

[image: Image]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.










[image: image]









[image: Images]




TO JANE—


and for our grandchildren:


Milo, Jacob, and Nora




CONTENTS


[image: image]


AUTHOR’S NOTE


CAST OF CHARACTERS


Introduction: “Gorbachev Is Hard to Understand”


CHAPTER 1   Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth: 1931–1949


CHAPTER 2   Moscow State University: 1950–1955


CHAPTER 3   Climbing the Ladder: 1955–1968


CHAPTER 4   Regional Party Boss: 1969–1978


CHAPTER 5   Return to Moscow: 1978–1985


CHAPTER 6   What Is to Be Done? 1985–1986


CHAPTER 7   Onto the World Stage: March 1985–December 1986


CHAPTER 8   Two Scorpions in a Bottle: 1987


CHAPTER 9   Who’s Afraid of Nina Andreyeva? 1988


CHAPTER 10   Before the Storm: 1987–1988


CHAPTER 11   Summits Galore: 1987–1988


CHAPTER 12   1989: Triumph and Trouble at Home


CHAPTER 13   1989: Triumph and Trouble Abroad


CHAPTER 14   Coming Apart? 1990


CHAPTER 15   Coming Together? 1990


CHAPTER 16   To the Coup: January–August 1991


CHAPTER 17   The Coup: August 1991


CHAPTER 18   Final Days: August–December 1991


CHAPTER 19   Out of Power: 1992–2016


Conclusion: Understanding Gorbachev


GLOSSARY


ABBREVIATIONS


NOTES


BIBLIOGRAPHY


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


INDEX




AUTHOR’S NOTE


[image: image]


THREE ISSUES—RELATING TO POLITICAL LABELS, records of meetings of the ruling Communist party Politburo, and transliteration of Russian language—deserve special attention.


It became common practice during Gorbachev’s years in power for Soviet observers (and Westerners, too) to label his opponents as left-wing and right-wing. Hard-liners in the Communist party, the military, the security police, and elsewhere who resisted Gorbachev’s reforms were dubbed right-wingers. Democrats, especially radical democrats who pushed Gorbachev to make haste in creating a market economy, were known as left-wingers. But given the way such markers are generally used outside the USSR—with Communists usually described as leftwing, and true believers in a market economy known as right-wing—to use these labels in this book would be misleading. As a result, I have generally referred to those who resisted reforms as hard-liners or conservatives (even though the latter term can also be confusing), and to those who criticized Gorbachev for going too slowly as radicals or, when their stance was more moderate, liberals.


Beginning in 1966, official working transcripts (rabochie zapisi) were made of Politburo meetings, initially on the basis of notes taken by the head of the Communist party Central Committee’s general department, and later by professional stenographers. When Gorbachev was party general secretary, his aides Anatoly Chernyaev, Georgy Shakhnazarov, and Vadim Medvedev, the first two of whom attended Politburo meetings without the right to speak, also took detailed notes. Many of these aides’ accounts have been available in the archive at the Gorbachev Foundation (Gorbachev Fond) in Moscow. Quite a few “official” working transcripts have also become available, many of them in a collection called Fond 89, made public by then Russian president Boris Yeltsin in 1992. The Fond 89 documents at the Russian State Archive of Contemporary History (RGANI) in Moscow were subsequently microfilmed by the Hoover Institution at Stanford University. The Dmitry Volkogonov Collection at the Library of Congress contains Volkogonov’s own selection of Politburo working transcripts. The National Security Archive (NSA) in Washington, where I did much of my work, possesses working transcripts from Fond 89 and the Volkogonov Collection, as well as other Politburo documents collected by the archive’s staff. As far I can tell, official working transcripts and Gorbachev aides’ notes on Politburo meetings are not substantially different when they cover the same conversations, but the official transcripts are longer since Gorbachev aides’ notes naturally devoted particularly detailed attention to his words. The official transcripts pay more attention to comments by other Politburo members, some of them critical of Gorbachev, perhaps also influenced by the man supervising preparation of these transcripts, Gorbachev aide Valery Boldin, who was increasingly disenchanted with his boss. 1


Both sets of Politburo records are cited in this book. Unless otherwise noted, it can be assumed that those cited from the READD-RADD collection at the National Security Archive are official transcripts, whereas those read at the Gorbachev Fond Archive (GFA) are notes taken by Chernyaev, Shakhnazarov, or Medvedev, who are named in this book’s endnotes when their notes are attributed to them in the documents. The sources of other records I cite from other books, including the (so far) twenty-six volumes of Gorbachev’s collected works, Sobranie sochinenii, and other collections of documents published in Russia and the West, are identified in those books.


There are several systems of transliteration of the Russian language. Throughout the text of this book, I have used transliteration that will be most familiar or most accessible to the non-Russian reader and most likely to capture the sound of Russian. However, when I cite specific Russian-language material in the notes and bibliography, I employ the Library of Congress transliteration system, which is often used in library catalogs. So, for example, although Anatoly Chernyaev, one of Gorbachev’s longtime, close aides, appears as such in the text, when I refer to his Russian-language publications, I spell his name, Anatolii Cherniaev.


During the period covered in the bulk of this book, Ukraine was part of the Soviet Union. In that time, Russian versions of Ukrainian personal and place-names were used in official, and often in unofficial, discourse. For that reason, and to avoid confusing the reader, I use the Russian versions—except for material published after Ukraine became an independent state.
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ABALKIN, LEONID Economist, deputy chairman of USSR Council of Ministers, 1990–1991.


ABULADZE, TENGIZ Georgian film director of Repentance.


ADAMOVICH, ALES Byelorussian writer and critic who served as USSR Supreme Soviet deputy after 1989.


AFANASYEV, VIKTOR Editor in chief of Pravda, 1976–1989.


AFANASYEV, YURI People’s deputy of the USSR, cochair of the Interregional Deputies Group, 1989–1991.


AITMATOV, CHINGIZ Soviet and Kyrgyz author.


AKHMATOVA, ANNA Famed Russian poet (1889–1966).


AKHROMEYEV, SERGEI Marshal of the Soviet Union; chief of General Staff of the Soviet Armed Forces, 1984–1988; military adviser to Gorbachev, 1988–1991.


ALEKSANDROV-AGENTOV, ANDREI Foreign policy adviser to Communist party general secretaries from Brezhnev to Gorbachev, 1966–1986.


ALIEV, GEIDAR First secretary of the Azerbaijan Communist party, 1969–1982; first deputy chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers, 1982–1987; Politburo member, 1982–1987.


ALLISON, GRAHAM Professor at Harvard University Kennedy School of Government.


ANDREOTTI, GIULIO Italian foreign minister, 1983–1989; prime minister, 1989–1992.


ANDREYEVA, NINA Chemistry teacher and rank-and-file Communist party member who wrote article in Sovetskaya Rossiia in 1988, accusing Gorbachev of going too far with his reforms.


ANDROPOV, YURI General secretary of the CC CPSU, November 1982–February 1984; chairman of the KGB, May 1967–May 1982.


ARBATOV, GEORGY Founder and head of Academy of Sciences Institute for U.S. and Canada Studies, 1967–1995; member of the Central Committee; deputy of the USSR Supreme Soviet, 1985–1991; close adviser to Andropov and Gorbachev.


BAKATIN, VADIM Minister of the interior, 1988–1990; member of the Presidential Council, 1990–1991; chairman of the KGB, September–November 1991.


BAKER, JAMES, III George H. W. Bush’s secretary of state, 1989–1992; Reagan’s White House chief of staff, 1981–1985; secretary of the treasury, 1985–1988.


BAKLANOV, GRIGORY Russian writer.


BAKLANOV, OLEG Participant in the August 1991 coup; Central Committee secretary in charge of military-industrial matters, 1988–1991; minister of general machine building, 1983–1988.


BEKOVA, ZOYA Gorbachev classmate at Moscow State University.


BIKKENIN, NAIL Central Committee functionary.


BILAK, VASIL Slovak Communist leader.


BILLINGTON, JAMES U.S. librarian of Congress, 1987–2015.


BLACKWILL, ROBERT Special assistant to President George H. W. Bush for national security affairs, 1989–1991.


BOGOLYUBOV, KLAVDY Head of Central Committee’s general department, 1982–1985.


BOGOMOLOV, OLEG Economist, adviser to Andropov and Gorbachev; director of the Institute of Economics of the World Socialist System.


BOLDIN, VALERY Participant in the August 1991 coup; Gorbachev adviser, 1982–1991; head of Central Committee general department, 1987–1991; member of Presidential Council, 1990–1991; presidential chief of staff, 1990–1991.


BONDAREV, YURI Russian writer.


BONNER, ELENA Wife of Andrei Sakharov.


BOVIN, ALEKSANDR Foreign policy consultant to Communist party general secretaries.


BRAITHWAITE, RODRIC British ambassador to Soviet Union, 1988–1991.


BRAZAUSKAS, ALGIRDAS First secretary of the Lithuanian Communist party, 1988–1989; chairman of the Presidium of the Lithuanian Supreme Soviet, 1990.


BREZHNEV, LEONID CPSU general secretary, October 1964–November 1982.


BROVIKOV, VLADIMIR Chairman of Byelorussian Council of Ministers, 1983–1986; ambassador to Poland, 1986–1990.


BRUTENTS, KAREN First deputy head of Central Committee international department, 1986–1991; deputy director of international department, 1976–1986.


BRZEZINSKI, ZBIGNIEW National security adviser to President Jimmy Carter, 1977–1981.


BUDYKA, ALEKSANDR AND LYDIA Gorbachevs’ close friends in Stavropol and Moscow.


BURLATSKY, FYODOR Editor of Literaturnaya gazeta.


BUSH, GEORGE H. W. U.S. president, 1989–1993.


CARTER, JIMMY U.S. president, 1977–1981.


CEAUŞESCU, NICOLAE General secretary of the Romanian Communist party, 1965–1989; president of Romania, 1967–1989.


CHAZOV, YEVGENY USSR minister of health, 1987–1990; chief Kremlin physician.


CHEBRIKOV, VIKTOR Chairman of KGB, 1982–1988; Central Committee secretary, 1988–1989; Politburo member, 1985–1989.


CHENEY, DICK Secretary of defense under George H. W. Bush, 1989–1992.


CHERNENKO, KONSTANTIN CPSU general secretary, February 1984–March 1985.


CHERNYAEV, ANATOLY Close Gorbachev aide from 1986 onward; principal foreign policy adviser; head of Central Committee international department consultants group, 1961–1986; member of Central Committee, 1986–1991.


CHIKIN, VALENTIN Editor of Sovetskaya Rossiia.


CHIRAC, JACQUES French prime minister, 1986–1988.


CLINTON, BILL U.S. president, 1993–2001.


CZYREK, JÓZEF Top aide to Polish president and Communist party general secretary Wojciech Jaruzelski.


DANIUSHEVSKAYA, GALINA Gorbachev classmate at MGU.


DE MICHELIS, GIANNI Italian foreign minister, 1989–1992.


DEMICHEV, PYOTR Politburo candidate member, 1965–1988; Soviet minister of culture, 1974–1986.


DOBRYNIN, ANATOLY Soviet ambassador to Washington, 1962–1986; head of Central Committee international department, 1986–1988.


DOLGIKH, VLADIMIR Central Committee secretary, 1972–1988; Politburo member, 1982–1988.


DOLINSKAYA, LIUBOV Gorbachevs’ neighbor in Stavropol.


DUBČEK, ALEXANDER First secretary of the Czechoslovak Communist party during and immediately after Prague Spring, January 1968–April 1969.


DUBININ, LIANA Wife of Soviet ambassador to Washington.


DUBININ, YURI Soviet ambassador to Washington, 1986–1990.


FALIN, VALENTIN Head of Central Committee international department, 1988–1991; Central Committee secretary, 1990–1991; Soviet ambassador to Federal Republic of Germany, 1970–1978.


FROLOV, IVAN Adviser to Gorbachev, 1987–1989; chief editor of Pravda, 1989–1991; Central Committee secretary, 1989–1990; Politburo member, 1990–1991.


GANDHI, RAJIV Indian prime minister, 1984–1989.


GATES, ROBERT CIA director, 1991–1993; deputy national security adviser, 1989–1991; CIA deputy director, 1986–1989.


GENERALOV, VYACHESLAV Deputy director of KGB directorate no. 9 in charge of Gorbachev’s security.


GENSCHER, HANS-DIETRICH Foreign minister and vice chancellor of Germany, 1974–1992.


GERASIMOV, GENNADY Soviet Foreign Ministry press spokesman.


GOLOVANOV, DMITRY Gorbachev classmate at MGU.


