fighting soldiers. Stalin put in several calls to Berlin that morning but was unable to get anyone on the line. Frustrated, he gave up and called the Japanese embassy.


Operation Barbarossa was in its tenth hour when a Red Army staff car carrying General Ivan Boldin arrived in the Polish town of Bialystok. Boldin had not had an easy trip. Half the world seemed to be in flight that afternoon, and they all seemed headed in the same direction: east. Just outside of Bialystok, Boldin was cut off by a chauffeured ZIS-101s—the Soviet equivalent of a Rolls-Royce. In the back seat two well-dressed women were chatting, oblivious to the peasant families marching along the roads with a two-day supply of food and no idea where they were going, except that it was away from the sound of the guns. Boldin looked at the women again. He knew their type. They were the wives of Soviet officials, and judging from the cars in which they sat, their husbands were senior officials. Still, had it not been for the aspidistra tree dangling from the back window of their car, Boldin would have suppressed his irritation and gone on his way; but the plant bothered him. It seemed indecently opulent amid the sea of suffering. Just outside Bialystok he lost his temper and shouted at the women, “Surely, at a time like this you might have more important things to transport than your aspidistra!”


The question was never answered. A burst of machine-gun fire killed the women, their two children, and the driver, who was found slumped over the steering wheel in the front seat of the car. Only the aspidistra tree survived the attack unmolested. Boldin spent the rest of the afternoon organizing work parties to bury the dead; then he went in search of the 10th Army, the unit charged with defending Bialystok. He found the commander, General Konstantin Golubev, huddled in a birch tree a few miles from the town. “The men are fighting like heroes,” Golubev said. “But the Luftwaffe has destroyed our fuel dumps, aircraft, and antiaircraft guns.”


In the midst of the conversation, General Pavlov came on the line from Minsk and ordered the 10th Army to mount a counterattack. Boldin protested the order. The fighting had reduced the 10th to a ghost army. Pavlov hesitated for a moment, then repeated the order: “Attack!” Shortly thereafter, the Luftwaffe appeared—and Bialystok disappeared into a ball of fire.


Acting on outdated intelligence, at 9:15 that evening Marshal Timoshenko issued Order Number 3: the next morning Soviet forces would throw themselves on the German invaders and drive them back across the frontier. Forty-eight hours later the Red Army was in a shambles. German panzers were pouring through an eighty-mile gap in the Russian line, and General Pavlov was losing control of his command—and of his nerve. Broad-cheeked, heavy-bodied, and hard-eyed, Pavlov had the physical aspect of a fighting soldier, but his talents were more political than military. He moved up the chain of command by knowing whom to cultivate. Many of the Soviet officers who served as advisers during the Spanish Civil War were sent to the gulag upon their return home. Pavlov came home a hero of the Soviet Union. Two years later, when a Finnish army of 32 tanks and 114 aircraft held a Soviet force of 2,514 tanks and 3,880 aircraft at bay for three and a half months, Pavlov, who won a few minor victories at the end of the campaign, was awarded one of the most coveted posts in the Red Army: commander of the western front. It was not a good choice, for despite his medals, Pavlov rattled easily. A few weeks before the German invasion, a colleague had heard him screaming hysterically at an officer who had reported a German border breach: “Those at the top know better!”


Once the fighting began, more disturbing deficiencies began to emerge. Pavlov would promise supplies to a unit, then he would fail to deliver them. Or he would disappear for hours without explanation. Then came Minsk. During the battle for the city, Pavlov summoned his staff and announced that he was moving the western front’s command center to Babruysk, a small town 90 miles to the east of Minsk. Twenty-four hours later he a changed his mind and announced he would move his command to Mogilev, 123 miles from Minsk. From there, Pavlov planned to direct the defense of the city by way of small spotter planes and parachutists who would deliver his instructions to the officers defending the city.


As the battle progressed, Pavlov’s disappearances became more frequent and lasted longer. “He is at the front,” his beleaguered chief of staff would say when an officer asked to speak to him. In late June, when Pavlov disappeared for a six-day stretch, he was summoned to Moscow, put on trial—and executed. Pavlov was not the only general that Stalin was unhappy with. Candor is essential in war, but the purge trials of the 1930s had made many Soviet officers wary of truth telling. No one wanted to end up like Pavlov, yet withholding the truth could have serious military consequences. In the early hours of June 28, Stalin marched into Marshal Timoshenko’s office at the People’s Commissariat of Defense and demanded to know why he had not received any updates on the situation in Minsk. Timoshenko’s vague reply only made him angrier. “It is your duty to keep the facts before you and keep us up to date,” he told Timoshenko. “At present, you are afraid to tell us the truth.” After the exchange Zhukov, who was also present, asked, “Comrade Stalin, do we have permission to go on with our work?” The question only annoyed Stalin more. He wondered, “What sort of chief of staff is it who, since the first day of the war, has had no connection with his troops? He represents nobody and commands nobody.”


It is not often that a marshal of the Soviet Union bursts into tears and flees the room, but Zhukov did so that night, and this produced an even rarer scene: Vyacheslav Molotov, a cold-blooded hangman, standing in a hall, consoling a weeping Zhukov. When the two men reappeared Stalin was told the truth: Minsk was gone and, with it, a large chunk of the Soviet frontier army. Earlier in the day two panzer groups had met up east of Minsk, opening the road to Moscow and trapping 290,000 Soviet troops in what became known as the Bialystok-Minsk pocket.


Stalin averred that a big mistake had been made.


It was nearing dawn, and Stalin, Molotov, and Lavrentiy Beria, the head of the Soviet security service, were standing in the driveway of the Commissariat of Defense. Above them the day was gathering itself in the June sky. “Everything is lost,” Stalin wailed. “I give up! Lenin founded our state and we’ve fucked it up.” (Yes, according to one who recorded it, Stalin apparently spoke in the modern-day vernacular.) The next day at noon, Stalin’s Kremlin office was still empty. Alexander Poskrebyshev, Stalin’s chief of staff, told callers that Comrade Stalin was not in, adding, “I don’t know when he will be here.”


