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  Introduction




  As a journalist, I have covered events ranging from the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the former Soviet Union to the cycle of violence and counter-violence in the

  Middle East over the existence of Israel and Palestine. Throughout, America has dominated as the world’s superpower. During many visits to India I have seen a desperately poor country, stuck

  in the past, transform itself into a vibrant society, looking to the future. China moved from permanent revolution to a form of rampant capitalism run by people calling themselves communists. When,

  as an historian, I tried to trace the roots of all these events and stories I returned continually to one reference point: 1946. The immediate post-war year laid the foundations of the modern

  world. The Cold War began, the world split on ideological lines, and Europe began to divide physically on two sides of an Iron Curtain. Israel would not come into being for two years, but 1946 was

  the year the decisions were made to create a Jewish homeland, with consequences that have remained so fateful since. It was the year independent India was born as the world’s most populous

  democracy, and old Britain as a great imperial power began to die. All the European empires were dying, though imperialism has lived on in various forms. It was the year the Chinese communists

  launched their final push for victory in a civil war that led to the re-emergence of China as a great power. This story aims to show how decisions taken in 1946 – and the men and women who

  took them – shape our world now.




  There was little optimism in 1946, anywhere. At the start of the year a senior American official who had just returned from a visit to Europe went to the White House and reported to President

  Harry Truman in apocalyptic terms: ‘The very foundations, the whole fabric of world organization which we have known in our lifetime and which our fathers and grandfathers knew’ was

  threatened, he said. He was not exaggerating. As so often, Winston Churchill found the most eloquent words and expressed the feelings of millions. In September 1946 he described the continuing

  aftermath of World War Two: ‘What is the plight to which Europe has been reduced? Over wide areas, a vast quivering mass of tormented, hungry, careworn and bewildered human beings gape at the

  ruins of their cities and homes and scan the dark horizons for the approach of some new peril, tyranny or terror. Among the “victors”, there is a Babel of jarring voices. Among the

  vanquished, a sullen silence of despair.’1




  Churchill was speaking of Europe, but he could also have been talking about large tracts of Asia. He feared, as many rational people did, the arrival of ‘a new dark age – with all

  its cruelty and squalor’. In no other war had so many people been killed in such a short space of time – around sixty million in six years. Now the World War had stopped, but the dying

  had not. The moment of ‘liberation’ the previous year had been exhilarating, but soon the reality emerged. Civil wars would continue for the next four years in China and Greece. There

  were rebellions against the Soviets in Ukraine, where nationalists also fought Poles in a brutal conflict that cost more than fifty thousand lives, and wars of independence flared up in various

  parts of Asia. Despite the Holocaust, after the war outbreaks of anti-Semitism in Eastern Europe, hard to explain to a modern reader, claimed the lives of around fifteen hundred Jews who had

  somehow managed to escape the Nazis.




  In much of Europe there were no schools, virtually no transport links, no libraries, no shops – there was nothing to sell or buy – and almost nothing was manufactured any longer.

  There were virtually no banks, which didn’t matter all that much as money was worthless. There was no law and order; men and children roamed the streets with weapons, either to protect what

  they possessed or to threaten the possessions of others. Women of all ages and backgrounds prostituted themselves for food and protection. Morality and traditional ideas of ownership had changed

  utterly; now the imperative was usually survival. This was how millions of Europeans lived in 1946.




  Berlin and Hiroshima provided the most powerful images of the war: in both cities around three-quarters of the buildings had been destroyed by Allied bombing. But from the Seine to the Danube

  delta the heartland of Europe had been ravaged. In China, the Japanese, before their defeat, blew up all the dykes along the Yellow River, flooding three million acres of good farmland that took

  three decades to recover and caused enduring hunger for millions.




  There was mass starvation and economic collapse. In the Eastern half of Germany, Ukraine and Moldova, around three million people died from hunger in the eighteen months after the war. In the

  Polish town of Lwów, the story that a mother driven mad with hunger killed and ate her two children barely made the newspapers. In Hungary inflation reached an unenviable world record of 14

  quadrillion per cent (that’s 15 noughts). Worthless currencies throughout Europe were replaced by bartering in cigarettes or scrounging from foreign armies. The northern hemisphere was

  swamped with refugees, particularly in Central Europe where prisoners of war, forced labourers and emaciated survivors of Nazi concentration camps were all grouped by the victorious Allies as

  ‘displaced persons’.




  After the First World War, borders were shifted and new countries were invented, but people were left in place. In 1946 the opposite happened. The Red Army’s sweep to victory was

  accompanied by a massive programme of ethnic cleansing as nearly 12 million Germans were expelled westwards. Two and a half million people in Western Europe were forced to return back east to the

  tender mercies of Stalin and his henchmen, mostly against their will, and some at gunpoint by the troops from the Western Allies.




  This book takes a global view; the whole world was transformed after the Second World War, more profoundly, it can be argued, than after the First. That war destroyed empires which had lasted

  for centuries – the Ottoman, the Romanov and the Habsburg. From 1945 the remaining old European empires, such as the British, were no longer sustainable, despite some doomed efforts by fading

  powers to cling on to former glories. Imperialism was no longer dynastic but ideological – loyalty was demanded less to a king or emperor than to an idea, say Marxism–Leninism. Some

  readers may be surprised that much of the story I tell here is centred on Europe. But that is where the Cold War, the clash of civilisations which continued for the following four decades, was

  sharpest, at least when it began. What happened in Germany and Eastern Europe, Britain and France, in 1946 was considered by the major players at the time to be of the utmost importance. If there

  were to be a new armed conflict – and in 1946 it very much looked as though there might be – the battleground was likely once again to be in the heartland of Europe. It seemed to me

  sensible, therefore, to centre the book in Europe, at the same time showing how events in 1946 were dramatically shaping the future of Asia and the Middle East.




  One country emerged from the war much stronger. Alone among the chief protagonists in the conflict, mainland America was physically untouched. The overwhelming dominance of the US as the

  world’s economic, financial and military powerhouse dates from 1946. The war lifted America out of Depression. The contrast between America’s new wealth and the poverty of its enemies

  and allies was of profound importance in the aftermath of the war.




  In much of Asia ‘liberation’ is not exactly the right word for events following the surrender of Japan. The European empires attempted to reassert their dominion over their old

  colonies: the French in Indo-china, the Dutch in the East Indies, the British in Malaya and Singapore, but they couldn’t sustain traditional-style colonial rule for long. The agony of

  withdrawal was worse and more bloody for some than others – humiliatingly for France in Vietnam for example. In the sub-continent, the British were desperate to leave as soon as they could;

  with indecent haste according to many critics, who argue that the British ‘scuttled’ and caused the violence that accompanied the partition of India and Pakistan. It seems to me

  imperial folly to imagine that the British could have prevented the massacres, short of despatching hundreds of thousands of troops. Almost the only thing the Hindus and Muslims in India agreed on

  was that the British were the problem, not the solution.




  Arthur Schlesinger Jr., the historian and one-time aide to President Kennedy, described peace-making after the war as ‘not so much a tapestry as . . . a hopelessly raveled and knotted mess

  of yarn’. A war that had been fought to prevent Germany dominating and despoiling Europe ended with the danger that the USSR would take Germany’s place. For the last quarter of a

  century the conventional view among politicians and historians has been that the West ‘sold out’ Central and Eastern Europe to the Soviets, a deed done principally by US President

  Franklin D. Roosevelt, with a helping hand from Churchill, at the Yalta Conference in February 1945. The argument has gone that Roosevelt, who had just a few weeks to live, was too ill and weak to

  stand up to Stalin, and the West had naïvely given away Eastern Europe for nothing in a settlement that amounted to ‘appeasement’ of communism. This has become orthodoxy, even

  though the narrative was formed before Soviet archives began to open after 1991, revealing how determined the Soviets were to keep what they had already gained by force of arms.




  Eastern Europe was not America’s or Britain’s to ‘give away’. Soviet troops had already gained possession of most of the region. There was nothing the West could have

  done about it at the time of Yalta, which took place before the defeat of Germany, or afterwards. At Yalta, five months before the atom bomb was even tested, the Americans believed that they would

  need the Soviets’ help to invade Japan.




  Far from being naïve, the Western Allies were cynical. They kept the Russians fighting and dying on the Eastern Front so that fewer American and British soldiers would be killed when,

  eventually, D-Day came. The longer Roosevelt and Churchill delayed invading France, the more territory the Soviets would gain in the East. It was a straightforward and deliberate calculation: more

  dead Russians meant fewer dead Americans and British. Who is to say they were wrong? In 1946, and for years afterwards, the general feeling among politicians and historians was that Western leaders

  were being realistic and practical. The post-war settlement was the best they were likely to achieve and a price worth paying to defeat Hitler. Critics of the Western Allies have never been able to

  show how they could have got a better deal, what they would have done to prevent Soviet domination of Eastern Europe.




  *




  A word on geography and terminology. Throughout this narrative (as above) I have used the terms Central Europe and Eastern Europe interchangeably and I realise this is a

  liberty. I do not wish to tread on toes. Entire books have been written about the ‘meaning’ of Central Europe as an idea, where it ends and Eastern Europe begins. I intend them to mean

  the same thing, purely to avoid repetition as far as I can. Similarly with the Soviet Union, the USSR and Russia. Obviously I know that ‘Russian’ is not the same as

  ‘Soviet’. I use them loosely solely in the interests of style.




  I have written here a great deal about the Cold War, which began within months of the end of the most destructive shooting war in history. Along with the fear of hunger and disease, the biggest

  terror for most people in 1946 was of renewed global warfare, this time between the Allies that had defeated Germany. There was nothing inevitable about the Cold War, though the differences between

  the West and a dictatorship controlled by a man such as Stalin were so great that enduring trust and cooperation were never a serious possibility. As I show, the leaders and their people stumbled

  through misunderstandings and, occasionally, deliberate policy into a conflict of ideas, clashing interests and aspirations that had terrible consequences for millions of people over two

  generations – including, in a minor way, for myself, a refugee from tyranny behind the Iron Curtain. This has been more than a story for me. It has been part of a search for my roots.