GONOCHENKO, ALEKSEI Gorbachev speechwriter in Stavropol.


GONZÁLEZ, FELIPE Spanish prime minister, 1982–1996.


GOPKALO, PANTELEI Maternal grandfather of Gorbachev.


GOPKALO, VASILISA Maternal grandmother of Gorbachev.


GORBACHEV, ALEKSANDR Mikhail Gorbachev’s brother.


GORBACHEV, ANDREI Paternal grandfather of Gorbachev.


GORBACHEV, MARIA Mother of Gorbachev.


GORBACHEV, SERGEI Father of Gorbachev.


GORBACHEV, STEPANIDA Paternal grandmother of Gorbachev.


GORBACHEV, RAISA Wife of Gorbachev.


GRACHEV, ANDREI Gorbachev press spokesman, 1991; deputy head of Central Committee international department, 1989–1991; section head in Central Committee international information department, 1986–1989; Gorbachev biographer.


GRANIN, DANIIL Soviet writer and USSR people’s deputy after 1989.


GRISHIN, VIKTOR First secretary of the Moscow city committee of the Communist party, 1967–1985; Politburo member, 1971–1986.


GROMYKO, ANDREI Soviet foreign minister, 1957–1985; chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, 1985–1988; Politburo member, 1973–1988.


GRÓSZ, KÁROLY General secretary of the Hungarian Communist party, 1988–1989; prime minister, 1987–1988.


GURENKO, STANISLAV Ukrainian Communist party first secretary, 1990–1991.


GUSENKOV, VITALY Raisa Gorbachev’s chief aide; Soviet diplomat in Paris in 1970s.


HAVEL, VÁCLAV Czech writer, dissident; Czechoslovak president, 1989–1992.


HONECKER, ERICH General secretary of the Central Committee of the Socialist Unity Party of (East) Germany, 1971–1989.


HOWE, SIR GEOFFREY British foreign secretary, 1982–1989.


HURD, DOUGLAS British foreign secretary, 1989–1995.


HUSÁK, GUSTÁV President of Czechoslovakia, 1975–1989; general secretary of Czechoslovak Communist party, 1969–1987.


IGNATENKO, VITALY Editor of Novoe vremia, 1986–1990; assistant and then director of press for President Gorbachev, 1990–1991.


IVASHKO, VLADIMIR First secretary of the Ukrainian Communist party, 1990; deputy to General Secretary Gorbachev, 1991.


JAKEŠ, MILOŠ General secretary of the Czechoslovak Communist party, 1987–1989.


JARUZELSKI, WOJCIECH President of the Republic of Poland, 1989–1990; first secretary of the PUWP, 1981–1989; Polish prime minister, 1981–1985.


KÁDÁR, JÁNOS General secretary of the Hungarian Communist party, 1956–1988.


KAGANOVICH, LAZAR Close associate of Stalin; rival to Khrushchev.


KALYAGIN, VIKTOR Rural district party boss near Stavropol.


KARAGODINA, YULIA Childhood friend and sweetheart of Gorbachev in Privolnoe.


KARMAL, BABRAK Communist leader of Afghanistan, 1979–1986.


KAZNACHEYEV, VIKTOR Gorbachev associate and deputy in Stavropol.


KHASBULATOV, RUSLAN First deputy chairman of the RSFSR Supreme Soviet, 1990–1991; chairman of the RSFSR Supreme Soviet, 1991–1993.


KHRUSHCHEV, NIKITA CPSU first secretary, 1953–1964; chairman of Council of Ministers, 1954–1964.


KIRILENKO, ANDREI Politburo member, 1962–1982.


KISSINGER, HENRY U.S. secretary of state, 1973–1977; national security adviser, 1969–1975.


KOCHEMASOV, VYACHESLAV Soviet ambassador to the GDR, 1983–1990.


KOHL, HELMUT Chancellor of Germany, 1990–1998; chancellor of Federal Republic of Germany, 1982–1990.


KOLBIN, GENNADY First secretary of the Kazakhstan Communist party, 1986–1989.


KOLCHANOV, RUDOLF Gorbachev classmate at MGU.


KORNIENKO, GEORGY USSR first deputy foreign minister, 1977–1986; first deputy head of CC CPSU international department, 1986–1988.


KOROBEINIKOV, ANATOLY Gorbachev speechwriter in Stavropol.


KOSYGIN, ALEKSEI Chairman of the Soviet Council of Ministers, 1964–1980; Politburo member, 1948–1952, 1960–1980.


KOVALEV, ANATOLY USSR deputy foreign minister, 1986–1991.


KRAVCHENKO, LEONID Chairman of Soviet Radio and Television, 1990–1991; head of Soviet Telegraph Agency, 1989–1990; first deputy chairman of the USSR State Committee for Television and Radio, 1985–1988.


KRAVCHUK, LEONID President of Ukraine, 1991–1994; chairman of Supreme Soviet of Ukrainian SSR, 1990–1991.


KRENZ, EGON General secretary of the Socialist Unity Party of the GDR, October 1989–December 1989.


KRIUCHKOV, VLADIMIR Leader of August 1991 coup; KGB chairman, 1988–1991; Politburo member, 1989–1991.


KULAKOV, FYODOR First secretary of Stavropol party committee, 1960–1964; Central Committee secretary, 1965–1978; Politburo member, 1971–1978.


KUNAYEV, DINMUKHAMED First secretary of Communist party of Kazakhstan, 1964–1986.


KVITSINSKY, YULI Soviet ambassador to West Germany, 1986–1990.


LANINA, OLGA, AND TAMARA ALEKSANDROVA Secretaries of Anatoly Chernyaev.


LAPTEV, IVAN Editor of Izvestiia, 1984–1990; chairman of the USSR Supreme Soviet’s Council of the Union, 1990–1991.


LATSIS, OTTO Researcher at Institute of the Economy of the World Socialist System, 1975–1986; journalist, 1986–1991.


LEBED, ALEKSANDR Soviet general; candidate for Russian president in 1996.


LENIN, VLADIMIR Main organizer of Bolshevik Revolution in 1917; leader of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, 1917–1922, and of the Soviet Union from 1922 until his death in 1924.


LEVADA, YURI MGU classmate of Raisa Gorbachev; Russian sociologist.


LYAKISHEVA, NINA MGU classmate of Raisa Gorbachev.


LIBERMAN, VOLODYA Gorbachev classmate at MGU.


LIGACHEV, YEGOR Politburo member, 1985–1990; Central Committee secretary, 1983–1990; first secretary of the Tomsk regional committee, 1965–1983.


LIKHACHEV, DMITRY Russian scholar; USSR people’s deputy.


LUKYANOV, ANATOLY Chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, 1990–1991; Central Committee secretary, 1987–1988; accused of participating in August 1991 coup.


MALENKOV, GEORGY Stalin associate; Khrushchev rival.


MAMARDASHVILI, MERAB MGU classmate of Raisa Gorbachev; Soviet philosopher.


MASLYUKOV, YURI Deputy chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers, 1985–1988; first deputy chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers and chairman of State Planning Commission, 1988–1991; member of Presidential Council, 1990–1991; Politburo member, 1989–1990.


MATLOCK, JACK F., JR. U.S. ambassador to Soviet Union, 1987–1991; special assistant to President Ronald Reagan for national security affairs, 1983–1986.


MATLOCK, REBECCA Wife of U.S. Ambassador Matlock.


MAZOWIECKI, TADEUSZ Polish prime minister, August 1989–December 1990.


MEDUNOV, SERGEI Krasnodar region party first secretary, 1973–1982.


MEDVEDEV, ROY Soviet dissident historian; USSR people’s deputy.


MEDVEDEV, VADIM Senior adviser to Gorbachev, 1991; Central Committee secretary, 1986–1990; Politburo member, 1988–1990.


MEDVEDEV, VLADIMIR Head of Gorbachev security detail.


MIKHAILENKO, VITALY Gorbachev associate in Stavropol.


MIKHALEVA, NADEZHDA Gorbachev classmate at MGU.


MITTERRAND, FRANÇOIS President of France, 1981–1995.


MLYNÁŘ, ZDENĚK Close friend of Gorbachev’s at MGU, 1950–1955; secretary of Czech Communist party, 1968–1970, and intellectual who played key role in Prague Spring.


MODROW, HANS Prime minister of GDR, 1989–1990.


MOLOTOV, VYACHESLAV Stalin associate; Khrushchev rival.


MURAKHOVSKY, VSEVOLOD First deputy chairman of USSR Council of Ministers and chairman of the State Agro-industrial Commission, 1985–1989; first secretary of the Stavropol regional party committee, 1978–1985.


MURATOV, DMITRY Russian journalist, editor of Novaya gazeta; close Gorbachev friend.


MUSATOV, VALERY Central Committee official.


MUTALIBOV, AIAZ President of Azerbaijan, 1990–1992; first secretary of the Azerbaijani Communist party 1990–1991; chairman of the Azerbaijani Council of Ministers, 1989–1990.


NAJIBULLAH, MOHAMMAD President of Democratic Republic of Afghanistan, 1987–1992.


NAZARBAYEV, NURSULTAN First secretary of Communist party of Kazakhstan, 1989–1991; president of Kazakhstan, 1991–.


NÉMETH, MIKLÓS Prime minister of Hungary, 1988–1990.


NICHOLAS II Last Russian tsar, 1894–1917.


NIKONOV, VIKTOR Central Committee secretary specializing on agriculture, 1985–1989; Politburo member, 1987–1989.


NIXON, RICHARD U.S. president, 1969–1974.


OCCHETTO, ACHILLE Secretary-general of the Italian Communist party, 1988–1994.


PALAZHCHENKO, PAVEL English interpreter for Gorbachev and Shevardnadze, 1985–1991; director of international relations and press contacts at the Gorbachev Foundation.


PATIASHVILI, DZHUMBER First secretary of Georgian Communist party, 1985–1989.


PAVLOV, VALENTIN Soviet prime minister, January–August 1991; participant in August 1991 coup.


PETRAKOV, NIKOLAI Economic adviser to Gorbachev, 1990.


PLEKHANOV, YURI Head of KGB directorate in charge of Gorbachev’s security, 1983–1991; participant in August 1991 coup.


POLTORANIN, MIKHAIL Russian Republic minister of press and information, 1990–1992.


PONOMAREV, BORIS Head of international department of the Central Committee, 1957–1986; Central Committee secretary, 1961–1986.


POPOV, GAVRIIL Mayor of Moscow, 1990–1992; liberal politician.


POROTOV, NIKOLAI Deputy director of Komsomol cadres department in Stavropol and Gorbachev’s first boss.


PORTUGALOV, NIKOLAI Central Committee official.


POWELL, LORD CHARLES Private secretary and foreign policy adviser to British Prime Ministers Margaret Thatcher and John Major, 1983–1991.


POWELL, COLIN President Reagan’s national security adviser, 1987–1989; chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1989–1993.


POZGAY, IMRE Hungarian politician.


PROKOFIEV, YURI First secretary of Moscow city party committee, 1989–1991; Politburo member, 1990–1991.


PUGO, BORIS Minister of internal affairs, 1990–1991; first secretary of the Latvian Communist party, 1984–1988; participant in August 1991 coup.


PUTIN, VLADIMIR Russian president, 2000–2008, 2012–; prime minister under President Boris Yeltsin, 1999–2000, and President Dmitry Medvedev, 2008–2012.


RAKHMANIN, OLEG First deputy head of Central Committee department on relations with Communist and workers’ parties of socialist countries, 1968–1987.


RAKOWSKI, MIECZYSLAW Polish prime minister, 1988–1990.


REAGAN, NANCY First lady, 1981–1989, wife of Ronald Reagan.


REAGAN, RONALD U.S. president, 1981–1989.


REGAN, DONALD White House chief of staff under President Reagan, 1985–1987.


REMNICK, DAVID Washington Post Moscow correspondent, 1988–1991.


REVENKO, GRIGORY Chief of staff of the Gorbachev presidential administration, end of 1991.


RICE, CONDOLEEZZA Director of Soviet and East European affairs, U.S. National Security Council, 1989–1991


RIMASHEVSKAYA, NATALIA Gorbachev classmate at MGU.


ROMANOV, GRIGORY Central Committee secretary, 1983–1985; first secretary of the Leningrad regional party committee, 1970–1983; Politburo member, 1976–1985.
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RUTSKOI, ALEKSANDR Vice president of Russia, 1991–1993.


RYABOV, YAKOV Sverdlovsk province party first secretary, 1971–1976.


RYBAKOV, ANATOLY Soviet writer.