By evening Poskrebyshev had switched to a blunter formulation. “Comrade Stalin is not here and unlikely to be here,” the chief of staff said. For the next few days, rumors had Stalin wandering through his dacha in suburban Moscow: depressed, confused, and unable to sleep. However, remembering that Alexander the Great and Ivan the Terrible had withdrawn from power to assess the loyalty of their followers, not everyone was convinced Stalin’s breakdown was real. Rumor had it that he was reading books about Ivan the Terrible during his retreat and that he was so impressed by one biography, he had scribbled “We shall prevail!” on its cover. It’s also possible that both theories were correct. The tremendous losses sustained in the first week of war left Stalin politically vulnerable—and uncertain of whom to trust. Anastas Mikoyan, one of the Politburo members who visited him at his dacha on the afternoon of June 30, wrote later, “I have no doubt Stalin decided we had arrived to arrest him.” On the drive back to Moscow that evening Beria had a more chilling thought. “We were witness to Stalin’s moments of weakness,” he told his colleagues, adding that “Josef Vissarionovich”—the ethnic name for Stalin—“will never forgive that.”


Upon his return to the Kremlin on July 1 Stalin began to take command of the major organs of state. He appointed himself chairman of the defense committee, chairman of the state defense committee, commissar of defense, and supreme commander. He also ordered Lenin’s Mausoleum to be moved to Siberia, out of range of the German bombers. On the night of the transfer Stalin made a personal visit to a blacked-out Red Square to say farewell to the man whose dying wishes included removing Stalin as general secretary of the Russian Communist Party’s Central Committee.


The final week of June brought temperatures of a hundred degrees, swirling clouds of dust, and reports of further defeats. Brest-Litovsk, one of the most important Soviet strongpoints on the western front, was on the verge of capitulation. In the north, a German panzer group had smashed though the Russian positions in the Baltics and was driving on Leningrad—Russia’s second city and the German Army Group Center—and was hurtling eastward toward Smolensk, just 247 miles west of Moscow. Only in southern Russia was the Red Army enjoying success. A force under General Zhukov had slowed down Army Group South’s advance on the Ukraine. In early July, the morale reports from the NKVD, a kind of police force that Stalin used to keep an eye on people, and other government agencies painted a complicated picture: enlistments were up and morale was high among idealistic young communists and blood-and-soil Russian patriots whose complicated relationship with the motherland was given voice in the poem “The Roads Around Smolensk.”




By the graves on the edge of every small village


Guarding the living with the sign of the cross


Our forefathers gather together to pray


For their grandsons who no longer believe in God





In the Ukraine, where a man-made famine had claimed between 3.3 and 7.5 million lives in the early 1930s, there was much less enthusiasm for fighting under the flag of the nation that had perpetrated the massacre. There was also a sizable number of ethnic Russians with defeatist leanings—men like Dr. Grebeshinkov, who was overheard telling a colleague: “With half the country opposed to the government, it would be hard to get people to fight.” There was Mr. Kurbanov of the Soviet Tourist Bureau, who saw no honor in dying for a corrupt regime, and there was Dr. Tobias, who predicted a long, bloody war, ending in a Soviet defeat.


On July 3, in his first wartime address to the Soviet people, Stalin attempted to undo the past by painting a reassuring picture of the future around which Soviet citizens of all nationalities and political persuasions could unite.


“Comrades, citizens, brothers and sisters; fighters of our army and navy,” he began. “I am speaking to you, my friends.… War has been inflicted on us, and our country has entered into a life-and-death struggle with its most wicked and perfidious enemy.” Stalin’s words had the power of simplicity, but to one listener, Konstantin Simonov, a war correspondent, what made the speech so effective was his delivery. He “spoke in a toneless slow voice with a strong Georgian accent,” Simonov noted, observing, later, that you could hear his glass clink when Stalin reached over and took a sip of water from it on the podium. His voice was low and soft and might have seemed perfectly calm but for the heavy, tired breathing and the water he kept drinking. Simonov thought there was a discrepancy “between [Stalin’s] even voice and the tragic situation of which he spoke.” Yet in that discrepancy Simonov heard strength. “People were not surprised,” he said. “Stalin performed the way they expected. There were no tunes of glory, just a leader speaking hard truths that had to be spoken.… They loved him in different ways, wholeheartedly or with reservations; admiring him yet fearing him; some of his listeners did not like him at all. Yet nobody doubted his courage or his iron will. And now was a time when these two qualities were needed in the man who stood at the head of the country.… The truths Stalin told on that July day were hard and bitter, but in uttering them he won the trust of his people.”


Simonov was only half-right about Stalin’s truth telling. He kept the most bitter truth—that the Soviet army, navy, and air force no longer existed together as a coherent whole—to himself. By July 10, the Soviet forces on the western front had lost 4,799 tanks, 1,777 fighter aircraft, and 341,000 soldiers. Watching the defeated Red Army retreat eastward after the battle of Minsk, one Soviet officer was reminded of a lava flow “moving slowly toward the sea.” “Some of the troops [were] in trucks, outdated rifles hanging loosely from their shoulders. Their uniforms were worn out, covered with dust,” and there was “not a smile on their mostly despondent, emaciated faces.” Another officer recalled how the Luftwaffe would circle over the retreating Russian columns, waiting for a bottleneck of men and matériel to develop, then sweep down like birds of prey. On their way out of Minsk in early July, a German loudspeaker informed the retreating Russians that their German opponents had decided to present them with a reward for their “valiant” defense of the town: “twenty minutes to finish off the Commissars and the Kikes.”