  Victor Sebestyen




  London, February 2014
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  ‘I’m Tired of Babying the Soviets’




  The coup had been almost bloodless. On 15 December 1945, from his capital, Tabriz in north-west Iran, the new Prime Minister of the People’s Government of

  Azerbaijan had just announced his first proclamation to a bemused people. Henceforth, he declared, his fledgling nation would cease to be a province of Iran, ruled by a distant and

  ‘alien’ shah in Tehran. It would become an autonomous republic. Rather than Farsi, the Turkic dialect spoken by most Azeris would now be the official state language. A new constitution

  would guarantee freedoms long suppressed by Iran’s autocratic rulers. The banks would be nationalised. There would be ‘a job for everybody who wants one’. Peasants would be given

  land expropriated from big absentee landlords in a far-reaching socialist revolution.1




  Ja’far Pishevari was an unlikely nationalist firebrand or communist dictator. A stocky fifty-two-year-old, he was a man of good humour, invariably with a broad smile on his face. He had

  been a journalist most of his life, and a low-level Comintern agent, apart from the nine years he had spent in an Iranian prison for ‘subversion’. Much of his family had lived in the

  USSR for years; one of his brothers was a doctor in the Red Army. He had been relatively unknown until the start of the previous year, except as the author of a few fiery articles promoting Azeri

  nationalism. His story became a brief cause célèbre among the left/liberal intelligentsia in Tehran when he won election to the Iranian Parliament, the Majlis, but was barred from

  taking his seat by the Shah’s government. He returned to obscurity, then to his own amazement, let alone that of anyone else, he was handpicked by Joseph Stalin, the

  Soviet leader in the Kremlin, to be front man for the new order in a strategic part of central Asia, bordering the Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan.




  In Marco Polo’s time Tabriz had been one of the largest cities in the world, the principal gateway to the Orient – ‘a great city of beautiful gardens . . . exceptionally

  positioned for merchants,’ as the Venetian traveller described it. After Tamerlane sacked it in 1392, history and other potential conquerors passed by Tabriz for several hundred years. In the

  middle of the twentieth century it was a dusty, sleepy town of some 110,000 mostly poor artisans, traders and subsistence farmers. The gardens were long gone. A few grand buildings stood amidst the

  mud huts and general squalor. Now this backwater was centre stage again. If the Cold War can be said to have started anywhere, Tabriz is the place. Over the next few weeks, only a few people at the

  highest levels in Washington, London and Moscow knew how very close the world came to the start of a new shooting war.




  Pishevari established himself in the biggest and grandest of the remaining buildings – an enormous, if ugly, palace that had once belonged to an Iranian provincial governor. He held court

  in a vast reception room decorated in gilded eighteenth-century French style. Soviet troops stood guard outside the door. ‘He looked deceptively unlike a ruthless communist gauleiter,’

  a visitor recorded. ‘He stood about five feet five inches, had steely grey hair and a small brush moustache under a sharp hook nose . . . [he wore] a shiny blue serge suit and a collared

  shirt frayed at the cuffs and noticeably soiled at the collar, which was buttoned but tieless. His hands were the rough hands of the peasant and the fingernails were dirty.’2




  Western diplomats agreed that the real power in the new state belonged to the diminutive, smartly dressed Mohammed Biriya, a sinister figure in his mid-forties who had done much to foment

  revolution as head of the Society of Friends of the USSR. Formerly, Biriya had been a talented professional flautist and leader of the Tabriz street cleaners’ union.

  Officially, his title was Minister of Propaganda but, more importantly, he ran the secret police, whose members were trained by Russian advisors from the NKVD. They had been arresting opponents for

  the last few days, roughing up well-known anti-communists and other potential opponents.




  Three days earlier, members of Pishevari’s ragbag People’s Army had taken over the police stations in Tabriz and the surrounding area, the central post office and the radio station,

  the classic revolutionary targets, and blocked all principal roads into the city. But the coup could not have succeeded without help from outside. There were between thirty and fifty thousand

  Soviet troops in or near Tabriz. Without firing a shot, one Russian detachment surrounded the Iranian army headquarters on the outskirts of the city and disarmed the garrison. The central

  government in Tehran despatched a small relief column, but it was halted on the main road between the two cities when confronted by a far stronger Soviet force as it reached the border of the

  ‘rebel’ province. The commander turned his soldiers back.




  The Soviets claimed they were aiding freedom-loving Azeris, many of whom had family connections in the USSR, and had intervened ‘to avoid unnecessary bloodshed.’ But it was a lie.

  Amidst the strictest secrecy in order to maintain plausible deniability, the Russians had begun planning the takeover in the summer of 1945. The proof emerged only five decades later, after the

  USSR fell apart. Officials from Baku, capital of the Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan, and in Moscow, organised the coup meticulously and financed it. Stalin personally gave the go-ahead and later was

  made aware of every significant detail. The Soviet spy chief, Lavrenti Beria, was in nominal charge of the operation from Moscow, but the nuts and bolts would be the responsibility of the local

  Communist Party boss in Baku, Mir Bagirov.




  The strategy had been decided in Moscow on 6 July, at a meeting of senior Soviet magnates who authorised Bagirov to ‘organise a separatist movement . . . which would

  agitate for an autonomous Azerbaijani province’. It named Pishevari as leader of the new organisation, which Kremlin officials insisted should be called the Azerbaijan Democratic Party, the

  ADP, in a crude and pointless effort to make it look different from the Communist Party, the Tudeh. Funds were provided, reasonably generous sums given the dire condition of the post-war Soviet

  economy. The ADP launched a newspaper that avoided socialist agitprop but was designed to fuel ethnic tensions.3




  The ADP was supplied with weapons to arm a partisan group of around 3,000 fighters, which would later form the core of a People’s Army. But Kremlin officials insisted that ‘the

  equipment must be of foreign make’ to hide its origins. Pishevari was given a million US dollars in convertible currency, a large sum for Moscow at the time. By the end of November, the ADP

  proudly reported to the Kremlin that it had assembled thirty units of a hundred men each, supplied with 11,000 rifles, 1,000 pistols, 400 machine guns, 2,000 grenades and more than a million rounds

  of ammunition ‘ready to fight whoever stood in the way of . . . autonomy for Azerbaijan.’4




  The takeover mystified Iranian Azeris, most of whom were unconcerned with nationalism. Poverty, the rapacity of absentee landlords, and the scarcity of water were more pressing concerns, as

  Moscow was told by its own agents and military on the ground. Iranian rulers, including the former Shah, had periodically tried to ban the Turkic language, which was deeply resented. But the laws

  were invariably disobeyed. Over the centuries the various ethnic groups in Iran had rubbed along together reasonably well. There had been no serious bloodshed for centuries. The Russians, though,

  were feared by all the region’s ethnic groups, not only the Azeris. True, the rulers in Tehran were distant and cared little for Azeri feelings, but at least they were fellow Muslims. Apart

  from a small number of communists and ultra-nationalists in Tabriz, few people felt kinship with the Azeris across the border in the USSR, who had to endure life under the

  godless and sinful Soviets.




  Biriya, in particular, knew he and the Soviets faced an uphill struggle to win over hearts and minds for the ADP. Soon after the coup he resorted to traditional methods of persuasion. Tribal

  leaders and prominent figures brave enough to voice opposition were jailed and a few were murdered. Dissent was quickly silenced.




  One of the few Western observers who had seen the takeover coming was John Wall, the British Consul in Tabriz. Wall had been monitoring troop movements and café talk in the bazaar and

  wrote a series of warning telegrams to London, to which he seldom received a response – until the coup. Now he was pessimistic for the future. He saw how his Soviet equivalent behaved more

  like a commissar in one of the Baltic states than a diplomat in a foreign country. ‘The Russians are more determined than ever to maintain their hold on the province,’ he reported in

  mid-December. ‘There is no railway to Tehran, but there is to Baku and that is where “autonomous” Azerbaijan is heading . . . [it] feels more like a part of Russia than of

  Iran.’5




  *




  Stalin did not care in the slightest about the national aspirations of the Azeris. He loathed what he regarded as petty chauvinism. In the Soviet republics, when he thought any

  of his own subjects wanted autonomy, his first instinct was to react with brutal repression. Typically, his way of dealing with the ‘national question’ was to uproot entire ethnic

  groups and transport them thousands of miles from their homeland to unfamiliar territory as a way of teaching them a lesson about nationhood. This is what he did to the Kazakhs, Kalmyks, Chechens,

  Tatars and many others, murdering millions along the way. But he was willing to use nationalism and to play ethnic politics when it suited him.




  Stalin’s objective in Iran was never to annex a new territory and impose a Soviet system there, as he was to do in Eastern Europe. His principal aim in the region was

  simpler and more modest: he wanted an oil concession in southern Azerbaijan. His allies, Britain and the US, would end the Second World War possessing drilling rights in what was by far the

  world’s biggest oil-producing nation, and he saw that unless he staked a claim now, the Soviet Union would not. So he was willing to bully the Iranians, and risk the wrath of the Western

  powers, in a bid to get them. It was the world’s first oil crisis.




  For much of the Second World War, Iran had been occupied by the Soviets and the British. All the Allies considered Iran vital to their effort against Nazi Germany. After the Germans invaded the

  Soviet Union in June 1941 and the Big Three alliance was formed against Hitler, most of the supplies the Soviets needed were shipped by the United States to the Persian Gulf. It was the obvious

  supply route, and the lifeline without which the USSR might not have survived, as even Stalin grudgingly admitted. It started with a trickle, but when America entered the war after Pearl Harbor,

  weapons, ammunition, machine tools, war materiel on a vast scale, as well as food, were sent to southern Iran. From there it went by road to the Soviet Union, which shares a 1,700 km border with

  Iran.