RYZHKOV, NIKOLAI Chairman of the Council of Ministers, 1985–1991; head of the Central Committee economic department, 1982–1985; Politburo member, 1985–1990.
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The Gorbachevs vacationing at Foros, August 1990.










INTRODUCTION
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“GORBACHEV IS HARD TO UNDERSTAND”


“GORBACHEV IS HARD TO UNDERSTAND,” he said to me, referring to himself, as he often does, in the third person. I had begun working on his biography in 2005, and a year later he asked how it was going. “Slowly,” I apologized. “That’s alright,” he said, “Gorbachev is hard to understand.”


He has a sense of humor. And he was correct. The world is deeply divided when it comes to understanding Gorbachev. Many, especially in the West, regard him as the greatest statesman of the second half of the twentieth century. In Russia, however, he is widely despised by those who blame him for the collapse of the Soviet Union and the economic crash that accompanied it. Admirers marvel at his vision and his courage. Detractors, including some of his former Kremlin comrades, accuse him of everything from naïveté to treason. The one thing they all agree upon is that he almost single-handedly changed his country and the world.


Before Gorbachev took power in March 1985, the Soviet Union was one of the world’s two superpowers. By 1989 he had transformed the Soviet system. By 1990 he, more than anyone else, had ended the cold war. At the end of 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed, leaving him a president without a country.


He did not act alone. The sad state of the Soviet system in 1985 prompted Gorbachev’s Kremlin colleagues to choose him to embark on reforms, although he ended up going much farther than they intended. He had liberal Russian allies who welcomed his far-reaching reforms and worked to support them, but then chose Boris Yeltsin to lead them to the promised land. He had hard-line Soviet adversaries who resisted him, covertly at first, then openly and all-out. He had personal rivals, especially Yeltsin, whom he tormented and who tormented him in turn, before ultimately administering the coup de grâce to both Gorbachev and the USSR. Western leaders doubted Gorbachev, then embraced him, and finally abandoned him, refusing him the economic assistance he desperately needed. And, perhaps most important, he had to deal with Russia herself, with her traditional authoritarian and anti-Western ways: after rejecting both Gorbachev and Yeltsin, she finally embraced Vladimir Putin.


As Communist party general secretary, Gorbachev had the power to change almost everything. Moreover, he was unique among his peers. Other Soviet citizens, some of them in fairly high places, shared his values, but almost none at the very top. The only three Politburo members who backed him almost to the end, Aleksandr Yakovlev, Eduard Shevardnadze, and Vadim Medvedev, were in a position to do so only because Gorbachev appointed them or kept them on. Longtime British Soviet expert Archie Brown has written, “There is absolutely no reason to suppose that any conceivable alternative to Gorbachev in the mid-1980s would have turned Marxism-Leninism on its head and fundamentally changed both his country and the international system in an attempt to reverse a decline which did not pose an immediate threat either to the [Soviet] system or to him.”1


The late Russian scholar Dmitry Furman framed Gorbachev’s uniqueness more broadly: he was “the only politician in Russian history who, having full power in his hands, voluntarily opted to limit it and even risk losing it, in the name of principled moral values.” For Gorbachev to have resorted to force and violence to hold on to power would have been “a defeat.” In the light of Gorbachev’s principles, Furman continued, “his final defeat was a victory”—although, one must add, it certainly didn’t feel that way to Gorbachev at the time.2


How did Gorbachev become Gorbachev? How did a peasant boy, whose high-flown tribute to Stalin won a high school prize, turn into the Soviet system’s gravedigger? “God alone knows,” lamented Gorbachev’s longtime prime minister, Nikolai Ryzhkov, who eventually turned against him.3 One of Gorbachev’s close aides, Andrei Grachev, called him “a genetic error of the system.”4 Gorbachev described himself as “a product” of that system and its “anti-product.” 5 But how did he turn out to be both?


How did he become Communist party boss despite the most rigorous imaginable arrangement of checks and guarantees designed to guard against someone like him?6 How, asks Grachev, did “a not entirely normal country end up with a leader with normal moral reflexes and common sense?”7 An American psychiatrist who profiled foreign leaders for the Central Intelligence Agency remained “mystified” as to how such a “rigid system” could produce such an “innovative and creative” leader.8


What changes did Gorbachev seek for his country when he took power in 1985? Did he favor merely moderate economic reforms, as he said at the time, only to be radicalized by their lack of results? Or did he seek from the start to liquidate totalitarianism, concealing his aim because it was anathema to the Politburo members who selected him? What inspired him in the end to try to transform Communism in the USSR? What made him think he could transform a dictatorship into a democracy, a command economy into a market economy, a super-centralized unitary state into a genuine Soviet federation, and a cold war into a new world order based on the renunciation of force—all at the same time, and by what he called “evolutionary” means? What possessed him to think he could overcome Russian political, economic, and social patterns dating back centuries in a few short years: tsarist authoritarianism morphing into Soviet totalitarianism, long stretches of near-slavish obedience to authority punctuated by occasional bursts of bloody rebellion, minimal experience with civic activity, including compromise and consensus, no tradition of democratic self-organization, no real rule of law? As Gorbachev himself would later say of the Russian mind-set that thwarted him: “Our Russian mentality required that the new life be served up on a silver platter immediately, then and there, without reforming society”?9


Did Gorbachev have a plan? What was his strategy for transforming his country and the world? He didn’t have either, critics claim. But no one did, admirers reply; no one could have had a blueprint for transforming his country and the world simultaneously.


Whether or not Gorbachev was a master strategist, wasn’t he a brilliant tactician? How else could he have gotten a Politburo majority opposed to his most radical reforms to approve them? Was he nonetheless “insufficiently decisive and consistent,” as one of his closest aides, Georgy Shakhnazarov, said?10 How could he have been, when the risk he ran for six years was sudden ouster and even imprisonment?


How did Gorbachev react when many of his own Kremlin comrades turned against him and so many of his own appointees mounted a coup against him in August 1991? Or was it he who betrayed them, leading them to believe he aimed to modernize the Soviet system, but then contributing to its destruction?


Was Gorbachev vengeful and unforgiving? Does that help to explain his fateful inability to get along with Boris Yeltsin? But he forgave or forgot some of his closest aides’ sharp criticism of him and kept them by his side at the foundation he established after losing power in 1991. “I can’t bring myself to take vengeance on anyone,” he said late in life. “I can’t not forgive.”11


Given all the obstacles to success, wasn’t Gorbachev a utopian idealist? Not at all, he insisted: “I assure you that starry-eyed dreaminess is not characteristic of Gorbachev.” Yet he himself recalled, “The wise Moses was right to make the Jews roam the desert for forty years . . . to get rid of the legacy of Egyptian slavery.”12


As leaders go, especially Soviet leaders, Gorbachev was a remarkably decent man—too decent, many Russians and some Westerners have said, too unwilling to use force when force was needed to save the new democratic Soviet Union he was creating. Why, when his enemies were willing to use force to crush the freedom he had introduced, was he unwilling to use force to save it?13 Was he intellectually convinced, after all the blood that had flowed in Russia’s history, especially in the wars and purges of the twentieth century, that more must not be shed? Was it an emotional aversion based on personal exposure to the terrible cost of war and violence?


Gorbachev’s decency showed in his family life. His wife, Raisa, was a woman of intellect and good taste (even though Nancy Reagan didn’t think so). Unlike too many politicians, Gorbachev loved and cherished his wife, and, rare for a Soviet boss, he was a committed and involved father to his daughter, and grandfather to his two granddaughters. What, then, made him feel, after his wife’s agonizing death from leukemia at the age of sixty-seven, that, as he put it, “I am guilty. I am the one who did her in”?14


If Gorbachev was indeed unique, if his actions differed so drastically from what other leaders would have done in his place, then his character is central to explaining his behavior. But his character is hard to define. Was he a great listener, as some say, a basically nonideological man willing to learn from real life? Or was he a man who didn’t know how to stop talking? Gorbachev was extraordinarily self-confident, and self-woundingly narcissistic, according to Aron Belkin, a leading Soviet psychiatrist who didn’t know Gorbachev personally, but whose diagnosis one of Gorbachev’s closest aides, Anatoly Chernyaev, found credible.15 But if narcissism is a spectrum at the “healthiest end” of which are “egotism” and “extreme self-confidence,” is that so unusual among political leaders?16 Whatever term one uses, Gorbachev was extraordinarily sure of himself. But when asked what characteristic he found most off-putting in another person to whom he has just been introduced, Gorbachev answered, “Self-confidence.” And what in general irritated him most in other people? “Haughtiness.”17 Did he feel threatened by other self-assured men? Or did he see himself in others and not like what he saw?


Aleksandr Yakovlev, Gorbachev’s closest collaborator in the Soviet leadership, but somewhat estranged from him in later years, thought Gorbachev found himself hard to understand. Yakovlev felt at times that Gorbachev “was afraid to look into himself, afraid to communicate candidly with himself, afraid to learn something he did not know and did not want to know.” According to Yakovlev, Gorbachev “always needed a response, praise, support, sympathy, and understanding, which served as fuel for his vanity and self-esteem, as well as for his creative acts.”18


If so, how did Gorbachev react when, within sight of the mountaintop, he had to watch so much of his grand vision evaporate around him? Was he in fact a truly great leader? Or was he a tragic hero brought low in part by his own shortcomings, but even more by the unyielding forces he faced?




CHAPTER 1
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CHILDHOOD, BOYHOOD, AND YOUTH


1931–1949


MIKHAIL GORBACHEV WAS BORN on March 2, 1931, in the village of Privolnoe, some ninety miles north of the Russian city of Stavropol in the North Caucasus. His parents named him Viktor, possibly a prudent way of honoring the coming “victory” of the first five-year plan that Stalin predicted. But his mother and grandmother insisted on a secret baptism, during which his paternal grandfather christened him Mikhail, a name with more biblical connotations. The port-wine-colored birthmark on his head, which according to Russian folklore is a sign of the devil, apparently didn’t faze his parents or grandparents.


Privolnoe could be translated roughly as “free and easy,” but in his childhood it was neither.1 In Privolnoe, as in the rest of the Soviet Union, land was being collectivized in 1931, a violent process that took the lives of millions of peasants. During the terrible famine of 1932–1933, two of Gorbachev’s uncles and one aunt perished. Stalin’s Great Terror of the 1930s swept up both of Gorbachev’s grandfathers: his mother’s father arrested in 1934, his other grandfather in 1937. Then on June 22, 1941, the Nazis invaded the USSR, occupying Gorbachev’s village for four and half months in 1942. Famine struck again in 1944 and 1946. And following the war, when the Soviet people hoped for a better life at long last, Stalin cracked down again, forcing them to sacrifice once more for the glorious future that Communism promised but never delivered.


A more horrible time would be hard to imagine. Living through it clearly influenced Gorbachev’s later views—on Stalinism and the need to condemn it, on force and violence and the obligation to avoid their use. But there is another side to the story. Throughout the horrors, the regime insisted that Soviet schoolchildren ritually “thank Comrade Stalin” for their “happy childhood.” And, to a surprising degree, Gorbachev’s childhood actually was happy. That had something to do with his naturally sunny, optimistic temperament. But it also reflected silver linings that miraculously appeared in the dark clouds over his head. How horrible could collectivization be if one of his grandfathers, who particularly doted on him, chaired a collective farm? Both grandfathers survived the Gulag and were soon released. Just when the Nazis seemed about to seize the Gorbachev family as relatives of a Communist collective farm chairman, the Germans were forced to retreat from Privolnoe. His father, whom Gorbachev dearly loved, was reported killed in the war, but the report was mistaken: Sergei Gorbachev somehow survived four years at the front and returned home in triumph. After the war, in addition to doing well in school and becoming a Komsomol (Young Communist League) activist, Gorbachev won one of the USSR’s highest medals, the Red Labor Banner, for helping his combine-driver father break harvesting records.