A few days after the Minsk victory General Franz Halder, chief of the German general staff, wrote that it was “no exaggeration to say the Russian war has been won in two weeks.” Most British and American military men agreed. The Russians would fight long enough to satisfy military honor; then, like the British and French in 1940, they would surrender or retreat. However, the assessment overlooked history. From the Polish invasion in 1605 to Napoleon’s attack in 1812, the Russian soldier had displayed uncommon courage and grit. Frederick the Great, who encountered the Russian soldier in the eighteenth century, wrote of the experience: “In order to defeat [him] you must kill him, then bayonet him and then shoot the bastard.” The crushing Soviet defeat on the Polish frontier in June had produced hundreds of instances of extraordinary heroism. In July, a month after the fighting had moved far to the east, a handful of Red Army men continued to hold out in the citadel at Brest-Litovsk on the Soviet-Polish border. Before his death, one of the defenders scribbled on the wall: “I am dying but do not surrender. Farewell, motherland.”


IN EARLY JULY THE RESIDENTS of Smolensk, a city of hills and churches just inside the Russian border, awoke to the heavy clank of metal and grinding gears. When the sun burned off the morning haze, the horizon was filled with German tanks. The scale and speed of the German successes at Bialystok and Minsk—twenty Russian divisions destroyed and almost three hundred thousand men captured in a little over a week—had emboldened Berlin and alarmed Moscow. In both capitals, maps were taken out, and the name Smolensk, the last major city before the capital, was circled in red. In early July, the battle for the city began under a sweltering sun. The Germans who arrived in its environs—waving battle flags and singing patriotic songs—were the embodiment of martial glamour; Smolensk defenders were the antithesis of it. The ill-equipped, ill-trained soldiers of the Soviet reserve army knew little about soldiering in the classic sense and were only in Smolensk because no one else was left to defend the city; but folklore and culture had armed the Russian soldier with two classic skills: Firstly, he knew how to kill. German prisoners were shot out of hand—or, if time allowed, they were mutilated. Secondly, the Soviet soldier knew how to die. When bullets rang out, he would fight with knives, and if no artillery was available to offer covering fire, he would charge German tanks with petrol bombs, better known now as Molotov cocktails. Before he was found and executed, one wounded Russian radio operator spent two weeks inside the hulk of a burned-out tank relaying German positions to his comrades. In late July, after weeks of brutal combat, the Russian line began to waver, and the roads around Smolensk swelled with long columns of men, marching eastward, under the last Russian sky they would ever see, to a fate they dare not think about. When the fighting wound down in August, six hundred thousand Russians were either dead, wounded, or in captivity—and Hitler was making plans for the colonization of Russia.


“There is only one duty: to Germanize the country,” he told his generals. “With this objective in mind, we have undertaken the construction of roads that will lead to the southernmost part of the Crimea and Caucasus. These roads will be studded along their entire length with German towns and around those towns our colonists will settle.… We shan’t settle the Russian towns. We’ll let them go to pieces without intervening. And, above all, no remorse on this subject. To struggle amongst the hovels, chase away the fleas, provide German teachers, bring out newspapers… very little of that for us. We’ll confine ourselves, perhaps, to setting up a radio transmitter under our control. For the rest, let them [the Russians] know just enough to understand our highway signs so that they won’t get run over by our vehicles.”


Viewed through the long lenses of history, the battle of Smolensk emerges as a strategic victory for Russia. It bought the Soviets time to reinforce Moscow’s defenses and to make good on the tremendous human and matériel losses incurred in the early weeks of fighting. It was also at Smolensk that the German general staff became aware that the price of victory would be much higher than they had imagined. In 1939 and 1940 Germany had acquired most of western and central Europe for the bargain price of fifty thousand dead. In Smolensk, the price of victory was eighty thousand dead and wounded; and that was before Moscow and before the hundreds of other cities, towns, villages, forests, and steppes that lay beyond Moscow. In early August, with the German casualty rate running at 50 percent, General Halder revised his view of the Red Army. “The Russian colossus has been underestimated by us.… Whenever a dozen divisions are destroyed, the Russians replace them with another dozen.”
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HARRY HOPKINS WAS SUI GENERIS: HALF BROADWAY WISE GUY and half bighearted do-gooder, he spent most of his professional life annoying people, first as a social worker in New York City, then as director of the Works Progress Administration, where his managerial skills brought him to the attention of Franklin Roosevelt.


Some friendships are self-explanatory. The friendship between Roosevelt and Hopkins was not. The president was an American aristocrat with a bloodline that sparkled with famous names; Hopkins was the scion of a hardscrabble midwestern family, with tastes that ran to racetracks, midnight card games, nightclubs, highballs, and pretty women. The link that bound the two men together was the shared experience of living in the shadow of death. Roosevelt was crippled by polio in 1921—and, later in his presidency, by heart disease. Hopkins lost three-quarters of his stomach to cancer in 1937 and thereafter became vulnerable to a severe form of anemia. In wartime photos, Hopkins is always the frailest face in the frame.


A quick wit and an almost feline sensitivity to Roosevelt’s moods made Hopkins a presidential favorite in the 1930s, but the deep relationship the two men forged during the war years arose from Roosevelt’s position as a wheelchair president. Limited in mobility and frail in health, the president needed a surrogate who could be trusted to speak for him when he was unable to speak for himself, and by the early 1940s no one was more attuned to Roosevelt’s thinking or could explain that thinking more clearly than Hopkins. One evening during Hopkins’s first visit to Britain in January 1941, Churchill burst into a soliloquy about the Anglo-American relationship. When he finished, Hopkins brought him back down to earth with some American straight talk. “I don’t think the president will give a damn about all of that,” he said. “You see, we’re only interested in seeing that that goddamn son of bitch Hitler gets licked.”