  An initial problem for the Allies was that Iran had been neutral in the conflict with Germany. Its ruler, Shah Reza Pahlavi, and most of the clique of soldiers and aristocrats around him had

  strong pro-Nazi sympathies. During the 1930s Iran had developed close trading ties with Germany and there were hundreds of German businessmen, political advisors and spies in Tehran. In August 1941

  Britain and Russia jointly exerted pressure on the Shah to expel the Germans, knowing he would be reluctant to comply. As the British Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, was told by officials from the

  India Office, ‘The greatest benefit would be drawn from the elimination of the Shah.’6




  Russian troops entered Iran from the north and a British force invaded from the south. The Iranian army put up token resistance. On 16 September the Shah abdicated in favour

  of his inexperienced twenty-one-year-old son, Mohammed Reza, who until then had been excluded by his father from politics or any kind of public life. One of the new Shah’s first acts was to

  expel all Germans. The Iranians may not have been unhappy to see the back of their corrupt, despotic and dissolute ruler, who himself had seized power seventeen years earlier in a military coup,

  and whose opponents often tended to ‘disappear’. But the manner of his going was widely seen in Iran as insulting and the foreign interference was deeply resented, especially by the

  urban middle class.1




  Within weeks seventy thousand Soviet troops occupied northern and western Iran, guarding the supply routes and using Tabriz as their base. About fifty thousand British soldiers controlled the

  south of the country, the crucial Gulf ports and the area around Tehran. The Tripartite Agreement signed by the Shah gave the occupying armies sweeping powers over Iran’s security, defence

  and internal politics, but only for the duration of the conflict. The agreement stated that the Occupation forces would withdraw within six months of the end of the war. After VE Day, the Iranians

  took back political authority of the country and wanted to see the swift departure of foreign troops.




  The British began winding down their garrison soon after the defeat of Japan three months later, but the Russians remained in force. On the whole, during the war the Occupation forces had got on

  well. Despatches from the British Ambassador in Tehran, Sir Reader Bullard, for example, praised the efforts of the Soviets to help feed the population in their zone when there was a local food

  shortage. But after the war distrust quickly surfaced. It seemed as though the nineteenth-century Great Game was being replayed, with Britain and Russia again vying for

  influence in Central Asia. However, one important new factor altered this Kiplingesque picture: for the first time the United States became a significant presence in Iran, and elsewhere in the

  Middle East.




  Before the war America had virtually no trading ties with Iran, and only low-level diplomatic relations. Even those were placed in jeopardy in 1936 when the Iranians withdrew their ambassador

  for nearly a year during a dispute following the appearance of an article in the New York Daily Herald that called Reza Shah ill-mannered and likened him to ‘a stable boy’.

  Otherwise, Iran was barely noticed by analysts in the State Department. Yet by 1943 President Franklin Roosevelt had declared that Iran’s security and prosperity were vital to the future

  strategic needs of the US. At the end of 1944 there were more than five thousand Americans in Iran – technicians, engineers, economists, political officers, and spies. Some were managing the

  Lend Lease programme of aid to the USSR; others were effectively in charge of the Iranian finance department and public health service. As Wallace Murray, head of the State Department’s Near

  East division boasted, the US ‘would soon be in a position of actually running Iran, through an impressive body of American advisors.’7




  US influence in Iran depressed British officials of the old school, who rightly saw it as a sign of waning British prestige. Bullard sent a series of splenetic telegrams complaining about the

  vulgarity and ‘showiness’ of the pushy Americans who did not know how to behave ‘in front of Persian grandees’. But it deeply disturbed the Soviets, and Stalin in

  particular, who now recognised the Americans as a powerful new rival in areas where Russia had historically claimed an interest.




  Stalin could see that when the war came to an end the Soviets would have occupied parts of Iran for several years but, as he complained to other magnates in the Kremlin, they might have to

  withdraw without getting anything out of the country. That, he declared, was unacceptable. Iran produced more oil than the rest of the Middle East put together. For thirty

  years the British had possessed sole drilling rights through the Anglo-Iranian Oil company, which operated the biggest refinery in the world at Abadan. Soviet intelligence knew that in September

  1943 two US companies, Standard Oil of New Jersey and Sinclair Oil, began secret negotiations with the Iranian Government for an American oil concession in southern Iran.




  More worryingly, according to Beria’s spies, the other Allies were trying to block the Soviets from acquiring drilling rights in the north. ‘The British, and possibly the Americans,

  secretly work against a transfer to us of oil fields,’ he reported to the Soviet Politburo in the summer of 1944.8




  In September Stalin despatched one of his favourites, a deputy Foreign Minister named Sergei Kavtaradze, to Tehran to negotiate for oil. The talks did not go well. According to a Russian

  transcript of his interview with the Shah, the Soviet official began by complaining that ‘we are not satisfied with the present state of relations between our two countries’. Then he

  demanded ‘as our right’ a licence, with immediate effect, permitting the USSR to explore for oil in Iranian Azerbaijan for five years. He was turned down and told that no decisions

  would be made about oil concessions until after the war was over. Kavtaradze was indignant and accused Iran of ‘pursuing a one-sided policy that discriminated against the Soviet Union.’

  Later, he told the Iranian Prime Minister that the decision would have ‘unhappy consequences . . . you are disloyal and unfriendly to the Soviet Union.’ It is unlikely, however, that if

  he had behaved with more finesse Kavtaradze would have fared any better. The Iranians were determined to refuse the Soviets a permanent toehold in their country.9




  Stalin was unsurprised that his emissary returned home empty handed. But he did nothing hasty to pursue his goal of an oilfield on the USSR’s southern frontier, which he thought would also

  give him a secondary prize of acting as a buffer zone to secure that border. At this stage, winning the war and keeping on good terms with the Western Allies were far higher

  priorities. But within weeks of the German surrender the Soviets renewed their efforts. Kavtaradze was sent to negotiate in Tehran once more and was again turned down. Now the Iranian government

  said that the Majlis would decide, after new elections and when foreign troops had left Iranian soil. It was this that prompted the Soviets to use the threat of a separatist revolt in Azerbaijan to

  exert more pressure on Iran, with the hapless Ja’far Pishevari as their tool.




  The Soviet leadership in Moscow decided on the timing of the coup in Tabriz. It went ahead when Stalin thought the Iranians had played for time long enough. He calculated that now the war was

  over he had little to lose, though he turned out to be badly mistaken. The Western Allies became convinced that Russia’s interference in Iran was the prelude to a full-scale invasion of the

  Middle East and Turkey, though there was little solid evidence.




  The day after Pishevari made his ‘autonomy’ declaration, Iran appealed to Britain and the US for help. A local dispute principally about oil was thus turned into a potentially

  dangerous international incident, setting a pattern of cold war crises for years to come. The world would grow familiar with the mistrust and misunderstandings of the ‘superpowers’

  (though that term had not yet been coined), the poor intelligence sources on both sides, the highly inflated rhetoric, the fear of showing weakness. The Americans demanded that the Soviets cease

  backing the rebellious breakaway movement and allow the Iranian government to reassert its authority in Tabriz. The Soviets said their actions were necessary to restore order and to protect the Red

  Army garrison there.




  The wrangle over Iran nearly torpedoed the Moscow Foreign Ministers’ Conference, which began the week before Christmas 1945. The meeting was supposed to settle outstanding issues like the

  peace treaties in Korea and Italy, the composition of new governments in Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria and the establishment of a peace commission for China. But Iran overshadowed proceedings,

  especially when Stalin announced that Russia no longer intended to honour an agreement made at the Potsdam Conference of the Big Three in July to withdraw its troops from Iran

  by 2 March the following year. He said he feared ‘subversion and sabotage in Baku’, though that was deception. All sides agreed to meet again in the New Year to discuss the Iran

  question, but instead they had reached a stand-off.10




  One man made no attempt to hide his anger and frustration. US President Harry Truman had spent the eight months since he moved into the White House trying to work out how to deal with the

  Soviets. As he acknowledged, he had been inconsistent, even contradictory, which had got him to the point, as he told one of his chief aides soon after Christmas, ‘when we might any day be at

  war with Russia over Iran’. Now he made up his mind to follow a clear policy. At the beginning of January 1946 he wrote to his Secretary of State, James Byrnes:




  

    

      

        

          The Russians have been a headache ever since Potsdam. The presence now of Russian troops in Iran and the fact that Russia stirs up rebellion there . . . is an outrage if

          ever I saw one. There isn’t a doubt . . . that Russia intends an invasion of Turkey and the seizure of the Black Sea straits to the Mediterranean . . . Unless Russia is faced with an

          iron fist and strong language, another war is in the making. The only language they understand is ‘how many divisions do you have?’ I do not think we should play compromise any

          longer . . . I am tired of babying the Soviets.


        


      


    


  




  It had taken less than six months for wartime partners in the most destructive conflict in history to become enemies – as they were to remain for the next four decades.11




  





  
2




  The American Century




  ‘War is hell . . . but America had a hell of a War,’ the astute columnist Walter Lippmann said soon after VJ Day. The US experience of World War Two was

  entirely different from that of every other combatant nation. There was much hardship, to be sure, and loss of lives. But America was the only country to emerge from the conflict better off than

  when it entered it in 1941. No attempt had been made to invade and occupy the country; no cities were destroyed by bombs. There were no refugees roaming the American countryside, desperately

  searching for food and shelter as in much of Europe and Asia. There were no direct war casualties from military action in mainland America. Around 420,000 Americans from the services died in combat

  or went missing in action, which, given the scale of the fighting on three continents, is a modest number. British losses, at around 330,000 service personnel, were lower, but from a population

  about a quarter of America’s size. And combined American and British losses were fewer than Russian deaths in the Siege of Leningrad alone.1




  America’s economy boomed as never before. Its annual GNP doubled between 1940 and 1945 from $102 billion to $214 billion. Unemployment fell from 14.6 per cent to a historic low of 1.2 per

  cent. The war dragged the US out of the Depression. There had been rationing on a range of products such as milk, sugar, gasoline, rubber for tyres, some meats and vegetable oils, and even

  typewriter ribbon. But for most people, living standards improved dramatically as incomes rose by more than 50 per cent. The war was a leveller economically, unusually so in

  American history. The share of income of the top 5 per cent of the population fell by almost a fifth and remained that way until the gap began widening again in the 1970s.