Psychologists report that when personal misfortunes and tragedies-in-the-making manage to have happy endings, whether by chance or owing to the efforts of their potential victims, the latter are likely to end up more confident and optimistic, less susceptible to depression.2 Moreover, it wasn’t just that the worst didn’t happen to Mikhail Gorbachev, but that much of what happened was nearly ideal. His father, Sergei Gorbachev, was apparently a wonderful man, adored by Mikhail and respected by his fellow villagers. In his youth, Gorbachev recalled, he not only had “filial feelings” for his father but was “closely attached” to him. True, they never put their feelings for each other into words: “they were just there.”3 Gorbachev’s maternal grandfather, Pantelei Gopkalo, treated him with “tenderness.” Tenderness is not a feeling that Russian men frequently admit having. But there were also tensions in the extended family. His paternal grandfather, Andrei Gorbachev, was “very authoritarian,” Mikhail Gorbachev remembers. Andrei and Gorbachev’s father, Sergei, grew estranged, even coming to blows on at least one occasion. But Grandfather Andrei, too, had a soft spot in his heart for his grandson, as did both of Gorbachev’s grandmothers. Gorbachev’s mother, Maria, could be cold and punitive: she had resisted being married to her husband, and she disciplined her son with a belt until he was thirteen. The family tensions took a toll on Mikhail; as he grew up, and even after he matured, he seemed to have a special need for the kind of attention and respect that he thought he deserved.4


His parents were poor, but worked hard and well and trained him to do likewise. To survive the war Gorbachev had to leave childhood behind when he was barely into his teens. After the war, he became a star pupil and exemplary citizen in school. And to top it all off, he won that medal for harvesting grain. By 1950, when Gorbachev left Privolnoe to attend Moscow State University, he was strong, independent-minded and self-confident to the point of arrogance. Gorbachev summarized his own outlook this way: “We were poor, practically beggars, but in general I felt wonderful.”5
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Young Mikhail Gorbachev with his maternal grandparents, Pantelei and Vasilisa Gopkalo.





THE PREHISTORY OF THE STAVROPOL area where Gorbachev was raised can be traced from the first millennium B.C., when various tribes entered the northwest Caucasus region. Stavropol itself was created in 1777 as a military base and proclaimed a city in 1785. At its center was one of several fortresses built along a line from Azov to Mozdok by Prince Grigory Potemkin (of Potemkin village fame), at the bidding of his lover, Empress Catherine the Great, to defend the southern border of the Russian Empire. Cossacks settled the area, eventually joined by serfs fleeing oppressive landowners, then by other peasants sent into forced exile. In the second part of the nineteenth century, Gorbachev’s paternal ancestors migrated from Voronezh in southern Russia, his mother’s from Chernigov in northern Ukraine. The southern periphery of the empire, Gorbachev notes, had a “turbulent character” to it: leaders of two peasant rebellions, Stepan Razin and Yemiliyan Pugachev, came from nearby, as did Yermak, the sixteenth-century Cossack leader and explorer of Siberia. “Apparently,” he continues with pride, this spirit “got into the blood of those who lived here, and got transmitted as a legacy from generation to generation.”6 It was in this same fertile region that the conservative anti-Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was born in 1918.


The village of Privolnoe itself, in the far northwest corner of the Stavropol region, close to its borders with Rostov and Krasnodar provinces, was founded in 1861. To get there nowadays, one drives northwest from Stavropol past fields of wheat and sunflowers. The entrance to the village boasts a large, multicolored sign proclaiming, “Welcome to Privolnoe!” From the village square, a road, at first asphalt, then dirt, winds a mile or so to a wide, open spot where the earth rises slowly up from the Yegorlyk River. In the 1930s the town’s population was almost equally divided between Russians and Ukrainians. Back toward the village center, ethnic Russians lived on one side of the river, with people of Ukrainian origin on the other. The land where the Gorbachevs settled, dropping down to the river, is now uninhabited. Equally empty, except for scrub grasses and bushes, is the terrain stretching up toward the steppe. Only a couple of outbuildings are visible on the horizon. The rest of Privolnoe, with its wooden houses and large church, to whose construction the former president of the USSR, Mikhail Gorbachev, made a substantial contribution, isn’t visible either.


It was here, at what was then the very edge of the village, that Gorbachev’s great-grandfather, Moisei Gorbachev, built a hut for his wife and three sons, Aleksei, Grigory, and Andrei. Many years later, after Mikhail grew up, the Gorbachev family abandoned this frequently flooded plain and moved closer to the village. As a child, all he could see beyond their hut, located about two hundred yards up from the river, was the Russian version of an American prairie: “steppe, steppe, and more steppe.”7 In Moisei Gorbachev’s time, the extended family, all eighteen of them, crowded together in one large hut with several chambers; other relatives lived nearby. Later, the three sons built huts for themselves, and Gorbachev’s recently married grandparents, Andrei and Stepanida, set up life on their own. Gorbachev’s father, Sergei, was born here in 1909.


By all accounts, Grandfather Andrei, who fought in World War I on the western front, was tough and stubborn. “He didn’t spare himself or others,” his grandson remembers. “Everything had to be in order.”8 “He was “stern and merciless.”9 “Stingy,” says another source. “Sullen and irascible, although strong and strong-willed,” add others.10 Yet the old man who intimidated so many softened at the sight of his grandson. “He would invite me to follow him around, tell me stories, feed me, and insist I eat.”11 Stepanida was “good and caring” and a particularly good “friend” to her grandson, he recalls. In this, too, he was “lucky.”12


Andrei and Stepanida had six children, but only two boys, so the peasant commune, which counted only males when allotting land, assigned them too little. As a result, says Gorbachev, all members of the family, including the smallest, had to work “day and night.” They managed to lift the family from poverty, becoming what were called “middle peasants.” But to provide dowries for the daughters, grain and livestock had to be sold. What rescued the family was a huge garden plot where Grandfather Andrei managed to grow almost everything his family needed. “It was such a stupendous garden,” his grandson remembered. “It stretched all the way down to the river. Grandfather grafted apple trees so that you could see various kinds, red and green. It was beautiful, tremendous. But it was dangerous to run off down there. Grandfather was a hard man, very hard.”13


Grandfather Andrei was also hard on Communism. Asked whether Andrei ever joined the Communist party, an uncle of Gorbachev’s on his mother’s side laughed and answered, “No, not for anything.”14 Andrei refused to join a collective farm and got away with it, at least for a while. He remained an individual peasant proprietor, obliged to raise a prescribed amount of grain and sell a portion of it to the state, but not allowed to own property. When famine struck, leaving the family to eat anything that was edible and some things that weren’t, Andrei fed them frogs; Gorbachev’s first memory, he recalled, was watching them boil in a big cauldron until their white stomachs rose to the surface. He didn’t remember whether he ate them or not, but he remembered all too well when he and his youngest uncle, who was only five years older than he, “ate the seeds that were supposed to be planted.”15


In 1934 Andrei was arrested for “not fulfilling the plan [for sowing] when there was nothing to fulfill it with,” says his grandson. Sent to a forced labor camp near Irkutsk in Siberia, where prisoners cut and hauled lumber, Andrei managed to earn four work commendations. He was released early and returned to Privolnoe (where he hung his four camp medals next to religious icons on the wall) more sullen than ever, but with no choice but to join the kolkhoz (collective farm). For the next seventeen years, he was in charge of a pig farm within the kolkhoz, which he turned into one of the best in the region. “So you see,” Gorbachev said in an interview, “wherever they put him, he worked hard and forced others to, as well.”16 The lesson was not lost on his grandson.


Gorbachev’s other grandfather, Pantelei Gopkalo, was the antipode, politically and psychologically, of Andrei Gorbachev. Grandfather Pantelei welcomed the Bolshevik Revolution. “It was Soviet power that saved us, that gave us land,” said Gopkalo, who came from a dirt-poor peasant family and had slogged through the First World War on the Turkish front. Repeated over and over in the Gopkalo family, these words made a big impression on his grandson. So did the fact that after raising himself from a “poor” to a “middle” peasant, Gopkalo helped organize a new peasant commune in the 1920s, where he worked along with his wife, Vasilisa (also of Ukrainian origin), and their daughter, Maria, Mikhail Gorbachev’s mother-to-be. In 1928, Pantelei Gopkalo joined the Communist party. Not long after that, he helped organize the first collective farm in Privolnoe in 1929. When young Mikhail asked his grandmother what that involved, “she laughed and said, ‘All night your grandfather organized people, gathered them together, and the next morning, they all ran away.’ ”17 Or as she put it more grimly to her grandson on a later occasion, which Gorbachev recalled at a Politburo meeting in October 1987: “What enmity collectivization created! Brother against brother, son against father, through whole families it rolled. The quotas came down from above—so many kulaks to evict, whether they actually were kulaks or not.”18


So-called kulaks (the Russian word literally means “fist”) were supposedly “rich” peasants; in fact, most were small proprietors who by dint of hard work and enterprise had managed to raise their status slightly above that of “middle” peasants. Gopkalo’s son, also named Sergei, helped in the effort to “smash the bloodsuckers.” “I was in a Komsomol cell,” Gorbachev’s maternal uncle continued. “We went homestead by homestead, driving out those who were pointed out to us. We cleaned them out. I was sorry for them. The head of my squad was always drunk. In one hut, he told me to crawl up in the loft and pull everything out. I took a quick look and shouted, ‘Nothing there.’ ‘Crawl out,’ he said, ‘I’ll take a look myself.’ And though he was so soused he could barely see, he noticed several sheepskin coats. Boy, did I get it after that.”19


“Dekulakization,” like so much else in the Soviet Union, was supposed to proceed according to a plan, complete with monthly targets. Families were stripped of their property and herded into exile, some dumped in the barren steppe of the northeastern Stavropol region, others crammed into cattle cars in which many perished, heading much farther east. Just what role Pantelei Gopkalo played in all this is not known, but he obviously pleased his bosses, who assigned him to head a kolkhoz named “Red October.”


Whatever his role in the brutal collectivization process, Pantelei Gopkalo seems to have been a decent chairman once the kolkhoz was established. A Stavropol journalist, who much later interviewed collective farmers about him, reported positive recollections from almost everyone.20 By 1937, Pantelei had become head of the regional land department. “But he was still one of us,” Gorbachev adds. “He was such an interesting person with so much authority, he talked quietly and slowly.”21 Gorbachev’s grandfathers provided two models of authority: Andrei’s rough, independent, and authoritarian, Pantelei’s, as least as far as his grandson encountered it, milder, more considerate, and sympathetic to collectivized agriculture.


For several years beginning when he was three years old, Gorbachev lived with his maternal grandparents, rather than his parents, on their collective farm some twelve miles from Privolnoe. He would run along behind his grandfather’s long, deep, open wagon, Gorbachev recalled. “I had almost complete freedom with them, and they loved me wholeheartedly. I felt as if I were the most important person in their family. No matter how much they tried to leave me with my parents, even if just for a short while, they didn’t succeed. Not only was I satisfied with the arrangement, my father and mother were, too. . . .”22 “That way they were free.”23


In a time of famine, it made sense for Gorbachev’s parents, who had barely turned twenty when he was born, to leave him with his doting and relatively well-off grandparents, themselves still young. (His grandmother Vasilisa was only thirty-eight.) But was he really so satisfied with this arrangement, and if so, what did that mean? Once, when his grandfather tried to take him back to his parents in a horse-drawn wagon, Gorbachev jumped out and dashed back a mile or so until Gopkalo caught up with him and took him back to the kolkhoz. Granted, he felt he was the most important thing in his grandparents’ lives: Vasilisa often repeated that he was her favorite grandson. But what about in his parents’?24


GORBACHEV’S FATHER HAD ONLY four years of formal education, although he later received tutelage in the Bolsheviks’ “literacy campaign” and training as a tractor driver/mechanic. According to his son, Sergei Gorbachev was “a simple village man, but endowed by nature with such a good mind, so much intelligence, inquisitiveness, humanity, and many other good qualities. All this set him apart from his fellow villagers, but they regarded him with respect and trust: he was someone they could ‘count on.’ ”25


Gorbachev’s testimony is supported by others. Sergei Gorbachev “was a wise man,” recalled a contemporary, “modest but extremely hard-working. . . . People loved him. He was always calm, a good man. People went to him for advice. He didn’t say much, but he weighed every word. He didn’t like speechifying.”26 According to a Komsomol colleague of Mikhail’s, the elder Gorbachev “never raised his voice, was levelheaded, orderly, and decent.”27 Raisa Gorbachev remembered, “Mikhail Sergeyevich and his father were very much alike. They were friends. Sergei Andreyevich never got a systematic education, but he had a natural cultivation, a sort of nobility, a certain breadth of interests.”28


Given these qualities, so at odds with those of Grandfather Andrei, it’s not surprising that the two didn’t get along. Nor did it help that Sergei chose to follow his father-in-law, rather than his father, by joining a collective farm. While Sergei and Maria were still living in Andrei Gorbachev’s household, the grain was stored in the yard, where it was divided among members of the family. Once when Sergei was at work in the fields, his father grabbed some of that grain for himself and hid it in the attic. When Sergei climbed a ladder to search for grain under the roof, his father tackled him. At twenty-three, Sergei was strong enough to wrestle his father to the ground, but in the process broke his arm. Sergei tried to keep the episode secret. In the end they divided the grain, “but the episode certainly complicated relations between them,” Gorbachev recalled.29 Asked whether relations between his two grandfathers remained strained, Gorbachev at first said, “No, they were normal,” but then added, “Of course, Andrei was jealous of Pantelei.”30
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Gorbachev’s father, Sergei Gorbachev.