On a July morning six months later Hopkins was circling over a Scottish RAF base in the cockpit of a B-24 bomber. Below the plane Prescott, a Glasgow suburb, was beginning to stir. A group of children were playing soccer in a field next to a Presbyterian church, and a gardener was mowing the lawn in front of the town hall. Hopkins’s visit arose out of a recent talk with Roosevelt: on the evening of July 11, the president summoned him to the White House for what amounted to a tour d’horizon of the world at war. Nowhere on the globe that evening was the position of the democracies secure. The British were on the back foot from the Middle East to Hong Kong; a large swath of China, Mongolia, and Indonesia were under Japanese control, and the U-boat threat in the Atlantic had become perilous. Russia also figured prominently in Roosevelt’s survey. General George Marshall, the US Army’s chief of staff, doubted that the Red Army could survive for more than another month or two; Roosevelt was more optimistic. Still, even if Marshall was right, every day that Russia remained in the war relieved pressure on the Western democracies and made Stalin think twice about coming to terms with Germany, which he was likely to do if he thought the Soviet Union could not rely on the United States and Britain for support.


As a nonbelligerent, the United States could not deliver supplies directly to the Soviet Union, but it could facilitate their delivery indirectly. To illustrate to Hopkins how this could be done, Roosevelt tore a small map of the Atlantic Ocean from a National Geographic magazine and circled the region that began on the East Coast of the United States, extending eastward deep into the Atlantic and southward through the Azores. Currently the region was jointly patrolled by the US Navy and the Royal Navy. Under Roosevelt’s plan, British vessels would be transferred to convoy duty on the Russian route, and America would police the regions that Roosevelt had outlined. When he finished, Roosevelt handed Hopkins the National Geographic map and told him to pack his bags—he was going back to England.


Before leaving that evening, Hopkins received two instructions. He was to arrange a meeting between Roosevelt and Churchill, preferably for sometime in August, and he was warned not to let Churchill draw him into discussions about America’s entry into the war.


Seventy-two hours later, Hopkins was sitting in a British railway car, trying to ignore the nausea that overcame him on long journeys. Outside the window miles of deep green grass and fields of cowslips and daffodils followed the wind of the train southward toward London. In January, on Hopkins’s first visit, the Blitz was at its peak and the city had the sweet smell of doom about it. At dusk the sky would fill with cones of brilliant white light, and the drone of approaching aircraft would echo through the darkness—and streets and office buildings would explode into a bonfire of flame and smoke. By July, nearly two years of war had given London the look of a grande dame caught without her makeup, but with the Luftwaffe focusing its attention on Russia, London was coming alive again. The parks and shops and dance halls were filling up once more; fewer people were carrying gas masks, and the summer weather was so fine that Hopkins and Churchill held their first meeting on July 17 on the terrace behind Downing Street. When the meeting with Roosevelt came up in conversation, Hopkins said the president’s preference was for “some lonely bay or other” in the second week of August. Churchill agreed immediately.


For the next several days, Hopkins devoted most of his time to his other brief. Unbeknownst to the American public, which polling showed did not want to become entangled in another European war, the US government was quietly building up a sizable military presence in Britain, and Hopkins was one of the architects of the buildup. In his capacity as director of the lend-lease program, he spent a great deal of time conferring with British and American industrialists and picking the brains of shipping and ordnance experts. In his capacity as presidential adviser, he was also instrumental in finalizing arrangements for the Roosevelt-Churchill meeting in August. More unwisely, during his London visit, Hopkins also involved himself in military strategy.


During a meeting of senior British and American military leaders on July 19, Hopkins gave a provocative speech on a delicate subject: the large British military presence in the Middle East. “I know perfectly well you here in Britain are determined to go on fighting to hold the Middle East,” he said, “but you have to remember that we here in the United States just simply do not understand your problems there and… your interest in the Muslim world and India.” Strategically, Hopkins’s critique had merit. At a time when the home island remained under threat of invasion, it was dangerous to station a dozen or more divisions almost four thousand miles away. Nonetheless, coming from a former social worker of a still-neutral country, the advice was unwelcome. The Middle East was Britain’s gateway to India and the other parts of its Asian empire; it was a symbol of the country’s status as a great power at a time when that status was under threat, and for Britain’s professional soldiers, service in the Middle East was often part of a family tradition—it was where fathers and grandfathers had served. After Hopkins finished, Churchill, who was in attendance, wisely changed the subject to Japan.


Initially, Hopkins planned to return to Washington after the London trip, but Russia was impinging on almost every issue he dealt with, especially lend-lease, and his only sources of information on the Soviet Union were the newspapers and Foreign Office and State Department reports. On July 20 Hopkins drove out to Chequers, the Berkshire country house that Arthur Lee, a wealthy industrialist, had gifted to the British State in 1917. Lee had envisioned Chequers as a weekend retreat for overworked prime ministers, but its current occupant, Winston Churchill, had transformed the house into a way station for the good and great of the Western world. On any given day in 1941, a visitor might encounter the celebrity journalist Clare Boothe Luce inspecting one of the house’s ancient staircases, Mrs. Churchill presiding over lunch for an exiled monarch in the cavernous main dining room, or Averell Harriman, the American industrialist, flirting with Pamela Churchill, the wife of the prime minister’s son, Randolph. Hopkins did not get much time with Churchill during his visit, but he did have a long talk with Ivan Maisky, the Soviet ambassador to Britain. Maisky was an uncommonly clever man with sharp political instincts who numbered among his friends George Bernard Shaw, John Maynard Keynes, H. G. Wells, and Churchill. Not much came of the talk the two men had that afternoon, but Maisky came away impressed by Hopkins. He had the usual quota of American brashness, but he was possessed of an earnestness that, in the ambassador’s experience, was uncommon among Americans. Five days later the two men visited the American embassy in Grosvenor Square to meet with the new American ambassador, John Winant, a New Hampshire man who, upon his arrival in London, had won over the British public with a single sentence: “There is no place I’d rather be at this time than England.” The subject at hand that afternoon was the Soviet Union’s supply needs, but toward the end of the conversation Hopkins asked Maisky what could be done to bring Roosevelt and Stalin closer.