  America was the granary of the world, and its industrial workshop. At the beginning of 1946 more goods were manufactured in the US than in the rest of the world put together. During the war,

  America had created a new financial system that ensured the US dollar would become the world’s chief trading currency, which it continued to be well into the twenty-first century. Most

  Americans believed not only that US soldiers had done most of the fighting to win the war but, justifiably, that American money had bankrolled the Allies to help with the rest.




  Immediately post-war, Americans wanted a brief period to celebrate victory. After that, the demands were equally uncomplicated. Dean Acheson, an advisor to the President who would become US

  Secretary of State three years later, put it in straightforward fashion. ‘I can state in three sentences what the popular foreign policies are among the people of the United States. 1. Bring

  the boys home. 2. No playing Santa Claus. 3. Don’t be pushed around.’ They also wanted the security that wealth could provide.




  Before the war the only substantial US military base outside homeland America was in the Philippines. But Pearl Harbor marked the beginning of America’s development as a military

  superpower. In 1946/47 the defence budget was $13 billion, 36 per cent of national spending and thirteen times more than it had been for each of the nine pre-war years. It was to remain at similar

  levels for the next three decades. By the end of the war, new naval and air bases had been leased in the Americas, in Iceland, Greece and Turkey, in Korea and the Middle East. More than half a

  million US troops were stationed in Europe. As it turned out, many thousands would remain for the next forty years – and America would be the strongest military power in Europe. But however

  counter-intuitive it might seem in retrospect, at the time it was assumed on both sides of the Atlantic that the GIs would soon return home. When the final details of D-Day

  were being planned in spring 1944, the US military’s top brass asked President Roosevelt how long he expected occupation troops to stay in Germany and elsewhere after the war was won. The

  Commander-in-Chief was explicit: ‘At least a year, maybe two,’ he replied. But not more.2 That was still America’s clear

  intention throughout 1946. It changed only when the Big Three alliance began falling apart and perceptions in Washington hardened about the USSR’s objectives in Europe. Meanwhile,

  America’s allies – including the Soviets – believed the same. Winston Churchill wrote a note to the British cabinet before VE Day emphasising the point: ‘We must not expect

  that the United States will keep large armies in Europe for long after the war,’ he said. ‘I doubt there will be any American troops in Europe four years after the

  cease-firing.’




  There was to be no return to isolationism. US soldiers, engineers and an army of idealistic bureaucrats would remake Japan as a modern democracy in the American image, but disarmed so it could

  never again pose a threat to its neighbours or to the United States. And though the plan was to bring the troops home, it was never the intention to withdraw from European peace-making and

  diplomacy. An American president had been the driving force behind the Treaty of Versailles after the First World War. Woodrow Wilson’s idealistic ‘Fourteen Points’ gave

  self-determination and independence to groups of newly free nations in the defeated Habsburg and Ottoman empires. But Wilson couldn’t carry the American public with him in his visionary idea

  of collective security ‘that will make the world safe for democracy’. The US Congress rejected membership of the League of Nations, one of the several reasons it was doomed to fail. In

  the 1920s American banks, encouraged by successive US governments, tried to bail out certain European countries bankrupted by the war. American loans funded Germany’s war reparations to the

  French and the British. After the Wall Street Crash America withdrew into itself in an attempt to deal with the Great Depression; the New Deal put America first and there were

  no foreign loans while Europe spiralled into catastrophe.




  But after World War Two, American policy-makers insisted it would be entirely different. The US would stay the course, remain involved and accept global commitments. ‘Europe is too

  important to be left to the Europeans,’ said one of the most influential presidential advisors. The balance of power had shifted inexorably. A new attempt would be made to create an

  international body to keep the peace: the United Nations, with America taking a lead role as one of the world’s four ‘policemen’.




  The main difference, however, became clear in the first postwar year. The US had a rival that posed a challenge, not only militarily and politically but ideologically, in a way that fascism

  never had. A confident America had saved the world from Hitler and Japanese imperialism, with wartime exports of arms and food. Now it would export its ideals of democracy, free trade, open markets

  and liberty in order to ensure the peace. It was put eloquently – and directly – to the leaders of the Soviet Union a few weeks after the end of the war by Harry Hopkins, one of

  Franklin Roosevelt’s closest confidants and well known as a strong supporter of America’s alliance with Russia:




  

    

      

        

          I have often been asked what interests we have in Poland, Greece, Iran, Korea. Well, I think we have the most important business in the world – and indeed the only

          business worthy of our traditions. It is this: to do everything within our diplomatic power to foster and encourage democratic governments throughout the world. We should not be timid about

          blazoning to the world our desire for the right of all peoples to have genuine civil liberty. We believe our dynamic democracy is the best in the world.


        


      


    


  




  The tone of ideological conflict was set.3


  

  *




  Throughout 1946, Harry S. Truman was one of the most unpopular presidents in American history. Widely respected later as the leader who turned his country

  into the global colossus America has been since World War Two, he was dismissed as a lightweight for much of his first term in the White House. He was lampooned in the press as a political pygmy

  compared to his predecessor. Cartoons had portrayed Roosevelt as a boxer in a ring out-punching his opponents or, more often, as a nimble acrobat balancing on a high wire – misleadingly, as

  Washington insiders and everyone in the media knew he was wheelchair-bound and couldn’t walk unaided. Truman was invariably depicted as a passive weakling. Bumper stickers on cars read

  ‘To err is Truman’. A recording was made using a play on the lyrics of a popular song: ‘I’m just mild [wild] about Harry.’ In a Gallup poll at the start of 1946 only 9

  per cent of the public thought a Democrat could win the Presidential election in two years’ time.




  To succeed America’s longest-serving president, an immense figure on the world stage, would have been a hard act for anybody to follow. But an impression soon took hold that Truman just

  wasn’t up to the job. The conventional view from the 1960s onwards has been that Truman was a ‘nearly great’ president, that he called the big things right. Biographers hailed him

  as ‘a backwoods politician who became a world statesman’. Some depicted his story, the man from Independence, Missouri, as an epitome of the American Dream: an ordinary man whose

  extraordinary strength of character led him to triumph over adversity. But in his first couple of years in office it seemed that the bespectacled, plain-looking, simple-sounding Midwesterner who

  spoke so prosaically was unfit to take the place of the suave, sophisticated political genius whose uplifting rhetoric had inspired the nation in peace and war for a dozen years. The late President

  had certainly shared this view. Roosevelt was a great leader but he had one glaring fault: he did nothing to prepare his successor for office. Though, in his first Inaugural Address in 1933, he had

  declared that ‘no one man is indispensable’, he didn’t seem to believe it. Even one of his close aides, a loyal admirer, admitted that ‘Franklin

  Roosevelt’s idea of the Presidency was himself in the Oval Office.’4




  Roosevelt was warned in 1944 that, with his severe heart problems and weak lungs, he would be very lucky to survive a fourth term. But he ignored medical advice and ran for election anyway,

  believing that his famous luck would hold. He had barely known the running mate his aides had selected for simple political reasons: in order to win a convincing victory in 1944 the Democrats

  needed to shore up votes in the Midwest and parts of the south. Truman had not sought nomination – a factor in his favour in Roosevelt’s eyes – and he needed a lot of persuasion

  to be on the ticket. The two met just twice in the eighty-two days between the inauguration and the President’s death, and in the last of those meetings – on the eve of his departure

  for the Yalta Conference – Roosevelt with his usual insouciance told his deputy ‘not to bother me unless it is extremely urgent.’ Many on the President’s staff mocked the

  new Vice-President, whom they labelled ‘The Second Missouri Compromise’.2




  Truman had never even set foot inside the ‘map room’ in the White House – the equivalent of today’s ‘situation room’ – where the President, the Joint

  Chiefs of Staff and their intelligence advisors met each afternoon to review the progress of the war. He had not been told about the development of the atomic bomb, nor any significant military

  secrets. He was given no inside information about the personal dealings between the ‘Big Three’ leaders and never shown their correspondence. He saw no files about the USSR, nor had any

  ideas about the President’s post-war plans that he could not have read in the New York Times. Roosevelt never thought he would die and be replaced by Harry Truman. When he suffered a fatal stroke in Warm Springs, Georgia on 12 April 1945, his successor had almost no experience in foreign affairs – at a grave point in America’s most critical

  conflict. He had left America only once, as an artillery officer during the First World War, commanding a gun battery in France. His superiors reported that he showed a flair for leadership and was

  remarkably cool under fire.




  Truman had seen for himself how ill Roosevelt was. A few days before the election he told a friend that the President ‘is in such a feeble condition . . . pouring cream into his tea he got

  more in the saucer than the cup. There doesn’t appear to be any mental lapse, but physically he is going to pieces. I am very worried about him.’ Yet he was genuinely surprised when

  Roosevelt died and, just three weeks short of his sixty-first birthday, he was thrust into a position he was ambivalent about accepting.5




  Truman carefully crafted a modest, no-nonsense demeanour and favoured homespun platitudes – ‘the buck stops here’, for example – which he would pronounce with a

  noticeable Missouri twang. Most of this was real, but much was ‘spin’, similar to the way in which he would exaggerate later, adding ‘colour’ and, on occasion, telling

  downright lies about himself and others in his memoirs. Harry Truman was far more complex than the image he cultivated. Privately, like so many presidents, he was foul-mouthed, though unlike a

  large number of them, he was entirely devoted to his wife. His sins were late-night bourbon and poker sessions with highly dubious cronies, mostly fellow Freemasons. Detractors who knew

  Roosevelt’s smart set were unimpressed by the visitors attracted to Truman’s White House which, according to one, ‘evoked the lounge of the Lion’s Club of Independence,

  Missouri, where the odour of the ten-cent cigar competed with the easy laughter of the risqué story.’