Pantelei’s daughter, Maria Gopkalo, born in 1911, was seventeen when she married Sergei Gorbachev in 1928; her husband was nineteen. “She was a beautiful woman,” Mikhail Gorbachev recalled, but she was also “tough and strong-minded.”31 Others agree that Maria, who was and remained illiterate, was a “powerful woman, direct, with a sharp tongue and a hard character.”32 Fellow villagers considered her coarse in comparison with her husband. Gorbachev doesn’t disagree: “It was as if my father and Pantelei had somehow come out of the intelligentsia; they resembled each other in that, and in their manner of treating others. My mother was completely different.”


Gorbachev revealed in an interview that his mother had not wanted to marry his father at all. At age seventeen, she would have had a choice of other suitors, especially if she was so beautiful. As for Sergei, he “loved my mother deeply. Later in life, wherever he came to visit us in Stavropol, he always went to a store to buy a present for Maria before he returned. Wherever he went, he always brought her presents.”33 Asked whether she ever came to love her husband, Gorbachev paused. “Later, I think, when they had a family, when they had children.” Yet in sharp contrast to most Russian peasant women of that time, who bore many children, Maria had her second and only other child, Gorbachev’s brother, Aleksandr, in 1947, when Mikhail was sixteen years old. “After the war,” Gorbachev added, “all the women fell in love with their husbands who somehow managed to return alive.”34


In accordance with peasant tradition, Maria and Sergei Gorbachev began their married life in his father’s house. It was a long adobe-walled hut stretching from east to west with a straw-thatched roof. Describing it in a 2007 interview, Gorbachev scribbled a picture on a piece of notepaper: “This first chamber, on the left, was the clean part, presentable,” its earthen floor partly covered with carpet runners woven by women in the family. “For receiving guests?” he was asked. “No, no. What do you mean, guests? I remember it well. My grandparents’ bed was here. And in the corner, a huge iconostasis consisting of ten to twelve gilded icons. The icon lamp was next to it.” (In the home of Grandfather Pantelei, he being a collective farm chairman, the iconostasis was occupied by portraits of Lenin and Stalin.) Through the door was another room with a huge stove, on which the women baked bread, and a smaller stove, on which they prepared everything else. Children slept on top of the big stove. In the corner by the wall stood a dining table and a bench. Another corner of this room was partitioned off for Gorbachev’s parents so they could have a slice of privacy when they were first married. There was no bath, he added. They bathed in water heated in a tub.35


The next chamber, on the other side of a little vestibule, was the place where farming equipment—harnesses, whips, and the like—and grain were stored. Above was a loft where Gorbachev used to clamber up, “a cozy spot where I sometimes fell asleep.” Here he once found a sack full of thick wads of paper, full of old tsarist currency. “They were useless, but Grandfather Andrei thought, ‘maybe someday . . .’ ”36 On at least one occasion, Mikhail slept next to a recently born calf, with a goose sitting on her eggs not far away.37


Another door led to a room where livestock were kept. The only heat in the whole complex was from the stove, plus that generated by the animals and by the people who lived there. “I remember it all well,” Gorbachev recalled. “As a little boy, I climbed all over everything.”


Prompted by crowded conditions and tensions between generations, Gorbachev’s parents set up their own household. Pantelei built a hut for his daughter and son-in-law not far from Grandfather Andrei’s, and arranged for Sergei Gorbachev to receive training as a tractor and combine driver.


Meanwhile, famine struck, taking the lives, according to Mikhail Gorbachev, of “between a third and a half of the villagers. Whole families perished, so that long before the war itself, half-destroyed huts, abandoned by their owners, stood out like orphans in the village.”38 Next came Grandfather Andrei’s arrest in 1934. Grandmother Stepanida was left with two younger children, so Gorbachev’s father had to care for everyone. Andrei’s arrest marked his family as one that “nobody needed,” and the family’s location at the edge of the village intensified their isolation. But Andrei soon returned, and Grandfather Pantelei helped his son-in-law land a job at the local Machine Tractor Station (MTS). In contrast to collective farms, a state-owned MTS was a “higher form of property,” with its employees classified as proletarians rather than peasants. Sergei would have higher status and more pay than his peasant relatives, on top of which he was soon breaking records for the harvest and being hailed in the district newspaper.39


IN 1937 PANTELEI WAS promoted to the district procurement office that oversaw deliveries of grain and other crops. That same year he was arrested during the Great Purge. “Quotas” sent down from Moscow determined the minimum number to be detained. Chided later for exceeding his quota, a police official in a neighboring district replied, “But others were arresting so many. What am I, worse than they are?”40 Pantelei was an inviting target for those who envied his authority, or had suffered from his use of it. One of the terrible ironies of Stalin’s purges was that they were genuinely popular among peasants who hated the local officials who had collectivized them.41 In standard Stalinist fashion, Pantelei was seized in the middle of the night. His wife, Vasilisa, moved to Privolnoe to live with Gorbachev’s parents. “I remember,” he recalled, “how after his arrest, our neighbors began to avoid our home, as if it were plague-stricken, how only at night and in secret someone close to us would drop by for a moment. Even kids who lived in the vicinity would avoid contact with me. All this stunned me, and it has remained in my memory for my whole life.”42


Pantelei was in prison for fourteen months. Sentenced to death, he survived when the regional procurator reduced the charge from the capital crime of heading an “underground right-Trotskyite counterrevolutionary organization” to the lesser “malfeasance in office,” and he was released in December 1938 to return to Privolnoe. That same winter evening, Gorbachev remembered, his closest relatives sat around the rough-hewn table in his parents’ hut while Pantelei, weeping, recounted what had been done to him. “The interrogator blinded him with a bright lamp, broke his arms pressing him against the door, and beat him brutally. When these ‘standard’ tortures didn’t work, they thought up new ones: they wrapped grandfather tightly in a wet sheepskin coat and placed him on a hot stove. Pantelei Efimovich endured that and a lot more.”43 Pantelei was an entirely “different” man on his return from prison.44 He never talked about his ordeal again, nor did anyone else in the family. But the fact that he recounted it even once was rare, and it had a searing effect on his grandson. Most survivors of the terror never recounted the details of their ordeal at all, so their families preserved a more favorable view of the regime, a view that later turned sharply negative when the truth was finally revealed by Nikita Khrushchev in his 1956 “secret speech” denouncing Stalin.45 In that sense, Gorbachev had a more balanced view all along, even though his grandfather, despite his ordeal, seemed to remain a believer: “Stalin doesn’t know what the organs of the NKVD are up to,” he said. The Gorbachev family’s silence didn’t mean they were trying to forget; they were afraid to remember. And Gorbachev, too, remained silent. Even after he became a high party official in Stavropol, even when he was a member of the party Central Committee, even after he became party general secretary and then president of the USSR, even after he fiercely condemned Stalin and Stalinism, Gorbachev never asked to see the records of Pantelei’s arrest and interrogation until the August 1991 coup nearly drove him from power. During the 1960s and 1970s, when Brezhnev’s regime was partly rehabilitating Stalin after Khrushchev’s attacks on him, it would have been risky for Gorbachev to do so. But even after he himself was the nation’s leading de-Stalinizer? “I couldn’t cross some sort of psychological barrier,” Gorbachev recalled.46


BY 1941 LIFE WAS improving in Privolnoe. Shoes, cotton cloth, salt, herring, matches, soap, and kerosene had reappeared in the stores. The collective farm had actually begun to pay its farmers in long-promised grain. Grandfather Pantelei replaced his hut’s straw roof with tile. Gramophones appeared for sale. Very occasionally silent movies from portable projectors were shown in the village. “The height of bliss for us children,” Gorbachev recalled, “would be ice cream which appeared from somewhere now and then. And on summer Sundays, families picnicked in the forests, where men sang languid Russian and Ukrainian folk songs, drank vodka and sometimes squared off in fights. Little boys kicked balls around, while women gossiped and kept track of their men-folk.”47


Before dawn on Sunday, June 22, 1941, the Germans attacked the USSR. At noon that day, villagers in Privolnoe gathered in front of a radio loudspeaker (the only one in town) in the central square and listened, hardly breathing, to the official announcement. “It might seem an exaggeration,” Gorbachev continued, “but I remember everything about the war. I’ve forgotten much that I had to live through after the war, but the images and events of wartime are engraved in my memory forever. When the war began I was ten years old.”48


First of all, he remembered his father’s departure for the front. When the first call-ups came, delivered in the evening by men on horseback from the district draft board, Sergei Gorbachev got a brief deferment until the harvest was gathered. Then one August morning, the family crowded into a cart and headed for the district center, Molotovskoye (later Krasnogvardeisk), twelve miles away. There the square was filled with other families, the sobbing of women, children, and old people “blending into a heart-rending wail of sorrow.” Gorbachev’s father bought him ice cream for the last time (which young Mikhail downed in one gulp on a blisteringly hot day), and a balalaika as a keepsake, onto which Gorbachev carved the date, August 3, 1941.49


With all able-bodied men gone, only women and children, the sick, and old men remained in Privolnoe. The first winter came early and hit hard. A fierce blizzard blanketed the village on October 8, covering everything with snowdrifts. For the time being, there was enough to eat, although not for the livestock, and little or nothing with which to heat the huts. It took all the women, working together, to clear the road and haul in hay. Once, Maria Gorbachev and several others failed to return from road clearing for three days. They had been arrested and imprisoned for loading hay from state-owned haystacks onto their sledges, but, as the wives of soldiers serving at the front and with children to feed at home, they were released.50


Boys like Gorbachev had to do the work of their absent fathers, “moving from childhood,” Gorbachev recalled, “to adulthood, right then and there.”51 When spring came, he took care of the garden that fed the family. Arising before dawn, his mother would start digging and weeding, then turn the work over to him when she left to work in the kolkhoz fields. His main job was to haul hay for the family cow and fuel for the stove. Since forests were scarce on the steppe, villagers used compressed cow dung for baking bread and cooking, and pricker bushes to heat the hut. Gorbachev worked alone, “but once in a while, forgetting about everything on earth, bewitched by a winter blizzard, or by the leaves whispering in the garden during the summertime, I’d find myself transported to some faraway place, unreal but greatly desired, the kingdom of dreams of a child’s fantasies.”52 Was Gorbachev dreaming of anything like the brilliant future that awaited him? “I wasn’t dreaming of anything in particular,” he replied in an interview, “just of being someplace far away from where I was.”53 He may have been trying to sound modest. He later told another friend, “For some reason I believed that an entirely different future awaited me.”54


When letters arrived from Gorbachev’s father, his illiterate mother would dictate a reply to her son, or he would write back himself. Gorbachev’s father subscribed to the Communist party newspaper, Pravda. Now, when it arrived, it was Mikhail who read it, first by himself, then, while sitting atop a huge stove, to the women who gathered at someone’s hut in the evening to be together and hear the latest news. One day, a booklet arrived tucked into a copy of Pravda, recounting the heroic and widely reported story of a young partisan girl, Zoya Kozmodemianskaya, who was hanged by the Nazis. He read it aloud to everyone who had assembled. “They were stunned by the Germans’ cruelty, and the courage of the young Communist girl.”55


For a long time, the news Gorbachev read to his neighbors wasn’t good. Before 1941, he and other boys had often played “war” in the gardens behind their huts, marching around, “storming” empty, run-down huts that had been abandoned in the famine of 1932, “shooting” each other, and singing rousing patriotic songs. They assumed the Germans would “get it in the mouth” if they invaded. All too soon, though, the enemy was at the gates of Moscow and near Rostov-on-Don, about 215 miles from Stavropol. By the summer of 1942, refugees were shuffling through Privolnoe, lugging rucksacks and kit bags, pushing baby carriages or handcarts, trading their goods for food, driving cows, horses, and sheep ahead of them.56 Pantelei and Vasilisa, fearing what the Germans would do to a collective farm chairman, fled to parts unknown. Local authorities emptied fuel tanks into the Yegorlyk River, and burned fields that had not yet been harvested. On July 27, Soviet troops who had abandoned Rostov straggled through Privolnoe, heading east, looking grim and exhausted, their faces marked, Gorbachev recalled, by “sorrow and guilt.” Bomb blasts, the rumble of heavy weaponry, the sound of shooting drew closer, and then, suddenly—two days of silence. On the third day, Germans roared into the village on motorcycles, followed by infantry troops. When the Nazis first appeared, Misha Gorbachev and two of his cousins stood watching. “Let’s run,” one cousin shouted, but Gorbachev says he stopped him: “Stop! We’re not afraid of them!” he remembers saying.57