Stalin was little more than a name to Roosevelt, the abstract head of the Soviet government. Hopkins’s request was so unusual that at first Maisky wasn’t sure what he was being asked to do. But by the time the two men left the embassy Maisky had agreed to pass on Hopkins’s request to meet Stalin.


In the summer of 1941, the war in the east was a black box in Britain and the United States. There were reports that the dogged Soviet defense of Smolensk had slowed the German drive on Moscow, but there were also reports that the German Army Group North had encircled Leningrad and that Army Group South was approaching Kiev, the capital of the Ukraine. The only thing the reports had in common was their questionable reliability. Even if Stalin was not completely frank, which was likely, a trip to Moscow would allow Hopkins to make an informed assessment of the Red Army’s staying power and of Stalin the man. On the day of his departure Hopkins spent the morning in the bathroom at Chequers, watching the prime minister of Great Britain prepare his travel schedule from the bathtub. That evening Hopkins would leave Chequers for the RAF base in Inverness, Scotland, where a PBY Catalina would fly him to Archangel in northern Russia. From there he would be put on a flight to Moscow.


Hopkins had no difficulty keeping himself busy until departure time. Chequers had the usual weekend complement of international celebrities. Hopkins lunched with the novelist Sinclair Lewis and his wife, the journalist Dorothy Thompson, whom Time magazine had recently named the second-most influential woman in America. He spent the afternoon with Quentin Reynolds, the hard-drinking foreign correspondent and novelist, and at twilight he gave a speech on the BBC. After the talk, he and Churchill walked out onto the lawn at Chequers. It was after 10:00 P.M. but there was still light in the summer sky. Off in the distance there was the faint sound of artillery fire.


The Luftwaffe had not completely abandoned Britain. The two men took in the scene for a few moments, then Hopkins said, “What should I ask Stalin?” The question excited Churchill. “Tell him, tell him, tell him that Britain has but one desire—to crush Hitler,” he said. “Tell him he can depend on us—goodbye and God bless, Harry.” A moment later he disappeared into the house. And there remained just Hopkins, the night sky, and the prospect of a two-thousand-mile journey across some of the most heavily defended terrain on earth.


FORTY-EIGHT HOURS LATER, HOPKINS WAS gazing out the window of a Soviet transport plane. Below, the Russian forest ran to the horizon in all directions. It was nature on a scale that Hopkins had never encountered before. Over the millennia dozens of invaders had marched into its vastness, singing songs of battle, and few had ever been heard from again.


An hour later a glint of light caught the wing of the plane, and the roofs of Moscow came into view. The city was a strange mixture of war and peace. Marching soldiers, collapsed buildings, the rumble of tanks on the thoroughfares. Alleys, crowded with noisy children playing koldunchiki, an ancient Russian version of tag; and in the market stalls by the Moskva River, old peasant women hawking plyushka, a bread-and-sugar dish. Aside from the marching men, the most ubiquitous reminders of the war were the propaganda posters. One featured a Russian tank crushing a giant crab with a Hitler mustache; another, a soldier slamming his bayonet down the throat of a giant Hitler rat. The latest issue of Bezbozhnik, known unofficially as the “godless paper,” heralded another wartime change: a greater tolerance of religion. The paper was sharply critical of Hitler’s persecution of Protestant and Catholic clerics in Germany. The war news was carefully censored, but Muscovites had learned to read between the lines. “Fighting in the Smolensk direction” usually meant a battle was about to be lost, and “heavy defensive battles against superior enemy forces” meant the battle had been lost and the Soviet armies were in full and disorderly retreat.


Hopkins arrived in Moscow around noon on July 30 and after a short nap was briefed by Laurence Steinhardt, the American ambassador. Steinhardt described Russia’s military position as precarious but said that two things in history gave him a measure of hope: one, the fact that, in 1812, Russia had repelled Napoleon’s armies; and, two, the character of the Russian people. Those dead ancestors standing guard in the poem “Smolensk Roads” were not a literary conceit. The young men marching off to war, the members of the Women’s Auxiliary Militia, the old peasant women hawking plyushka by the river: they were all part of a chain of being that extended deep into Russia’s past and which it was the duty of every generation to keep unbroken.


Hopkins arrived in the Kremlin at a little before 6:30 that evening and was taken to Stalin’s residence, an unprepossessing three-story building in the middle of the Kremlin complex. He was not sure what to expect, but he did not expect the man who greeted him. His host was shorter than Hopkins had expected, about five feet four inches, and was “built like a football coach’s dream of a tackle,” Hopkins wrote—“heavily boned” with a “powerful frame, a broad chest… and hands as huge and hard as his mind. He assures you that Russia will stand against the German onslaught, and he takes it for granted that you have no doubts about that, either.” The study in which the two men conferred was perhaps fifty feet by thirty and sparsely decorated. A death mask of Lenin hung on one wall, a painting of Stalin on the other. After an exchange of pleasantries Stalin launched into an overview of the war. He said “the Germans had underestimated the strength of the Red Army and have not now enough troops on the whole front to carry on a successful offensive war and at the same time guard their extended lines of communication.” Stalin said he “did not underrate the German army; their organization was of the very best.” Nonetheless, he believed Russia had a great advantage at the moment. “Summer has left the Germans tired,” he opined, and “with no stomach for another offensive”; and even if they did attempt to mount a new offensive, the weather was against them. “It would be difficult for the Germans to operate offensively much after the first of September when the heavy rains… begin, and after October 1, the ground would be so bad… they would have to go on the defensive.” When Hopkins asked about the Soviet Union’s military needs, Stalin placed antiaircraft guns, aluminum for aircraft, machine guns of .50 caliber, and rifles of .40-caliber variety at the top of the list.