  He was modest but could be petulant; in reality he had a high opinion of himself. He admired Roosevelt enormously but could see his faults and he never fawned. He confided privately a day

  after Roosevelt’s death that ‘I don’t believe the US wants any more fakers as presidents – Teddy [Roosevelt] and Franklin were enough’.




  A snappy dresser, Truman invariably wore a double-breasted, light-coloured suit. He sometimes changed shirts two or three times a day. He had a congenital eye disease – which he lied about

  in order to get into the army reserve – and was the only American president of the twentieth century to wear spectacles at all times, even in the White House swimming pool. ‘Without

  them I’m as blind as a mole,’ he admitted. Even with high prescription glasses he had distorted vision.3 He had little of the false bonhomie

  adopted by many politicians. Charles ‘Chips’ Bohlen, one of his principal foreign service aides and later US Ambassador to the Soviet Union, described him as ‘the coldest man I

  ever met. He didn’t give a damn for me or for anyone else in the world as far as I could see.’ Yet Bohlen grew to admire him enormously as ‘the President who brought this country

  into the twentieth century.’6




  Truman came from humble stock. He spent a decade in his youth as a dirt-poor farmer on family land that was later repossessed by the bank. After World War One, he opened a haberdashery store in

  Independence that famously went broke. Strictly in character, he never filed for bankruptcy; as a senator a decade later he was still paying off his creditors. In money

  matters he was personally incorruptible and honest, one of the few presidents to have left the White House significantly poorer than when he entered it. Yet he owed his entire political career to a

  notorious racketeer.




  For two decades between the wars, ‘Boss’ Tom Pendergast controlled Kansas City business and the State of Missouri’s elected offices. The Pendergast ‘machine’ was

  sophisticated. It went beyond stuffing ballot boxes and other vote-rigging tactics. It turned politics, prohibition, prostitution and gambling into thriving enterprises, the profits of which could

  be invested into more legitimate areas. Truman never took cash for favours, thus squaring his conscience, but he depended on the Pendergast machine to deliver, by hook or by crook, large lopsided

  majorities for ‘his’ candidates. Typically, Truman stayed loyal to Pendergast well after it was politically expedient to do so, and even after Pendergast was convicted of tax evasion

  and sent to Leavenworth jail Truman defended him. ‘He has been a friend to me when I needed it,’ he said. ‘I am not one to desert a ship when it is about to go down.’

  Besides, Truman admired Pendergast, ‘. . . even if he did own a bawdy house, a saloon and a gambling establishment, because he was a man of his word.’ He was not ‘a hypocrite like

  the snivelling church members who played with whores, drank and sold out to the Big Boss on weekdays but then repented on Sunday.’47




  In office, President Truman grew into a generous, near visionary internationalist on the world stage, but in many ways he was a man of his place and time. His diaries and

  private letters are littered with the casual racism of his era. He invariably called Mexico ‘Greaserdom’ and used terms like ‘nigger’, ‘coon’, ‘dago’

  and ‘Jew clerk’. When he referred to New York City at all, he usually called it ‘kike town’. In a letter to his wife he wrote: ‘I think one man is as good as another

  so long as he is honest and decent and is not a nigger or a Chinaman . . . It is race prejudice, I guess, but I am strongly of the opinion that negroes ought to be in Africa, Asians in Asia and

  white men in Europe and America.’ Yet one of his closest friends, his partner in the failed haberdashery business, was a practising Jew, Eddie Jacobson, whom he had met in the army. He was

  aware of his racism and said he tried to battle against it. As President, he spoke out more forcefully for civil rights for African Americans than any of his predecessors since Abraham Lincoln,

  including the ‘New Deal’ President, FDR.8




  Truman felt no inferiority complex when he entered the White House, though he disliked the ‘snobbery’ of the smooth Ivy League officials who prospered in the Roosevelt

  administration, particularly those from the foreign service – ‘the men in striped pants’, he called them. He felt he had to exert his authority early on and needed to look

  decisive. His chief fault at the beginning of his presidency, as his admirers admitted, was that sometimes he made up his mind too quickly. ‘He gave the impression that he would decide first

  and then think things through later,’ said Henry Wallace, his predecessor as Vice-President, and Commerce Secretary until Truman fired him – decisively – later in 1946. He knew

  his own weaknesses and strengths. A year into his presidency he told one of his poker-playing chums, with false modesty, ‘I may not have much in the way of brains but I have enough . . . to

  get hold of able people and give them a chance.’9




  Truman liked to see things in black and white. He urged his aides to bring him straightforward solutions to problems which could be presented to him on a single sheet of paper, or as Charles

  Bohlen once said, ‘two at the most’. But the biggest problem the US faced, or Truman believed that the US faced, was how to deal with the Soviet Union and its

  dictator – and there was no simple answer. He was receiving conflicting advice. ‘Stop babying the Soviets’ was an instinct, not a policy. Throughout much of 1946 he was searching

  for ways to turn his instinct into firm and practical action.




  





  
3




  The Russians: ‘A Tsarist People’




  At around nine p.m. on 25 January 1946 a nervous-looking man with a long but neatly brushed goatee beard was ushered into Stalin’s office in the Kremlin. He was

  Igor Kurchatov, forty-three, one of the most talented Russian scientists of his, or any other, generation. With Stalin were two other much-feared Soviet potentates, Vyacheslav Molotov, the Foreign

  Minister, and Lavrenti Beria, the notorious head of the NKVD, or secret police. The meeting lasted just over an hour. It set the course for the nuclear arms race during the Cold War – and for

  the atomic age.




  Stalin wanted to know what progress had been made in creating a Russian atom bomb. Kurchatov was straightforward. Progress had been slow because of lack of resources, he answered. Stalin was

  clearly uninterested in the science, but was keen to hear what the weapon could do for the security and prestige of the USSR. He told Kurchatov that possessing the Bomb was now the nation’s

  top priority – ‘it is our Task Number One’ – and the scientists would be given everything they needed to achieve it. ‘It is not worth doing on a small scale,’

  Stalin said. ‘It is necessary for the work to be done broadly, on a Russian scale . . . It is not necessary to seek cheaper paths.’ He promised that the scientists and engineers on the

  project would be treated well, given honours and prizes, cars, dachas, and extra food privileges, luxuries few Soviet citizens ever saw. ‘Surely it’s possible to ensure that several

  thousand people can live very well . . . and better than well. If a child doesn’t cry, the mother does not know what she needs. Ask for whatever you like. You

  won’t be refused.’1




  Beria was relieved of the day-to-day cares of running the NKVD, but made a deputy premier with general responsibility for State security. The sacrifice was immense for a nation devastated by war

  and it distorted the Soviet economy for decades to come. But Stalin, convinced that the USSR needed the bomb to survive, did not count the cost.




  The Soviets had been relatively unconcerned about atomic weapons until their deployment at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Stalin knew about the possibilities of nuclear fission, and had been aware for

  three years that the Americans and British were building a ‘new, experimental super-bomb’; his spies had told him. But he had also picked up on a telling point made by one of his

  scientists. Until early 1942 the scientific journals in the US and Britain had been full of theoretical papers about fission and particle physics. Then, abruptly, they stopped and nothing appeared

  about the latest work. ‘This silence is not the result of an absence of research,’ the distinguished physicist Georgi Flerov wrote to Stalin. ‘A seal of silence has been imposed

  and this is the best proof of the vigorous work now going on abroad.’2




  Stalin took note. He had seen intelligence reports from John Cairncross in Britain, the well-placed Fifth Man in the Cambridge spy ring, who was Private Secretary to Lord Hankey, a member of the

  War Cabinet. These reports referred to a project that British scientists estimated would take two to five years to complete in a joint effort with the US. At this point, though, Stalin was more

  concerned about weeks and months – the Soviet Union’s position, with much of the country occupied by the Germans, was critical. Even if a bomb was feasible, it couldn’t be built

  in time to make a difference to the war in the USSR, and he knew from other reliable intelligence sources that the German scientists were no more advanced than the Soviets in developing a weapon.

  In the autumn of 1942, more preoccupied by the battle in Stalingrad than theoretical physics, he authorised a modest nuclear project led by Kurchatov, reporting to Molotov,

  and ordered increased spying efforts in the US on what became the Manhattan Project.




  When Stalin went to the Potsdam Conference in July 1945, he knew that the Americans were ready to test the bomb. So when Truman approached him casually after the third day of conference sessions

  and told him ‘we have just tested a bomb of unusually destructive force’ (though, carefully, he did not use the words ‘nuclear’ or ‘atomic)’, the Vozhd (Leader),

  barely reacted. He calmly replied, ‘I am glad to hear it. I hope you will make good use of it against the Japanese.’ When he returned to his villa soon afterwards he told Molotov what

  had happened. The commander of Soviet land forces in Europe, Marshal Georgi Zhukov, the mastermind of the Battle for Berlin, was also there, as was one of Molotov’s young deputies, Andrei

  Gromyko, who reported the conversation in his diary: ‘They are trying to raise their price,’ the Foreign Minister, a man almost as ruthless as his master, said. ‘Let them,’

  Stalin replied. ‘We can talk to Kurchatov and get him to speed things up.’3




  It was only after the destruction of Hiroshima that Stalin seemed to realise that the bomb had changed the military balance, and ‘. . . that cannot be allowed’, he told Beria and a

  group of scientists on the day the second bomb was dropped, on Nagasaki. Dropping the bombs, he said, was an ‘act of super-barbarity . . . there was no need to use it. Japan was already

  doomed.’ He repeated what he had told Molotov at Potsdam, that the Americans and British ‘are hoping that we won’t be able to develop the bomb ourselves for some time . . . They

  want to force us to accept their plans for Europe and elsewhere in the world. Well, that’s not going to happen.’