At least one German soldier seemed friendly, showing the boys photos of his children. Others seized everything they needed: cattle, pigs, chicken, grain. Finding Gorbachev and his friends hiding in a well, the Germans forced them to haul water.58 “We had to serve them,” Gorbachev insists. “We had no choice.” Soon most of the Germans moved on to Molotovskoye, leaving Red Army deserters, theoretically assigned to police Privolnoe, to run amok—drinking, thieving, raping.59 Gorbachev’s mother and grandmother tried not to show their fear. Vasilisa had returned when the Germans got to Stavropol. (Pantelei managed to sneak away through cornfields and gullies.) Soon she was arrested by policemen, who ransacked the Gorbachev homestead. “Mother did not flinch,” Gorbachev recalls. “Her courage reflected not only her character—she was a strong woman—but her despair at not knowing how all this would end.” Some villagers had threatened her, saying, “Just you wait. . . . You’re not living under the Reds anymore.” The Gorbachevs heard rumors of mass executions in neighboring towns and of a massacre of Communists supposedly planned for January 26, 1943. So Maria and Grandfather Andrei decided to hide Mikhail on Andrei’s farm several miles from Privolnoe. Late one night, Gorbachev and his mother set out but got lost in the dark, finding the farm only when, in the midst of a violent storm, flashes of lightning illuminated their way. But on January 21, Soviet troops liberated Privolnoe.60


During the occupation, the Germans drafted an old man, known to villagers as Grandpa Savka, to serve as the village elder. According to Gorbachev, Savka resisted the assignment until neighbors convinced him it would be better if one of their own represented them to the occupation forces. “Everyone knew that he had done everything he could to protect people from harm,” and some even dared to say so when Savka was later arrested by the Soviets and sentenced to ten years for “betraying the Motherland.” On top of what had been done to his grandfathers, this was another early sign to Misha Gorbachev of Soviet injustice. Not that a twelve-year-old could fully understand that, but he knew that Grandpa Savka was taken away, and later learned that he died in prison as an “enemy of the people.”


The German retreat left Privolnoe in ruins without machinery, kolkhoz livestock, or seeds. When spring came, cows belonging to individual peasants pulled the plows. “I can still see the scene,” Gorbachev continued, “the women in tears, the melancholy eyes of the cows.” Except that since cows were all they had to feed their families, the women sometimes pulled the plows themselves. The harvest that fall was minuscule, yet it was requisitioned by the state, leaving the peasants almost nothing to eat. Famine struck again that winter and spring. Gorbachev survived only when his mother and a few other women hitched two surviving bulls to a cart and set off for the Kuban region. She had taken two pairs of her husband’s calf leather boots, and a suit he had never worn, intending to trade them for corn. She left her son at home, although his aunt Sanya spent the night in the hut. “Mother took the last corn we had and measured out a cupful for me for each day,” Gorbachev remembered. “I made groats and cooked kasha. A week went by, then two, and mother didn’t return. Only on the fifteenth day did she arrive with a sack of corn, thirty-two kilos. That was our salvation.”61


Fifteen days was a long time for a twelve-year-old to be left mostly alone in the midst of war, with no guarantee that either of his parents would ever return. It was a longer time still until goods were delivered to Privolnoe. Meanwhile, Gorbachev recalled, we had “no clothes, no shoes, no salt, no soap, no kerosene for the lamps, no matches.” Villagers mended their footwear and clothing, and when these disintegrated, grew hemp to be made into shirts (“which felt as if they were made from wood”), made outer garments out of wool, boots out of hides soaked in petroleum, fire by striking flint and kindling ash-impregnated cotton, and “matches” with TNT from antitank bombs. “We had to learn everything from scratch,” Gorbachev remembered with pride, and “I learned it to perfection. I found an old handle, adapted it, attached it to the axle of a piece of machinery, and turned it into a device for planting corn seed. . . . Just imagine, beginning when I was thirteen, it was my job to stack hay for our cow, scythe down the bushes that we used for fuel, and stack them. The work broadened my shoulders. It was tough physical work.”62


Coping with the trials of wartime strengthened Gorbachev’s self-confidence and self-esteem. A pivotal event in his relationship with his mother occurred in 1944. Gorbachev was thirteen when “she picked up a belt and raised it, threatening to whip me again. I grabbed it, tore it from her, and said, ‘That’s it! No more!’ She burst into tears—because I was the last object she could control, and now that was gone.”63 Usually, fathers did the beating in peasant households. To be whipped by his mother when he was thirteen and doing the work of his absent father was devastating. Had his mother always been responsible for disciplining him? “She wasn’t responsible for anything,” he answered grimly. Rather, when he misbehaved, she would threaten to tell his father when he got home. “But father and I had a special relationship.” And Gorbachev’s mother resented that, too. “She never could forgive me for the way I defended my father. ‘Your father is your favorite,’ she would say to me. I’d say, ‘You’re my favorite, too, but you haven’t noticed that I’ve grown up.’ ”64


He and his mother had to “settle things between us,” he says, “and we began to do so pretty quickly.” Nearly seventy years later, recalling how his mother had always been beside him during the war, he insisted, “I loved my mother. As did my father—until he died. She was a beautiful woman, very strong, and businesslike. Father was proud of her; he forgave her swagger, and helped her in everything. And that set a good example for me and my brother.”65 But it wasn’t an easy example to follow.
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Mikhail Gorbachev with his mother, Maria Gopkalo, on the day his father departed for the front in World War II, August 1941.





When Gorbachev was promoted to Moscow in 1978, he asked Raisa Gudarenko, the young female party boss of a district near Privolnoe, to look after his aging mother. According to Gudarenko, Maria Gorbachev was physically strong (having once, when no longer young, actually thatched her family hut’s roof), “extremely direct” about what she liked and didn’t like, and “outwardly severe.” Gorbachev’s mother was a stickler for order: everything in her house had to be just right. When guests came she herself “covered the table” with food and drink, even when others could have done so for her. She refused to have domestic help and washed her own clothes. Although her home had a modern bathroom, she insisted on using the outhouse to save scarce water for other villagers.66


Whatever Gorbachev thought of his mother, he chose a wife who resembled her in her perfectionism.


IN THE SUMMER OF 1944, Gorbachev and his mother received a letter from the front containing Sergei Gorbachev’s documents and family photos, informing them that he had “died the death of the brave” in the Carpathian Mountains. “The family wept for three days,” Gorbachev recalled, “and then—received a letter from Father himself, saying he was alive and well.” Both letters were dated August 27. Had he written his before falling in battle? Four days later another letter from him arrived, proving he had survived. Gorbachev wrote back to his father, complaining about those who misinformed the family. “No, son, you’re unjustly blaming the soldiers,” Sergei Gorbachev replied. “Anything can happen at the front.” Gorbachev was upset at having been reprimanded by his father, but learned another lesson from his fair-mindedness.67


The war ended for Sergei Gorbachev in late 1944 when he was seriously wounded by a bomb blast that lodged a large shrapnel fragment in his leg. “He could have been killed dozens of times,” Gorbachev marvels. He had received a Medal of Valor for crossing the Dnieper River under relentless bombardment, and two Orders of the Red Star. One day in 1945, someone ran up to Misha and cried, “Your father is coming.” “At first I didn’t believe it, but then I saw him. We walked toward each other. He looked at me. What we were feeling is hard to describe. He grabbed me and embraced me. He saw that I was wearing a rough shirt made out of hemp, and rough, wool pants, homemade, too. I was barefoot, but I was healthy. I stood there. He looked at me again and said something that I’ve remembered my whole life: ‘We fought until we ran out of fight,’ he said. ‘That’s how you must live.’ ”68


Sergei Gorbachev never got over what he had seen and experienced in the war—and neither did his son. Both then and especially later, when father and son worked together for long hours in the fields, Sergei recounted the horrible first months of the war, when Red Army soldiers had to fight without rifles, or two men would share one rifle, or they would grab rifles from fallen comrades and fight on. He described fellow soldiers being mowed down by machine guns. He recalled hand-to-hand combat so brutal and bloody that it took him hours afterward to pull himself together: “It was either you or him; you hit, you struck, you shot, like a beast.” Gorbachev’s father fought at Kursk (the biggest tank battle in history), and helped liberate Kiev and Kharkov. One time, when Sergei Gorbachev’s group of sappers failed to blow up a key bridge, they were threatened with execution by their own officers. Mikhail Gorbachev himself experienced war’s horrors close up. Late in the winter of 1943, when he and some friends were searching for abandoned German weapons in a remote stretch of forest, they stumbled upon the remains of Red Army soldiers, which he observed closely and describes movingly: “decaying corpses, partly devoured by animals, skulls in rusted helmets, bleached bones, rifles protruding from the sleeves of the rotting jackets. . . . There they lay, in the thick mud of trenches and craters, unburied, staring at us out of black, gaping eye-sockets.”69


Do such experiences help explain Gorbachev’s extraordinary reluctance, once he became supreme Soviet leader, to use force and violence to preserve the Soviet empire? Perhaps because that reluctance, so admired in the West, is as strongly condemned in Russia, he declined in an interview to answer the question.


GORBACHEV WAS FOURTEEN YEARS OLD when the war ended. During the war, the Privolnoe village school closed for two years, reopening in the fall of 1944. By then, Gorbachev had no particular desire to study. “After all I had lived through, it didn’t seem like a serious undertaking. Not to mention that I had nothing to wear to school.” When his parents and maternal grandfather heard this, Gorbachev recalled, they were appalled and “surrounded me as if I were a wolf.”70 “Sell everything we have,” Sergei Gorbachev wrote to his wife from the front, “clothes and shoes, and buy books. Mikhail must study.”71 “Take my boots,” Grandfather Pantelei added. “But I have no coat,” his grandson objected. “Wear my coat,” Pantelei replied. “You’ve got to study, Mishka. That’s what it takes to become a real person. Study well!”72


Gorbachev went off to the school, one and a half miles from his hut, in clothes too big for him. But he had “fallen behind.” “I arrived, I sat there, I listened, I understood nothing. I didn’t stay, I went home, I threw away the only book I had, and announced to my mother that I wasn’t going back.” His strong-minded mother burst into tears when he told her, but then left with possessions that she traded for pile of books with which she returned that evening. Gorbachev insisted he wouldn’t go back. But “then I began to glance through them, to read, and got carried away. Mother lay down to sleep, but I kept reading [particularly a Russian language textbook]. Something must have happened in my head that night because in the morning I got up and went to school. By the end of the year, I had earned a certificate of merit, and from then on I got ‘distinction.’ ”73


What happened that night was a revealing turning point. For a moment, a sharp shadow of fear—of failure and humiliation—fell across Gorbachev’s growing self-confidence. But then his so often harsh mother again showed her love. After that, Gorbachev began to identify success in life with reading and thinking, and also with leading his peers. “From my earliest days,” he later would say, “I liked to be a leader among my peers—that was my nature.”74 But first he, his fellow pupils, and their teachers had to make the schools usable. They had only a few textbooks, maps, and visual aids and some chalk. “The rest we had to prepare with our own hands.”75 Instead of a notebook, he wrote in the margins of his father’s tractor instruction manual. Students made their own ink. They pitched in to feed weak and emaciated horses so they could haul fuel to heat the classrooms. Gorbachev helped mount an evening of amateur entertainment that raised 1,385 rubles, which purchased ten pairs of shoes and four sets of underwear for the pupils even poorer than he was.76


In 1946, while still attending Privolnoe’s small primary school, he joined the Komsomol. In the much bigger high school (located in the district center, with around a thousand students), he became the Komsomol leader, organizing his fellow students in a variety of “political” activities: an evening discussion of “The Ulianov [Lenin’s real name] Family”; a “political information session” on events overseas; a debate about a novel, much favored by Stalin, by Viktor Nekrasov, titled In the Trenches of Stalingrad; putting out a magazine called “The Little Dawn”; preparing an article, “Let’s Talk about Our Study Schedule,” for the “Young Stalinist” wall newspaper.77 Gorbachev was a star in school, but not quite beloved by all. “From childhood on,” he later confessed, “I wanted to amaze everyone.” Or as he put it on another occasion, “I got used to lording it over people; I always wanted to develop myself.” When it came time to elect a Komsomol leader, seven groups of students from seven nearby villages each nominated one candidate. As Gorbachev sat down after speaking, someone pulled away his chair and he collapsed on the floor. Did that mean some of his peers weren’t as eager to be led by him as he was eager to lead them? “Actually,” he joked to an American student audience sixty-five years later, “that helped me get elected.”78 Soon, he was appointed to the Komsomol committee for the whole district.
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The graduating eighth-grade class of the Privolnoe school, 1947. Gorbachev is on the extreme left in the top row.