Missing from the interview were probing questions about the huge Soviet losses in men and matériel, and the next morning—July 31—Major Ivan Yates, the military attaché at the American embassy, was so angry about the oversight that he accused Hopkins of being too accommodating. If the Russians wanted US aid, Yates said, they should provide the War Department with detailed information on their munitions plants, troop dispositions, and the other data the War Department needed to make an accurate assessment of Soviet needs and the Soviets’ chances of surviving. As Yates listed his complaints tempers flared, fists were banged on tables, breakfast dishes bounced up and down, and other diners turned away in embarrassment. Then, abruptly, Hopkins rose from the table, said, “I don’t care to discuss the subject further”—and left.


It is impossible to say whether Yates’s complaints had any influence on Hopkins, but later that day when he met Stalin for their second and final talk he noted that as yet the Soviets had not provided any information to the military attachés at the British and American embassies. Despite the sharper tone, Hopkins’s admiration for Stalin did not wane. In an article on his Moscow trip for American Magazine he wrote: “No man could forget the picture of the dictator of Russia as he stood watching me leave—an austere, rugged, determined figure in boots that shone like mirrors, his voice harsh but ever in control. What he says is all the accent and inflection his words need.”


Hopkins’s reading of Stalin was half-right.


Even with the benefit of hindsight—in other words, Stalin’s crimes—in the main, modern historians continue to rate him highly as a war leader. Among them is Richard Overy, a preeminent historian of World War II, who wrote: “Stalin brought a powerful will to bear on the Soviet war effort that motivated those around him and directed their energies. In the process he expected and got exceptional sacrifices from his besieged people.… It is difficult to imagine any other Soviet leader of the time could have wrung such efforts from the population.”


However, Overy was writing about the Stalin of 1944 and 1945. The Stalin of 1941 still had much to learn about the conduct of a continental war; in the interim he disguised his failures with falsehoods and exaggerations. Much of what he told Hopkins were falsehoods, exaggerations—or both. German pressure on Russia did not slacken at any point in July, as Stalin claimed; rather, it intensified. Stalin’s assertion that Germans had lost the stomach for further offensives was also a falsehood. On September 9 Army Group North completed the encirclement of Leningrad, and on September 26 Army Group South seized Kiev. Stalin also failed to mention the butcher’s bill at Bialystok—290,000—and Minsk—almost 758,000 dead or wounded. It is possible that, bewitched by Stalin, Hopkins allowed himself to be seduced, but it is at least as possible that Hopkins knew who he was dealing with. Both the purges of the late 1930s and the man-made famine in the Ukraine in the early 1930s had been widely reported on in the Western press. Hopkins’s embrace of Stalin may have been an exercise in realpolitik. Though the Soviet leader was wicked, he was also a fighter, and, as Professor Overy noted, he had a gift for leadership equal to Churchill’s and Roosevelt’s. Another consideration that may have influenced Hopkins was the casualty rate. The higher the Soviet combat losses, the lower American and British losses were likely to be.


At the end of the second meeting, the Life magazine photographer Margaret Bourke-White was ushered into Stalin’s office. White took out her camera and got down on her knees in front of Stalin’s desk. “As I crawled… from one low camera angle to another Stalin thought it was funny,” White recalled later. But “when [his] smile ended, it was as though a veil had been drawn over his feature. This was the strongest, most determined face I had ever seen.”


ON AUGUST 4 WINSTON CHURCHILL boarded the battleship Prince of Wales at Scapa Flow, a naval base of low, forbidding skies and deep drafts at the northern tip of Scotland. In the half-light of morning, the scars on the Wales’s hull, the result of a recent encounter with the German battleship Bismarck, were barely visible. The other passengers included Sir John Dill, chief of the Imperial General Staff; Dill’s naval opposite number, Admiral Dudley Pound; and Harry Hopkins. In a cable to Roosevelt that morning Churchill reported that Hopkins had returned from Russia so physically depleted he required several blood transfusions but that he was now “lively again.” The prime minister also reminded the president of the date. “Twenty-seven years ago today the Huns began their last war,” he said. “We must make [a] good job of it this time. Twice ought to be enough.” The Wales was under orders to observe radio silence at sea, and, with no work to take their minds off the “mighty swelling sea” crashing against the ship’s hull, the guests were forced to resort to leisure-time activities. Churchill read his first book since the war began, Horatio Hornblower. Then he selected a movie for evening viewing by his entourage. “Awful bunk, but the PM loves it,” Sir Alexander Cadogan, permanent under secretary for foreign affairs, said of Churchill’s choice, High Sierra.


Roosevelt’s journey to Placentia Bay had the character of a schoolboy’s prank. On August 3 he left the capital with a small entourage and traveled north on the presidential train to New London, Connecticut. In New London he transferred to his yacht, the Potomac, and then disappeared into the Long Island Sound as evening approached. The next morning he reappeared fishing off Cape Cod in the company of two royals: the exiled Princess Martha of Norway and Prince Carl of Sweden. Then he disappeared again until the following morning, when he was seen sailing through Cape Cod Canal. The cheering tourists on the shore imagined they were paying homage to the president of the United States, but the man seated on the afterdeck of the Potomac talking with friends was a Roosevelt double. Earlier in the day the president had transferred to a warship shrouded in the fog off Martha’s Vineyard. “Even at my ripe old age,” Roosevelt wrote to his cousin and confidant Daisy Suckley, “I feel a thrill making a getaway.”


On the morning of August 7, the heavy cruiser Augusta arrived off Placentia Bay, a desolate cove rimmed by low hills and scrawny pines near the Newfoundland fishing village of Argentia, accompanied by the Tuscaloosa, the Arkansas (a World War I battleship), and a destroyer escort. The Prince of Wales entered the bay two days later with a panache that bespoke three centuries of empire. At around 10:00 A.M. the Wales emerged out of a thin mist, looking like every schoolboy’s idea of a battleship: 750 feet long, compared to the Augusta’s 600 feet, and displacing thirty-six thousand tons versus the Augusta’s nine thousand. As the big ship’s destroyer escort sailed through the lane of American vessels in the bay, foghorns honked, whistles blew—and young sailors from Texas and Oklahoma stood on the decks of the Augusta and the Tuscaloosa, cheering.