  There is no record of any discussion about whether it was worth devoting vast resources to building a bomb. It was simply a given that the Soviets would try to match the United States. Stalin did not doubt for a moment that it was essential and urgent. Western diplomats, too, realised it was inevitable. ‘Victory over Germany . . . made the Soviet leaders

  confident that national security [was] at last within their reach,’ wrote the British Ambassador to Moscow, Sir Archibald Clark Kerr, at the end of December 1945. ‘Then plumb came the

  atomic bomb . . . at one blow the balance which had seemed set and steady was rudely shaken. Russia was balked . . . when everything seemed to be within their grasp. The 300 divisions were shorn of

  much of their value.’4




  How to deal with the new reality? Until his scientists could arm him with a weapon, Stalin would simply carry on as though the bomb wasn’t there and refuse to be intimidated, while the

  Americans worked out how to react. He knew from his spies that the US did not have many atom bombs ready for use – three or four at the end of 1945, nine by the middle of 1946 – not

  enough to deliver a knockout blow against the USSR and its armies. He hoped he could get a Soviet weapon by the time America’s nuclear forces were large enough to pose an overwhelming

  threat.




  Lavrenti Beria was the obvious choice to take charge of Task Number One. He was a monster, a mass murderer and a sexual predator on an epic scale, but he was also an exceptionally able

  organiser. Every task Stalin assigned him, from running purges, torture chambers and foreign espionage rings to handling huge construction projects with the use of forced labour, Beria had

  delivered with a chilling, ruthless efficiency. This would be no different. Though he was highly intelligent, unlike many of the other Soviet potentates, Beria never comprehended the science behind

  the project, not that it was an essential qualification for the job. Neither Roosevelt nor Churchill had ever understood the intricacies of the Manhattan Project, only the military power it would

  give them.




  Until Hiroshima, Beria had been deeply sceptical that the bomb would work. All the intelligence reports from the atomic spies passed across his desk and as one of his aides at the NKVD,

  Anatoly Yatskov, said, ‘Beria suspected disinformation from these reports, thinking [the Americans and British] were trying to draw us into huge expenditure of resources

  and effort on work which had no future. Beria remained suspicious about the intelligence even when work on the atomic bomb was in full swing in the Soviet Union. Once when an agent was reporting .

  . . [on new] information, Beria said to him “If this is misinformation I’ll put you all in the cellar.” ’5




  Even the mention of Beria’s name struck fear in most people – one of his Politburo colleagues, Anastas Mikoyan, said, ‘Just one remark like “Beria wants this done”

  worked absolutely without fail.’ But for the bomb project the executioner realised he had to use more subtle methods. He won the scientists’ loyalty by protecting them from others in

  the gargantuan Soviet bureaucracy and understanding that, for effective and creative scientific work, they needed the kind of intellectual freedom all but unknown in the USSR. He let them be. On

  occasions he would try to be pleasant, albeit in an ingratiating, unctuous manner. Beria was introduced to the brilliant young research physicist Andrei Sakharov, who would later become

  ‘father’ of the Soviet Union’s much more powerful H-bomb. Sakharov recalled that Beria’s ‘plump, moist and deathly cold handshake’ reminded him of death

  itself.6




  The Soviets were fortunate in finding Kurchatov. He was a brooding Russian intellectual of the old school, most of whom had been wiped out in the purges of the 1930s. Kurchatov had kept his head

  down during the terror. A man of broad literary and artistic tastes, as well as a supremely gifted scientist, he inspired affection – ‘a great soul, like a teddy bear, no one could ever

  be cross with him.’ But he was also fiercely patriotic and as practical and ruthless as he was imaginative. ‘He was complex, multi-layered, ideally suited for secret work,’ one

  colleague recalled.7




  Kurchatov was shown most of the intelligence material obtained by the Soviet spies in America during the war. By far the most valuable source was the physicist Klaus Fuchs, an

  émigré German communist who went to Britain in the early 1930s and was assigned by the British as one of their representatives on the Manhattan Project. He

  understood the science in a way the others did not. Kurchatov said the information ‘yielded huge, inestimable significance for our state of science . . . It allowed us to bypass many

  labour-intensive phases of our working out problems and to learn about new technical ways of solving them.’ Fuchs’s information also gave Kurchatov the appearance of possessing the

  Midas touch, a colleague recalled. Given the choice of two or three different ways of approaching a technical problem, Kurchatov seemed always to know which was the right course to take. As Molotov

  said later, ‘It was a very good intelligence operation by our Chekists [intelligence agents] . . . they neatly stole what we needed.’ But, ultimately, spying was not the crucial factor

  in the Russian bomb project. Soviet technicians and scientists were able, and once they were given the political backing, huge resources and uranium they needed, they got there by themselves. It

  was estimated later that the stolen intelligence gave the Soviets a head start of around eighteen months to two years.8




  Meanwhile Stalin allowed the scientists the kind of leeway given to few Soviet citizens. As long as they produced the goods. ‘Leave them in peace,’ he told Beria after meeting

  Kurchatov. ‘We can always shoot them later.’9




  *




  Stalin afforded grudging respect, if not admiration, to the other leaders of the ‘Big Three’. He saw Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill as major players that

  he could do business with on a more or less equal basis. He had little but contempt for their successors, however. Harry Truman was ‘a noisy shopkeeper’ who displayed poor intellect. As

  for Clement Attlee, he regarded the new Prime Minister in London as a lightweight, ‘a fool who doesn’t know how to use power’. He simply couldn’t understand how a figure

  with the stature and gifts of Churchill had lost the general election in Britain in July 1945, which was yet another reason to distrust ‘bourgeois

  democracy’.10




  At the beginning of 1946 Stalin was the only one of the victorious triumvirate still in place. But aged sixty-seven he was not the man he had been. The gap could hardly have been greater between

  the heroic figure of Soviet propaganda, the High Pontiff of the communist faith, and the rather sickly-looking man now in the Kremlin. He had been handsome in his youth, even dashing, though never

  physically prepossessing or impressive in large groups. He now looked shorter than his five feet four inches, and had developed a pronounced paunch that was not hidden by the baggy trousers and

  grey square-cut tunics that hung loosely around his body. Even on ceremonial occasions, when he often wore the trademark white uniforms he had designed himself, he looked stout. He shuffled, and

  his withered left arm hung stiffly at his side. The pockmarks on his skin from a childhood bout of smallpox were more pronounced. His moustache was scrawny, coarse and streaked with nicotine stains

  from the pipe he liked to fill with tobacco from cigarettes. His teeth were badly discoloured, and his eyes yellowish where once they had been amber – but they still lit up ‘in a flash

  of menace and fury’ when he heard something which displeased him.




  The Soviet leader still had a phenomenally good mind and read voraciously, everything from Russian and European history to American poetry. If his exceptional memory was beginning to fade just a

  little, it nonetheless remained a powerful force. He always seemed to have an apt quotation to hand. At one of the social engagements at the Yalta Conference a few months earlier he had at length

  quoted Walt Whitman to the American delegation – as well as reams of statistics about US steel production. Stalin hugely impressed foreign leaders and diplomats; ‘Smart as hell,’

  said Truman, who presumably did not know what the Marshal had said about him.




  Anthony Eden, who had seen Stalin in action at all the wartime conferences, said towards the end of the conflict that he would make him first choice as chief negotiator for

  any team going into any conference: ‘He never stormed. He was seldom even irritated. By more subtle methods he got what he wanted without having seemed so obdurate.’ Eden’s most

  senior official, Sir Alexander Cadogan, agreed. He wrote to his wife from Yalta that Stalin was much the most impressive of the Big Three. ‘He sat there for the first hour and a half or so

  without saying a word. There was no call for him to do so. The President [Roosevelt] flapped about; the PM [Churchill] boomed, but Joe just sat there, taking it all in and being rather amused. When

  he did chip in he never used a superfluous word and spoke very much to the point.’ In an official minute around the same time, Cadogan wrote simply of Stalin, ‘he is a great

  man’.11




  Stalin had always been a patient man. While he rose gradually to absolute power over the Communist Party and the State, he was always calculating, waiting for the right time to act. But now he

  was often irascible, irritable and unpredictable. ‘In the last years, Stalin began to weaken,’ said Molotov, his obedient lackey for decades. ‘Sclerosis comes to all with age in

  various degrees, but in him it was noticeable.’ He lost his temper and became conceited, ‘which was not a good feature in a statesman.’ Another of his underlings, Nikita

  Khrushchev, agreed that after the war ‘he wasn’t quite right in the head . . . He was very jittery. His last years were the most dangerous. He swung to extremes.’ He could still

  charm and manipulate, but he now grew increasingly autocratic.12




  There was no longer any pretence of anything other than one-person rule. Even during the Great Purge of the 1930s and the early years of the war, there had been a nod to a more collegiate ruling

  style. Now Stalin simply issued instructions. ‘Sometimes he would listen to others if he liked what they were saying,’ recalled Khrushchev. ‘Or else he might growl at them and

  immediately, without consulting anyone, formulate the text of a Resolution of . . . the Council of Ministers and after that the document would be published. It was completely

  arbitrary rule.’




  He took immense interest in the private lives of those close to him but, over time, as he grew ever more isolated from ordinary life and the Russian people, these numbered only the other members

  of the ruling elite. ‘He often appeared unannounced at their homes to try to establish what the hierarchy was within their families,’ recalled Lavrenti Beria’s son, Sergo Beria,

  who was often present at these visits. ‘He made sure the families of his underlings did not see too much of each other – he feared friendships would lead to coalitions against him. He

  did not allow them to be absent for even a few hours without knowing where they were. A conversation between them of any length aroused his suspicion. He did not like them to have evening parties

  at their own homes. Any meeting without his supervision was suspect in his eyes.’