Gorbachev read everything he could get his hands on. He spent three days in a hayloft reading Thomas Mayne Reid’s The Headless Horseman. Reid (1818–1883) was an Irish American author whose adventure tales about the American West were a staple among Soviet adolescents. Inspired by his stories, they played cowboys and Indians, except that in the USSR the Indians were the “good guys.” Over the next few years, Gorbachev graduated to higher culture; he found in a meager school library a one-volume collection of the work of Vissarion Belinsky, the radical philosopher and literary critic of the first half of the nineteenth century. A bitter foe of the tsarist regime, a firebrand of the Westernizing intelligentsia, who proclaimed himself a socialist as early as 1841, the extraordinarily intense Belinsky was both a revelation and an inspiration to Gorbachev. The book “became my bible. I was carried away by it. I read and reread it, and carried it with me everywhere.” When he wrote his memoirs in the early 1990s, Gorbachev still had the copy presented to him in 1950 as the first boy from his village to study at Moscow University: “I have the book in my hand right now. What interested me, what I paid special attention to, were the critic’s philosophical pronouncements.”79


From Belinsky, Gorbachev moved on to Pushkin, Gogol, and especially Lermontov. That early nineteenth-century poet of the Caucasus died young in a duel in Piatigorsk, approximately 120 miles from Privolnoe. Lermontov’s romanticism captivated him; “I knew not only his short poems but his long ones by heart.” Next, he was fascinated by Mayakovsky—more poetry full of romantic love, erotic longing, and rebelliousness. “What struck me then, and still strikes me now, was how these young writers managed to lift themselves to a level where they made philosophical generalizations. That was a gift of God!”80 Initially attracted to writers’ philosophical reflections, later, as Soviet leader, he aspired to approximate that intellectual level himself.


First, however, came ninth grade. He attended the high school in Molotovskoye, the district center twelve miles down the road from Privolnoe. Nowadays that distance is traveled quickly by car, on a good highway, which, in the summertime, runs between broad, green fields, where acres of tall yellow sunflowers stretch almost to the horizon. Back in 1948, Gorbachev and his classmates from Privolnoe covered the dirt road on foot in a little less than two hours, heading home after classes ended on Saturday afternoon, trudging back toward evening on Sunday. Once in a while they hitched a ride on an oxcart transporting milk to a cheese factory in Molotovskoye, but often they bushwhacked through fields and gullies, even in the dead of winter. At home they got provisions for the coming week (lard, pork, bread, and sweets), and their mothers did their laundry. During the week Gorbachev and two other boys from Privolnoe lived in a room in town.81 He was now, as he later put it, “a fully independent person.” No one “monitored my studies.” How could they, since his parents and other relatives were minimally literate? “My parents considered that I was enough of an adult to take care of myself, without their goading and urging. Only once was I able to persuade my father to come to school for a parents’ meeting. But when I was old enough to start attending parties and hanging around with kids, my father once said to my mother, ‘It seems Mikhail has started coming home late. Say something to him.’ ”82
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Gorbachev’s mother with her two sons, Mikhail and Aleksandr, not earlier than 1948.





The school, housed in a former tsarist era gymnaziium still in use decades later, and now bearing a plaque near the entrance saying, “The First President of the USSR Studied Here,” is a large two-story building with classrooms on either side of a long corridor leading to an iron staircase decorated with intricate metal ornamentation. In 2005 teachers showed guests a classroom with rows of wooden desks facing a blackboard, pointing out the one at which Misha Gorbachev sat. (As far as could be determined, he did not carve his initials into it.) According to a classmate, “We were all getting educated, but Gorbachev was a particularly avid student with a huge appetite for knowledge. After school we would all study. Then we would meet and walk back to school, which was a sort of second home to us. Or we would go to a movie. If we encountered a teacher, it was considered improper to disturb them, but, and I’ll never forget this, he would go up to a mathematics teacher and explain there was something he hadn’t understood in class. Then he would sit next to her for ten or fifteen minutes before the film started, and she would explain.”83


Others turned to Gorbachev to resolve disputes and referee fights. He himself didn’t like to fight, they recall—not that he was afraid; it just went against his grain—but he could stand up for himself. A relative his age remembered punching Gorbachev and another kid, “just making mischief. I was a little older than Mikhail, who was the same age as my brother. I pounded them both, but when they got older they grabbed me, piled on, and wrestled me to the ground.”84


Gorbachev seemed a natural leader. “He was a great organizer,” his high school classmate remembered. “People liked and trusted him. He was honest and fair, he worked hard, and he knew how to make friends.” Five decades later, Gorbachev commented, “I’ve been used to being a leader since I was a kid. That was an ambition I always wanted to realize.”85 He organized sports and social activities. He led the morning gym class, shouting into a big megaphone, “Ready, class! One, two, three, four! One, two, three, four!”86 “Mikhail loved weight lifting,” recalled his classmate. “We would lift thirty-two kilograms [70.5 pounds] 60 or 70 times, first jerk them up, then push, then press.” But most of all, he loved acting.


The school’s drama group was so popular that members couldn’t just join but had to be selected. The group’s adviser was a beloved literature teacher, Yulia Sumtsova; members often gathered at her home (where some who lived far away resided), both to rehearse and to study. They made their own costumes out of material provided by their mothers (mostly cheesecloth, his classmate recalls, since “there was nothing else”) and cadged props, including a carpet someone’s father had brought from Germany as war booty. Gorbachev became the group’s leading man. What attracted him to acting, he says, was “the wish to socialize with my peers, but also the desire to express myself, to get to know what I didn’t know.” It didn’t hurt that Yulia Karagodina, a girl in whom he had more than a passing interest, was his leading lady. Together they starred in Ostrovsky’s Snegurochka (The Snow Maiden) and Lermontov’s Masquerade.


The setting for high school performances, including Pushkin’s Rusalka and several Chekhov plays, was not a stage but the end of the school corridor next to the iron staircase. Adults attended and the troupe even took the show on the road, performing in villages throughout the district, charging admission, with the proceeds going to buy shoes for classmates who had none to wear to school. Gorbachev reports that he and his fellow players never asked themselves whether the shows they wanted to mount were doable. “We performed the work of all sorts of playwrights. You can imagine how some of it turned out, but we weren’t embarrassed. . . .” A traveling theater group from Stavropol came by to take a look. After Gorbachev and his colleagues staged Masquerade, the professional actors “praised us and made at least one comment that I still remember: They told us not to grab each other by the sleeve . . . during the clash between Arbenin and Zvezdich. They said that in high society sharp arguments were carried out somewhat differently.”87


Gorbachev’s impish sense of humor is visible in that recollection. So are the pride and relish with which he remembers performing. “The truth is, he was a very good actor,” recalled Karagodina. There was a time when he even talked with me . . . about trying for a theatrical institute.”88
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Gorbachev (center) in a production of Lermontov’s Masquerade, in high school, 1948–1949.





BEGINNING IN 1946, Gorbachev spent five summers in a row helping his father operate a mammoth combine harvester. From the end of June until the end of August, they worked away from home. Even when rains interrupted the harvesting, they remained in the field, taking care of the machinery. “Father and I had many discussions during these ‘idle’ days. We talked about a great variety of topics—work and life alike. Our simple father-son relationship developed into a bond between two people who shared a common cause and a common job. Father treated me with respect, and we became true friends.”89


The two of them worked twenty hours a day until two or three in the morning. Rushing to gather the crop in dry weather, they labored without a break, each replacing the other at the wheel of the giant machine while it was still moving. “It was hotter than hell,” Gorbachev remembered. “There was dust everywhere, the unceasing din of the machinery. If you looked at us, all you could see were eyes and teeth: the rest of our faces were caked with dirt and fuel oil. There were times, after fifteen to twenty hours at work, when I fell asleep at the wheel. The first year my nose often bled. . . .”90


The work paid relatively well, both in money and in kind, but even a combine driver’s family depended on an individual garden plot to feed itself. And every household was overwhelmed with taxes and other obligations. Whether or not they kept cattle, peasants owed the state 120 liters of milk, plus butter and meat. They had to pay taxes on fruit trees whether or not they bore fruit, Gorbachev remembered, “so peasants cut down their orchards. There was no escape: Peasants weren’t issued passports. . . . How did this differ from serfdom?”


Reflections like these probably came later. So did the revealing dilemma Gorbachev faced when giving fulsome speeches on agricultural policy: “It wasn’t easy for me to refrain from extremely negative evaluations since I knew what peasant life was like.”91 At the time, however, he felt himself gaining strength and confidence. He lost at least ten pounds every summer, but “I was getting stronger.” Yulia Karagodina remembered his face in those days. “It was scorched by the sun. His hands were covered with bubbly, bloody calluses.”92 “I was even proud of those calluses,” Gorbachev adds. His father taught him so well that “in a year or two I could fix any part of the machine. I was particularly proud of my ability to detect a problem in the machinery immediately, just from the sound of it, and equally proud that I could clamber up on it from any direction, even where the reel was revolving and the cutters were gnashing their teeth.”93


This passage to manhood was marked by another rite. When the first postwar harvest was over in 1946, the men in Sergei Gorbachev’s brigade, most of them former frontline soldiers, decided to “wash it down” and insisted that young Mikhail, who was fifteen, do the same. “Go ahead, have a drink!” they shouted. “It’s time for you to become a real man.” Gorbachev looked at his father, who laughed. When Gorbachev was handed a mug, he thought it was full of vodka, but in fact it contained pure alcohol. For that there was a drill: First exhale, then gulp it down, then quickly down a mug of cold water. But Gorbachev just drank it straight. “What a state I was in! The men roared with laughter, my father most of all.”94


The year 1946 was a lean one, with famine in many regions. The Soviet grain harvest was down to 39.6 million tons, from 95.7 in 1940. Stavropol was spared the worst, and refugees poured in from other provinces hoping to trade their possessions for grain. In 1947, another dry year, the yield was better (65.9 million tons) but far from enough. The spring of 1948 brought dust storms, but then rains that promised a good harvest. Sensing the chance to break harvest records, earning glory as well as bonuses for everyone involved, local authorities prepared their team for battle: two powerful “Stalinist 6” combines manned by the best drivers in the district, Sergei Gorbachev and his son, and Yakov Yakovenko and his; two potent S-80 tractors driven by another war veteran and a reliable party member; a truck to deliver fuel to the fields; two more party members to off-load grain from the combine, and another vehicle to haul it away. Combines and tractors were equipped with lamps for night harvesting


“Comrade Gorbachev Is Ready to Harvest” blared the June 20, 1948, edition of the district newspaper, Road of Ilich.95 As of July 25, 1948, Sergei Gorbachev’s combine was in the lead, with 870 hectares harvested. Several days later they were still ahead, with 1,239.96 Meanwhile, the USSR Supreme Soviet’s Presidium had decreed that a combine driver who harvested 8,000 centners of grain (a centner being one-tenth of a ton) would be awarded the Order of Lenin. Sergei Gorbachev and his son harvested 8,888. According to a Gorbachev classmate, the authorities planned to reward only the father, but he asked them to share the honor with his son. At first they refused, saying that an Order of Lenin could not be divided. At his father’s suggestion, however, at age seventeen, Mikhail Gorbachev received one of the USSR’s highest honors, the coveted Order of the Red Banner of Labor, signed by Joseph Stalin himself, while Sergei received the Order of Lenin.


When the award was announced that fall, the students in Gorbachev’s school assembled to congratulate him. “It was the first time this sort of thing had happened to me. . . . I was embarrassed, but, of course, I was glad.”97 Yulia Karagodina kept a newspaper clipping quoting his speech: “All our happiness, all our future, depends on labor, the most important factor moving socialist society forward. From the bottom of my heart, I thank the Bolshevik party, the Leninist Komsomol, and my teachers, for teaching me love for socialist labor, steadfastness, and staying power.” It is entirely possible, Karagodina added in 1991, “that he actually said those words. . . . We didn’t know any other style of communication, and that way seemed natural to us.”98


Yulia was in the tenth grade, Gorbachev in the ninth. “Strong, stocky, and determined,” in her words, “Gorbachev had a remarkable talent for subjecting everyone to his will.” She recalled his correcting teachers in history class, and once when he was angry at a teacher he said, “ ‘Do you want to keep your teaching certificate?’ He was the sort who felt he was right and could prove it to anyone.”