At around eleven a barge ferried Churchill to the Augusta, where Roosevelt awaited him on the ship’s upper deck. Also present was the president’s son Elliott, his arm inconspicuously bracing his father—which allowed the president to greet the prime minister standing upright. “At last we meet,” Roosevelt said—according to what Elliott later recalled, in a memoir—and extended his hand. “Yes, we have!” a pleased Churchill replied. As the two men talked, the band on the Prince of Wales struck up “The Stars and Stripes Forever.” Then the band on the Augusta reciprocated with a rousing rendition of “God Save the King.”


The informal lunch that followed was Hopkins’s idea. He thought the two men, who had only met once before—in 1919—would be more at ease in an informal setting, free from distractions of noisy aides and disgruntled generals. Churchill embraced the idea; Roosevelt said yes, but with reservations. “Watch. See if the PM doesn’t start off by immediately demanding we declare war against the Nazis,” he told Elliott the day before the Prince of Wales arrived. Roosevelt was right about Churchill’s intentions but wrong about his timing. Churchill had taken Hopkins’s advice to keep the conversation light at lunch. Sensitive topics like lend-lease aid and American public opinion—the August polls showed that 74 percent of the country favored neutrality—were touched upon, but, as the atmosphere around the table warmed, the conversation grew more personal and intimate. The two men discussed their correspondence, their transatlantic telephone conversations, their health, and their worries.


The meeting ended as Hopkins had hoped, with the two men on a first-name basis. However, the prime minister did not come three thousand miles to make small talk with the president of the United States. That evening at a dinner party aboard the Augusta, “Churchill reared back in his chair, slewed his cigar from cheek to cheek at a jaunty angle,” Elliott said, “and hunched his shoulders forward like a bull; his hands slashed the air… his eyes flashed. He told of the course of battle, he told of battle after battle lost, [adding] Britain always wins in the end. He told… how close to defeat his country had come.” And he spoke of the desperate need for American assistance. “You’ve got to come in beside us,” Churchill told his American listeners. “If you don’t declare war… [and] wait for them to strike first, they’ll strike [you] after we’ve gone under and their first blow will be their last.”


“Father… usually dominated every gathering, but not that night,” Elliott noted, later that evening, adding that “somebody else was holding the audience [and] holding it with grand, rolling [phrases], never quite too florid, always ripe and fruity to the point where it seemed like you’d be able to take [Churchill’s] sentences in your hands and squeeze them until the juice ran out.” The night ended with the prime minister scoring an odd sort of victory. The American guests left the party as convinced that the United States should stay out of the shooting war as they had been when they arrived; still, they were deeply impressed by what they had heard and by the man from whom they had heard it. Churchill’s eloquence left everyone wishing that “both sides could have won the argument,” Elliott wrote.


The ceremony aboard the HMS Prince of Wales the next morning produced some of the most iconic images of World War II. Festivities began a little before 11:00 A.M., when an American destroyer delivered the president to the deck of the Wales. The three hundred sailors and marines standing on the ship’s deck snapped to attention. Trumpets blared, sunlight peered through the leaden sky, and, swinging one heavily braced foot in front of the other, the president of the United States propelled himself across the deck of the Wales on a pair of crutches. Photographers snapped pictures, off-duty tars and bluejackets scurried up on to the Wales’s big guns to get a better view of the generals and admirals gathered on the main deck below, and Roosevelt and Churchill placed themselves on the fantail, facing the warm morning sun, next to a pulpit decorated with the Stars and Stripes and a Union Jack.


Prayer books emerged from pockets, and “Onward Christian Soldiers,” “Eternal Father,” “O God Our Help in Ages Past,” and other beloved hymns of the English-speaking world echoed across the bay. “You would have to be pretty hard-boiled not to be moved by it all,” John Martin, a Churchill aide, recalled later—“hundreds of men of both fleets mingled together, one rough British sailor sharing his hymn sheet with one American ditto.” Three months later nearly half of the young men standing on the deck that morning would be dead. On December 10, three days after Pearl Harbor, a Japanese air attack would claim between 317 and 327 sailors on the Wales, and 513 members of the heavy cruiser Repulse, the Wales’s sister ship. It would send both vessels to a final resting place far from home—at the bottom of an Asian sea.


During the last days of the meeting, the two sides found themselves disagreeing on several important issues. Churchill wanted Roosevelt to extend the US Navy’s policing duties beyond the line he committed to on July 11. But the president refused. Roosevelt wanted to give immediate aid to Russia on a very large scale; Churchill was fearful that more Russian lend-lease aid would mean less aid for Britain, and so he objected. When the subject of Russia came up at the dinner party on the Augusta, the prime minister had said, “Of course the Russians are much stronger than we ever dared to hope. But no one can tell for how much longer?”


“Then you don’t think they’ll be able to hold out?” a guest asked.


Churchill replied to the question in half sentences. “When Moscow falls… when the Germans [get] beyond the Caucasus… when Russian resistance… ceases…” Then he stopped and left his listeners to ponder the prospect of a Russian collapse.


Churchill and Roosevelt also disagreed on how to counter Japanese expansion. At first glance, the prime minister’s preference for taking a hard line in Asia seemed nonsensical; Britain was already overburdened with commitments. But Churchill thought the strategy could create a win-win opportunity for Britain. If the Japanese bowed to Anglo-American pressure and surrendered their conquests in China and Indochina and foreswore further expansion, Britain would win. If they ignored the Anglo-American warnings and continued to rampage through Asia, Britain would also win. The United States would have to defend its bases in Hawaii and the Philippines, and once the Americans were fighting in the East the logic of war dictated that they soon would be fighting in the West. However, Roosevelt had his own win-win strategy, and it did not look anything like Churchill’s: stay out of the shooting war if that were possible, and if it were not, stay out of it until the American army and navy were better trained and equipped and public opinion was more receptive to intervention. In the meantime, “drag things out, parlay, stall,” Elliott reported of the strategy.