  Stalin’s social life was confined to these ‘business associates’.13 Several times a week, at his insistence, Kremlin

  power brokers and, occasionally, visitors from other, mostly Eastern European communist parties would dine with him, usually at Kuntsevo, his dacha about fifteen kilometres west of Moscow. Refusal

  to attend was unthinkable. Here, work and ‘relaxation’ blurred seamlessly in ‘Rule by dining room’, as one Stalin biographer put it. They were ghastly bacchanals at which

  Stalin’s cronies would be ritually humiliated in order to provide entertainment for the Red Tsar. But they could be deadly serious. Once, after one of these drinking bouts, Khrushchev was on

  his way back to his Moscow apartment with another Party chieftain, the planning supremo Georgi Malenkov. With visible relief, he sank back into the seat and whispered, ‘One never knows if one

  is going home or to prison.’14




  As he got older Stalin turned more vicious to his entourage, men who – after him – were the most powerful people in the Soviet Union, and who inspired fear amongst their own

  underlings.




  He had always demanded obedience and endless sacrificial work from his subordinates. But as time wore on, he demanded supreme sycophancy, too. After the war he took long

  breaks, spending three or four months of the year away from his capital, usually at a villa near Sochi in the Crimea. These absences were not necessarily a relief to his circle back in the Kremlin,

  as the leader was often particularly moody and difficult when away from Moscow, and he humiliated them from afar with a string of rebukes by telegram. They learned to be even more wary when the

  leader was out of town.




  In the months following VE Day and throughout 1946 Stalin was angry with Molotov, a faithful communist from pre-revolutionary days, whom Lenin had nicknamed ‘Iron Arse’ because of

  his stiffness and formality. Leon Trotsky, an acute observer who loathed Molotov, described him as ‘the personification of mediocrity’. Yet to outsiders, Molotov – the only man to

  have shaken hands and exchanged pleasantries with Hitler, von Ribbentrop, Churchill, Roosevelt, Truman and Mao Zedong – seemed the most likely candidate to succeed to the top position if

  anything happened to Stalin.




  In the Western press, rumours began to appear that the Great Dictator’s health was ailing. One Norwegian paper called Molotov ‘the second citizen of the Soviet Union’. A small

  piece in the New York Times on 3 December 1945 claimed that ‘the Soviet Politburo has sent Stalin on vacation’ and a Reuters report on the same day announced, wrongly, that

  Molotov was responsible for a relaxation of press censorship in the USSR. This was all Stalin needed to put Molotov in his place.




  At the time, four of the most senior members of the Politburo shared power, and the workload, under Stalin: Molotov, Malenkov, Beria, and the wily Armenian economics expert Mikoyan. Two days

  after the New York Times story appeared, Stalin sent them a vitriolic cable from the Crimea blaming Molotov for permitting wrongheaded articles to be published in the foreign press

  ‘containing lampoons against the Soviet Government.’ Separately he wrote to three of the group, excluding Molotov:




  

    

      

        

          None of us has the right to change the course of our policies unilaterally, but Molotov has accorded himself this right. He gives foreigners an

          impression that he has his own policy distinct from that of the Government and of Stalin, and the impression that with Molotov the West can do business . . . Why? And on what grounds? . . .

          I thought we could confine ourselves to a reprimand of Molotov. But that is no longer enough. I am convinced that Molotov does not much value the interests of our state and the prestige of

          our Government, so long as he gains popularity among certain foreign circles. I can no longer regard this comrade as my first deputy . . . I send this only to the three of you. I have not

          sent it to Molotov as I do not trust the conscientiousness of some of those around him . . . I ask you to summon Molotov and read this telegram to him in full . . .


        


      


    


  




  They did as they were told: ‘We summoned M . . . he admitted that he had committed many serious mistakes, but he regarded the lack of trust in him as unjust and he shed some tears.’

  It was not enough to mollify Stalin. Molotov had to show total obeisance, and his fawning response makes for uncomfortable reading even today. He cabled Stalin on 6 December admitting that he had

  erred on the side of ‘false liberalism and committed a gross opportunistic mistake which has brought harm to our state.’ He went on: ‘Your . . . message is filled with deep

  distrust towards me, both as a Bolshevik and a person, which I take as a most serious warning for all my future work. I shall try through deeds to regain your trust, in which every honest Bolshevik

  sees not personal trust but also trust of the Party, which is dearer to me than my life.’




  Molotov was demoted and further humiliations followed, including the arrest and imprisonment of his beloved wife, Polina, but he remained at the highest levels of Party and State, albeit

  suitably chastised and terrorised.15


  

  *




  For Soviet citizens, Stalin was the state, its architect in the 1930s and its deliverer in the Great Patriotic War. For most communist believers

  throughout the world he was still the keeper of the flame, and after the war the personality cult built around him grew to inflated proportions. Pictures and busts of him were everywhere in the

  USSR. ‘When he spoke in public you didn’t want to be identified as the first one to stop applauding,’ one old Bolshevik recalled.




  Stalin said it was simply a political tool and that socialism needed heroes: ‘The Russians are a Tsarist people . . . they need Tsars,’ he told his clique. But he took elaborate

  trouble to burnish the image, attending to the smallest minutiae with his usual meticulous attention to detail. In 1946 he edited a short biography of himself that would be published on 1 January

  the following year. He went through the text personally with the utmost care, it was too important a job to be left to anyone else. When he wasn’t satisfied he added sentences. The master of

  the Soviet Union and its new empire added to the manuscript in his own hand: ‘Comrade Stalin’s genius enabled him to divine the enemy’s plans and defeat them. The battles in which

  Comrade Stalin directed the Soviet armies are brilliant examples of operational military skill . . . Although he performed his task as leader of the Party and the people with consummate skill and

  enjoyed the unreserved support of the entire Soviet people, Stalin never allowed his work to be marred by the slightest hint of vanity, conceit or self-adulation.’16




  





  
4




  Stunde Null – Zero Hour




  They were still finding bodies near the coalface a month after the accident. Three days before the New Year, as the afternoon shift was coming to an end at the colliery

  in Peine, just east of Hanover, forty-six miners plunged to their deaths and dozens more were injured when a cage (elevator) taking them to the surface fell hundreds of feet down the pit shaft. The

  mine was in the German industrial heartland of the Ruhr, so vital for the economic rebirth of the country, and an area that fell under British jurisdiction. An inquiry was set up immediately. At

  the end of January 1946, Arthur Street, the British Occupation zone’s most senior civil servant, concluded that the disaster was caused by carelessness and human factors that could have been

  prevented.




  Safety regulations in the mine had not been enforced because of a dangerous shortage of senior engineers with mining experience, Street told the British Military Governor, Field Marshal Bernard

  Montgomery. A cable in the mine shaft that was supposed to have held the cage in place had snapped. The regulations stated that all transportation equipment for miners should be checked regularly

  – at least once a week. But the pit shaft had not been examined for many weeks as the colliery no longer had a safety manager. ‘The clamp which holds the cable in place was not properly

  adjusted . . . the second shaft which should have been used to evacuate the injured was not in working order and the cage doors were improperly fitted,’ Street’s report said. More than

  half the managers and senior engineers in Germany’s coal mines had been removed in the past few months because they had been members of the Nazi Party, Street reminded

  Montgomery. They had included those at Peine.1




  A few days after concluding his report, Street was again called in to investigate, this time following an even more deadly accident. Early in the afternoon of 20 February a massive gas and coal

  dust explosion ripped through the Monopol-Grimberg mine at Unna, around twenty kilometres east of Dortmund. Nearly five hundred men were trapped underground. Just weeks earlier most of the

  mine’s inspectors and managers had been fired because of their Nazi affiliations. They had been replaced, as a temporary measure, by long-retired inspectors who were no longer up to the job,

  or young men who had been press-ganged to work in the mines but had very little experience. The rescue crew sent to free the trapped miners had no training and was totally incompetent to handle a

  disaster of this scale. There was only one manager left at the Unna colliery with any expertise or knowledge of the mine. But as Street told Montgomery in his second report on a Ruhr mining

  disaster in weeks, this man, a chief inspector, was unfit for work.




  ‘Towards midnight on the day of the explosion it became clear that operations were not proceeding to any set plan, although ample material and sufficient appliances had been

  provided,’ said Street, and the inspector in charge was suffering from a serious breakdown. ‘He was unable to concentrate on his work and . . . [was] extremely nervous.’ A week

  earlier he had been denounced by workers at the mine as an enthusiastic National Socialist and arrested by occupation investigators, whose job was to cleanse Germany of fascism. He was released

  pending further enquiries and was, for the time being, allowed to return to work. But he was a broken and terrified man – ‘not suitable to be in charge of rescue work,’ Street

  stated. In the early hours of the morning the former director of the mine – a well-known Nazi Party member from the early 1930s, much loathed in the neighbourhood – was released from

  jail to manage the crisis. With some quick and effective action he was able to save 57 of the trapped miners, but 417 men died. It was the worst coal-mining disaster in German

  history.




  The two accidents might well have happened anyway. It is unlikely that the absence of senior mining officials in Germany at the time was the only, or perhaps the principal, cause of the

  disasters. But many Germans believed that it was and saw their occupiers’ efforts to seek out and condemn ‘ordinary’ Nazis as unjust, futile and counterproductive. More to the

  point, the Allies, at least the British, Americans and French in the Western zones, soon came to see things the same way. The accidents at Unna and Peine starkly highlighted the dilemma the Allies

  faced – and marked the turning point of the Occupation, transforming it from an act of retribution into an experiment in paternalism; from reforming zeal into crowd control. The Germans were

  starving; millions of desperate refugees were streaming into the occupied zones. The most pressing need was to revive the country’s desperate economy and rebuild its ruined social structure.

  Without the mines to fuel the engine of German industry, it couldn’t be done.