Several sharp differences also emerged between senior American and British officers. Sir John Dill and Sir Dudley Pound spent hours trying to persuade their American counterparts that if the United States entered the war now, victory would come sooner and at a lower cost in lives. At the same time, the most senior American military men—General George Marshall, the army chief of staff; and Admiral Ernest King, the chief of naval operations—spent hours trying to convince Dill and Pound that the American armed forces were presently too small, too ill trained, and, thanks to the lend-lease aid provided Britain, too ill equipped to enter the war at present. These strategic differences fostered confusion and distrust on both sides, and on the British side the confusion and distrust were accompanied by a measure of contempt. On August 11, after a particularly frustrating meeting with his American colleagues, Ian Jacob, military assistant secretary to Churchill, wrote in his diary: “The American navy seems to think the war can be won by simply not losing it at sea.” While “the American army sees no prospect of being able to do anything for a year or two and is… completely taken up with equipment problems. Not a single American office has shown the slightest keenness to be in the war on our side. They are a charming lot of individuals but they appeared to be living in a different world than ourselves.”


Jacob was right about Britain and America occupying different worlds. In 1941 world leadership was passing from Britain to the United States, and the changing of the guard was evident in another exchange that Churchill and Roosevelt had at Placentia Bay. The exchange was occasioned by Roosevelt’s remark that, as Hopkins later wrote, he was “firmly of the belief that if we are to arrive at a stable peace it must involve the development of backward countries. There can be no more eighteenth-century methods.” Churchill took umbrage at the reference. “Who’s talking about the eighteenth-century methods?” The term applied to nations who take wealth and raw materials out of a country “but… return nothing to the people of that country.” Roosevelt replied and offered several examples of what he called “Twentieth Century methods… increasing the wealth of a people by increasing their standard of living, by educating them, by bringing them sanitation after the war.” Later that night, when Elliott asked his father what he thought of Churchill as a leader, Roosevelt grunted and, as Elliott recalled it, he said, “He’s a real old Tory… [but] I’ll be able to work with him.… I think we’ll even talk some more about India before we’re through, and Burma, and Java… and Indonesia. And all the African colonies. And Egypt and Palestine. We’ll talk about… all [the colonies].”


“Don’t forget,” Roosevelt said, “Winnie has one supreme mission in life but only one. He’s a perfect wartime prime minister.” Then Roosevelt paused for a moment and added, “But Winston Churchill will not lead England after the war. It’ll never work.”


On August 11 the president and the prime minister gathered in the admirals’ quarters on the Augusta. It was a rare warm day, and the president had unbuttoned the collar of his gray suit. The prime minister paid homage to the nautical setting by arriving in a naval uniform. The purpose of the meeting was to formulate a set of shared principles that Britain and America could jointly announce to the world at the end of the conference. The problem was beyond a desire to defeat the Axis powers. The two countries did not share many priorities. Churchill’s main goals were to increase American aid and eventually to bring the United States into the war; Roosevelt’s goal was to avoid any war commitments other than those Congress had already authorized under the Lend-Lease Act. The Atlantic Charter—the statement of aims that emerged from the conference—sidestepped Anglo-American differences by ignoring them. The Atlantic Charter was an updated version of the principles Woodrow Wilson had espoused a quarter of a century earlier: democratic elections, free speech, free trade, freedom of the seas, reduced armament, and collective security.


Roosevelt returned from Placentia Bay hoping the extensive press coverage of the meeting would encourage Americans to look past the current crisis to a better, more just, and more equitable world, where nations would live in peace with one another. But, as historian Robert Dallek has noted, Placentia Bay affected Roosevelt more deeply than it did his countrymen. During a press conference on August 19 he tried to excite the press by describing the moving prayer ceremony on the Prince of Wales but to no avail. The reporters kept shouting, “Are we any closer to entering the war?”
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WAR WITHOUT END
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UNDER A FORBIDDING SKY “FANTASTICALLY SHAPED CLOUDS race from west to east… blotting out the [light]… as if… the world were on the eve of destruction.” That was strange language for the urbane Ivan Maisky, Russian ambassador to Britain. But on September 4, 1941, Russian forces in the Ukraine and Leningrad were close to collapse—and, according to the cable on Maisky’s desk, Germany was about to send an additional thirty-four divisions to the east in preparation for the assault on Moscow. Including the twenty-six Romanian and the twenty Finnish divisions already in the Soviet Union, on that September afternoon there were almost three hundred Axis divisions in Russia. “If a second front is not established in Europe within three to four weeks,” the cable on Maisky’s desk warned, “we may lose everything.” It was signed “D. I.”: Stalin’s code name.


A few hours later a porter escorted Maisky through a poorly lit corridor pulsating with clerks and typists and deposited him in front of a conference room. When the door to the room opened, one could see that Churchill was seated at a table halfway down the room. He looked up. “Bearing good news?” he asked.


“I’m afraid not,” Maisky replied, and he handed Churchill Stalin’s cable, which ran to several pages. Churchill put on his glasses and began to read. After finishing each page, he would pass the page on to Anthony Eden, the foreign secretary. In Maisky’s assessment of the British leadership class, Eden was placed somewhere in the middle. He was earnest, handsome, and competent enough, but, in Maisky’s view, he was made “of the soft clay which yields easily to the fingers of a skilled artisan.” At the bottom of Maisky’s list was Neville Chamberlain, Churchill’s predecessor. Maisky’s pet name for Chamberlain was “the Grave Digger,” and it derived from the ambassador’s belief that, in the end, Chamberlain’s appeasement policy would destroy the British Empire.
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