  And it couldn’t be done without the Nazis. A month after the explosion at the Monopol-Grimberg mine, Arthur Street wrote to his superiors in London. ‘We are very much alive to the

  dangers inherent in too drastic a policy of de-Nazification in industry. These . . . [mining] disasters may well be an indication that we have already gone dangerously fast in pressing our present

  policy.’ In the first six months after the war 333 mining officials in the British zone had been fired, jailed, or suspended while they were investigated for Nazi Party affiliations. Within

  weeks of the Unna disaster 313 of them had got their jobs back.2




  *




  The Germans called it Stunde Nul – Zero Hour. Of course there is no such thing, in life or history; nothing starts from nowhere. But with total defeat, unconditional

  surrender and occupation by foreign armies, it seemed that way to the Germans. More than five and a half million of them had died in a war that left their country all but

  destroyed physically and, in the eyes of the rest of the world, morally. Simply to survive amidst the chaos and rubble required a major effort of body and mind. And resilience. Between fourteen and

  fifteen million Germans were homeless, not including the eight to nine million former slave labourers the Nazis had imported from the lands they conquered, concentration camp survivors, and

  prisoners of war roaming the countryside or in ‘displaced persons’ camps. It was the biggest refugee crisis anywhere in the world, before or since.




  The cities were eerie places. George Clare, a soldier who had lived in Berlin before the war, returned for the first time in early 1946 and described it in his memoir Berlin Days:




  

    

      

        

          The most striking impression was not visual but aural. The 1938 Berlin had assaulted one’s ears with lively and strident crescendos, harsh . . . high decibel; a

          medley of blaring car horns, squeaking brakes, clanging trams, shouting newspaper sellers. But now, like slow drumbeats . . . each sound rose and remained alone, the clip-clop of often

          wooden-soled footsteps, the rattle of a handcart, the chugging of a wood-fuelled bus, the gear crash of an army lorry. This absence of the constant roar of city life was more unsettling

          than the sight of bombed and shelled buildings, of jagged outlines of broken masonry . . . I’d been prepared for that, but not for a city hushed to a whisper.3


        


      


    


  




  The devastation in other cities, too, was almost complete. More than three and a half million city apartments were destroyed by American and British bombing and many hundreds of thousands from

  Soviet shellfire as the Red Army headed west.




  Between a third and a half of Germany’s entire housing stock had been destroyed, considerably more damage than the Luftwaffe inflicted on Britain during the Blitz. Cologne was 70 per cent

  destroyed, Hamburg 53 per cent, Hanover 51 per cent, Dortmund 60 per cent. Munich was so devastated that, returning above ground one morning from a bomb shelter, it seemed to

  the brilliant diarist Victor Klemperer that it ‘truly did almost make one think that the Last Judgment was imminent.’ To Anne O’Hare McCormick of the New York Times, one of

  the best reporters on the aftermath of World War Two, millions of people were living ‘in medieval fashion surrounded by the broken down machines of the twentieth century.’4




  The Allies had originally intended to be harsh on Germany. The American ‘mission statement’ after VE Day, JC1067, declared: ‘It should be brought home to the Germans that . . .

  their ruthless war and the fanatical Nazi resistance has destroyed the German economy and made chaos and suffering inevitable . . . Germans cannot escape responsibility for what they have brought

  on to themselves. Germany will not be occupied for the purposes of liberation but as a defeated enemy nation.’ The top priority of post-war planners was to ensure that a Germany once again

  driven by militarism did not use its power to start yet another conflict in Europe. And both the Americans and the British calculated that the problem of how to deal with the Soviet Union could be

  resolved when the victory over Germany was won.




  During the last two years of the war the US had endorsed a plan by one of Franklin Roosevelt’s favourite financiers, Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, who had developed many of the New

  Deal policies of the 1930s. Morgenthau’s idea was to split up Germany into small regions, entirely divest it of industry and the ability to manufacture modern armaments and

  ‘pastoralise’ the country, turning it into an agrarian, peasant economy that would be powerless to wage war on its neighbours again. But when American soldiers and officials reached

  Germany, they saw how unrealistic and foolhardy the plan was. Conditions were, according to the senior War Department official John McCloy, a personal emissary sent to Europe by Truman immediately

  after VE Day, ‘worse, far worse, than you can possibly imagine’ – and things needed to improve fast.




  A major rethink was soon under way in Washington, led by the highly influential and experienced Defense Secretary, Henry Stimson, who had been an advisor to American

  presidents since before the First World War. He told Truman that ‘a nation like Germany can’t be reduced to a peasant level without creating the breeding ground for another war.’

  If prosperity in one part of the world helped to create prosperity in another, as Americans firmly believed, the same was true of poverty. ‘Enforced poverty is even worse for it destroys the

  spirit, not only of the victims but debases the victor. It would be just such a crime as the Germans themselves . . . perpetrated against their victims. It would be a crime against civilization

  itself . . . [Morgenthau’s proposals] are an open confession of the bankruptcy of hope for a reasonable economic and political settlement of war.’ Truman was told something similar by

  one of his predecessors, former President Herbert Hoover, when they met at the White House after the war was won. ‘You can have vengeance or peace, but you can’t have

  both.’5 Truman was convinced. He ditched the Morgenthau plan, and soon afterwards ditched Morgenthau too, unceremoniously firing him. Truman even

  went as far as describing Morgenthau as ‘a blockhead and a nut, who doesn’t know shit from apple butter’. This was perhaps overly harsh, since even if he didn’t know much

  about Germany, Morgenthau, a successful banker, certainly ‘knew’ money.




  The British had already reached the same conclusion: a punitive peace would be disastrous and would leave Europe devastated, unable to recover. A Cabinet minute to the Foreign Office in the

  autumn of 1945 made the argument plainly: ‘Unless we do what we can to help, we may lose next winter what we won at such terrible cost last spring . . . Desperate men are liable to destroy

  the structure of their society to find in the wreckage some substitute for hope. If we let . . . [Germany and Europe] go cold and hungry we . . . [will] lose some of the

  foundations of order on which the hopes for worldwide peace depend.’ The Russians saw things differently. Around twenty-five million Soviet citizens had been killed in what they called the

  Great Patriotic War, eight million of them soldiers. The Germans had raped and pillaged their way through thousands of villages in Russia, Ukraine, Byelorussia; now a defeated Germany must pay

  reparations for their crimes and never again be in a position to wage war on the USSR. To the Soviets, the revival of Germany and the rest of Europe, particularly Western Europe, was of minor

  importance; another reason that the partnership between the wartime allies began to dissolve, ending their marriage of convenience.5




  *




  At the end of the war the Western Allies had no clear idea of what they would or could do in Germany. George Kennan, one of the State Department’s most senior post-war

  policymakers, later recalled, ‘At the moment we accepted . . . responsibility we had no programme for the rehabilitation of the economy of our zone.’ But while they were making up their

  minds, conditions for the German people worsened. For many survivors, the months after the war were harder than anything they had experienced during the conflict itself. Since the end of 1943, when

  many Germans had begun to realise they were losing the war, a remark had become commonplace in Germany: ‘Better enjoy the war; the peace will be terrible.’ A poor harvest, disrupted

  transport links and a bad winter had depleted already low food stocks. The division of the four Occupation zones – American, British, French and Soviet – had been decided after the

  Yalta Conference in February 1945. By then victory in Europe was assured, but nobody knew for certain exactly where the Allied armies would be when, eventually, the Germans

  surrendered.6




  The food shortages were most acute in the British zone. The British occupied the industrial powerhouse of Germany, but there was little agricultural land. The region was

  unable to feed itself and depended on food from the traditional German farming lands in the east – Thuringia, Saxony, Pomerania – now controlled by the Soviet Union. A British Foreign

  Office minute to Churchill shortly before he left office warned that ‘German misery . . . will be on a scale unknown in Europe since the Middle Ages’. And so it proved.7




  During the winter of 1945–46 there was mass starvation in Germany, with the British zone by far the worst affected. Montgomery had said at the end of the war that he had little sympathy if

  the Germans went hungry as ‘they had brought it on themselves.’ Months later, having seen for himself the results of malnutrition, he changed his mind. In early 1946 he wrote an urgent

  note to the Cabinet warning of a ‘catastrophe’ if no extra rations were sent. ‘There would be famine conditions to an extent which no civilised people should inflict on their

  beaten enemies,’ he said. At nearly the same time General Lucius Clay, Montgoery’s American counterpart, sent a similar cable to his superiors in Washington. ‘Some cold and hunger

  . . . [is] necessary to make the German people realise the consequences of a war which they caused,’ he wrote. ‘But this . . . suffering should not extend to the point where it results

  in starvation and sickness.’ Clay also told officials in London that rations in the British zone ‘can hardly maintain life.’8




  The United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, which was feeding refugees in displaced-persons camps in Germany, but not German citizens, recommended that an adult in work needed

  2,430 calories a day ‘as subsistence’. In the British zone, the average daily consumption in the autumn of 1945 was 1,500 calories; by February 1946 that had decreased to 1,100. It was

  enough to survive, but only just, and not for any sustained work.




  Early that year, Konrad Adenauer, appointed Mayor of Cologne when the city was liberated and later a much-celebrated Chancellor of West Germany, was removed from his post

  by the British occupation force after complaining, amongst other things, about the food shortages. He wrote to friends and admirers in Switzerland to beg for extra food and vitamins for his son,

  penicillin for his wife and cheese and Nescafé for himself. He said that without help from outside, his family could not have survived the eighteen months after the war. Yet the martinet

  Brigadier John Barraclough, when he sacked Adenauer, told him that he was ‘politically unreliable and a troublemaker.6’ The historian Ernst

  Jünger who, as a Nazi fellow traveller and apologist for Hitler actually was politically unreliable, also received extra food from friends and readers, who dipped into their own rations

  to help feed him. But he spoke for many when he told the British Occupation authorities that the rations for most of the people he knew were half what they had been the previous autumn: ‘This

  is a death sentence for many who up to now have only been able to keep their heads above water with the greatest effort, above all children, old people and refugees.’9
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