One day at Sumtsova’s house, where Karagodina was studying, he dropped by to ask her for help with a mathematical theorem. Math was her strong suit, while Gorbachev preferred literature and history. As she started to explain the theorem, he glanced around and noticed an empty space in the page she was editing for the school wall newspaper. “You mean you still haven’t finished it?” he chided her. “It’s supposed to be up tomorrow. Make sure you get it done before then!” Yulia remembered thinking to herself, “So now he’s going to be my boss, too,” and decided “to do absolutely nothing” in response. Two days later, at a meeting of the Komsomol committee, he reprimanded her in front of everyone. “I turned red as a crab,” she recalled. “He was shouting a bit, disciplining me.”99 “I felt terribly hurt. I’m walking away from school, about to cry, when Mikhail comes running up, and asks me to go to a movie with him that same day.” Members of the drama group often watched movies together, sometimes the same one over and over, while Sumtsova tutored them on acting. But Karagodina was now even more offended: How could Mikhail ask her to the movies when he’d just hurt her that way? “My dear,” Gorbachev replied, “these things have nothing to do with one another.”100


The school director admired Gorbachev. According to a classmate, she told Mikhail, “A great future awaits you. Once you leave here you can choose your place. With that medal, any university will accept you.” Perhaps that’s why, when she wanted to criticize Mikhail and Yulia for “spending so much time together so that classmates, looking at you, get the idea that they don’t have to concentrate on their studies,” she reprimanded her, not him. Karagodina obediently replied that she would see less of Gorbachev. When he learned that, he marched straight into the director’s office. The director, reports Yulia, emerged “red-faced and agitated,” followed by a smiling Mikhail. “What did you say to her?” Yulia asked. “Oh, nothing much. I just said, I’m a model student, and so is Yulia. I’m active in social service, and so is she. The fact that we are friends doesn’t interfere with anyone. Let them model themselves on us.” Naturally, according to Yulia’s account, the director couldn’t object.101


Gorbachev had extremely high standards for everyone. “I felt I was really not good enough for him,” Yulia recalled, “or we really didn’t fit. He was too energetic, too serious, so organized. And he was smarter than I was. He was the center of attention.” For a while “it was love, yes it was, for both of us,” but they never said things like “I love you” to each other, and at times he played at it. Once during a rehearsal of The Snow Maiden, when Yulia’s character said, “Dear Czar, ask me a hundred times if I love him, and I will answer a hundred times that I do,” Gorbachev leaned over, with the school director sitting nearby in the audience, and whispered in her ear, “Is it true?” “My God,” Yulia remembers, “I was shaken. I could hardly go on with my monologue. Everyone was asking what happened, and there was Gorbachev off to the side, smiling.”102
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The Gorbachev family, 1949.





When she graduated a year before Gorbachev, Karagodina left for Moscow to enroll in a teacher training program. But with the dormitory full and nowhere to live, she soon returned home. “How could you not stand up for yourself and your plans?” he demanded. “You should have lain down in the door to the rector’s office and not left until you were given a room in the dorm.” “That’s the sort of thing he could have done,” Karagodina remarked many years later. “But not I.” Instead, she found a job teaching in a village school near Molotovskoye. Gorbachev visited her, she adds, but “things didn’t work out, he could never make up his mind to pursue me. We never talked about love, and didn’t make plans for the future. I guess we just didn’t suit each other. He respected people who were strong-willed and determined. It’s probably not accidental—I read it somewhere—that he jokingly referred to Raisa Maksimovna [Gorbachev’s wife] as ‘my general.’ As for me, I didn’t accept his maximalism.”


If by “maximalism” she meant Gorbachev was determined to achieve what seemed impossible, she was right. When Karagodina was in her third year at a college in Krasnodar, she got a postcard from Mikhail. He closed with the Latin words Dum spiro spero. Her girlfriend from the Baltics translated: “While I breathe, I hope.” This could have been his motto when his dream of transforming the USSR came crashing down around him. In a postcard back, Karagodina’s answer to Gorbachev constituted a warning to the man who tried to change the world: “Breathe, but don’t hope for too much!”103




CHAPTER 2
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MOSCOW STATE UNIVERSITY


1950–1955


“WHAT YOU DO WHEN YOU finish school is up to you. If you like, we can work together. If you want to continue your studies, I’ll help you as much as I can. But this is a serious question, and only you can decide for yourself.” An unusual peasant patriarch, Sergei Gorbachev didn’t try to dictate to his son. But Mikhail knew his father’s and grandfather’s real feelings. Neither of them had much education, and they could feel how much they had missed. Gorbachev had no doubt about what he wanted to do: “I wanted to keep studying.”1


Many of his peers felt the same way.2 The Soviet Union was rebuilding. It needed engineers, agronomists, doctors, teachers, and other professionals to replace those lost in both the war and the purges that preceded it. “Even the weakest students” sought out places where the entrance exams “weren’t particularly demanding,” Gorbachev admits. As for himself, he was “a particularly prideful, ambitious [ambitsioznyi] fellow. Why? Nature, I guess. Why do five to seven percent of people born in the world turn out to be capable of running their own business, whereas the rest become hired hands? It’s a question of character.”3 In Russian, the word ambitsioznyi is not a positive term, usually translated as “arrogant” rather than “ambitious.” In 1950 it was clear to Gorbachev what an ambitsioznyi country boy should do next—“apply to nothing less than the most important university of all, Moscow State University.”4


MGU was to the USSR what Harvard is to the United States—except that in the Soviet Union there was almost nothing else, no Yale, Princeton, or Stanford, no Ivy League, no equally distinguished state universities, no elite liberal arts colleges. Moscow the city was itself unique: Washington, New York, Chicago, Los Angeles all rolled into one, the seat of government, industry, culture, even the film industry: the place to shine if you wanted to rise. To be sure, the Soviet Union had its own version of “affirmative action”: students like Gorbachev of working-class origin enjoyed special favor in university admission. Although he was from a peasant family, his father’s job as a combine driver lifted him to “most-favored” proletarian status. And his Order of the Red Labor Banner certainly wouldn’t hurt; in fact, in the end he was admitted without having to take the required entrance examination.


Half a year before he finished school in Stavropol, Gorbachev wrote for information about MGU’s programs. In return, he received a booklet listing all its faculties (departments), along with admissions requirements. In high school he had liked a variety of subjects: physics and mathematics as well as history and literature. So, in addition to MGU, he considered applying to several other institutions specializing in engineering, energy, and economics. Gorbachev’s local draft board informed him he would be called up unless he enrolled in a military academy like the Baku Naval School, to which they urged him to apply. “I liked that idea,” he recalled, “you know, young men like ships and uniforms. But something stopped me; I don’t know what. I’d like to know. I was ready to serve, but then they told me I could be deferred if I enrolled in either a law school or a transport institute.”5


At one point Gorbachev focused on the Institute of Railroad Transportation, in nearby Rostov, then briefly pondered a career as a diplomat. Finally, he sent off his application to MGU’s law school, which in the Soviet (and now Russian) system is an undergraduate course of study.6 The study of law in a country without the rule of law did not enjoy great intellectual prestige, but Gorbachev couldn’t know that. Although he was “impressed by the role of judges and prosecutors,” he had, he admits, but a “foggy notion” of law and jurisprudence.


Perhaps that’s why MGU didn’t initially respond to his application. At first he went off to his job on the combine. But after a while he left his father in the steppe (with his permission, of course), hitched a ride to the nearest town, and dispatched a telegram with a prepaid reply, reminding the university of his existence. “Admitted with dormitory accommodation included,” read the notice he miraculously received three days later, brought to him in the fields by a postman. He attributed the miracle less to the medal he had been awarded at graduation (silver rather than gold because he had received a grade of 4 rather than 5 in German) and more to his Red Labor Banner and his worker-peasant background. But the main thing was he got in—“got in without taking an exam, without an interview, without anything. No one asked me a thing! Well, in my opinion, I deserved to be admitted. I was someone you could count on, and that’s how it turned out at the university.”7 For the rest of the summer, he continued working on the combine with his father. But the work no longer felt hard. “I was overflowing with joy. My head kept ringing with the words, ‘I am a student at Moscow University.’ ”8


Gorbachev understates his efforts to gain admission. During June 1950, at the very time MGU was deciding whether or not to admit him, he managed to become a candidate member of the party, a credential that certainly enhanced his case. Gorbachev’s application for party membership, handwritten on June 5, 1950, declares, “I would consider it a high honor to be a member of the highly advanced, genuinely revolutionary Communist party of Bolsheviks. I promise to be faithful to the great cause of Lenin and Stalin, to devote my entire life to the party’s struggle for Communism.” In a supporting letter, his school principal described him as “one of our school’s best students,” “sensitive and responsive to his comrades,” “morally steady and ideologically firm.” Another recommendation reveals that even in the Russian provinces in 1950, when it came to university admission, it helped to be an athlete: the school’s physical education teacher reported that Mikhail assisted him for the last two years. The district Komsomol committee, of which Gorbachev was a member, confirmed that he was “politically literate,” i.e., that he “understands the policy of the party of Lenin-Stalin correctly.” It also provided an assurance even more important during the last years of Stalinism—that although Gorbachev had lived in Privolnoe under Nazi occupation when he was twelve years old, “there is no kompromat [compromising material] concerning him.”9


Gorbachev had never seen a train until he was thirteen. He first traveled to Stavropol at seventeen, and had never been outside the province. Now, at nineteen, accompanied by his father, with a battered old suitcase in which his mother had packed the few clothes he had, plus food to sustain him on the trip, he arrived at the Tikhoretsky Station, some thirty-two miles from Privolnoe. Grandfather Pantelei, who bid farewell as Gorbachev and his father clambered aboard the truck taking them to the station, “was very emotional; he was very happy for me, but sad to see me go. He had tears in his eyes. It was very sad.”10 Gorbachev’s father was so emotional that he stayed on board until the train started moving, then jumped off, and forgot to give his son his train ticket. The conductor might have thrown Gorbachev off the train if the rest of the passengers in the lowest-class car hadn’t come to his aid: “What are you doing?” they yelled at the conductor. “His father fought at the front. Did you see all the medals he’s wearing?” The conductor retreated—on the condition that Gorbachev buy another ticket (which he could barely afford) at the next station.11


On this and later trips, the Moscow trains stopped in places Gorbachev had only heard about and imagined—Rostov, Stalingrad, Kharkov, Orel, Kursk, Voronezh, all of them still partly in ruins from the war—before pulling into the capital itself. It was not an easy beginning: Gorbachev didn’t “feel very comfortable” at first. His new acquaintances said, “Moscow itself is a big village,” but it didn’t feel like a village to him. Privolnoe had no electricity, no radio (except the loudspeaker in the central square), no telephone, but the air was clean and fragrant and “at night the stars shone as if someone had hung lanterns in the sky.” By contrast, in Moscow, rumbling with the roar of trams and the metro, “everything was new for me: Red Square, the Kremlin, the Bolshoi Theater, my first opera, my first ballet, the Tretyakov and Pushkin Museums, my first ride on a Moscow River boat, my first trip to the outskirts of the city, my first anniversary of the Revolution demonstration. Every time, I was overwhelmed by an incomparable sensation of novelty.”12


During Stalin’s last years, peasants were held in particularly low regard in Moscow. They had always seemed backward to Marx (who referred to the “idiocy of rural life”), Lenin (who claimed to have made a “proletarian revolution”), and Stalin (who exploited and brutalized them), and they still seemed like “dark people” to sophisticated Moscow urbanites.13 And Gorbachev at first struck his Muscovite classmates as hopelessly underdeveloped. They lived at home in their parents’ apartments, while he and other out-of-towners lived in a dormitory. “We represented the Moscow elite,” fellow student Dmitry Golovanov, explained. “Gorbachev wasn’t very interesting to us.”14 “He was deeply provincial,” according to Zoya Bekova. “That was quite clear. He had the look of a peasant.”15 “You could tell from his pronunciation,” Golovanov remembers.16 He spoke with a southern Russian accent, softening hard g’s into kh’s. “He had one suit, and he wore it all five years,” added Nadezhda Mikhaleva.17 “And there were times when he went around without socks, because he had none.”


But that impression disappeared after Gorbachev’s first year, another student, Rudolf Kolchanov, remembered. “After that, there was no more condescension; everyone treated him as an equal.”18 Gorbachev’s ego did not suffer from his exposure to the elite; instead, he emerged five years later ready to take on the world. The night before leaving MGU in 1955, he thought about what those years meant to him. The “peasant boy” who entered the university in 1950 and the man who graduated five years later were “quite different people.” His family had shaped him “as an individual and as a citizen,” as had his schools and teachers. He was grateful to his fellow harvest workers, who “taught me how to work and helped me understand the working man’s system of values.” And yet, it was Moscow University that gave him “the basic knowledge and inner strength that were decisive in the choices I made. It was there I began the long process of rethinking my country’s history, its present, and its future. I know one thing for sure: Without those five years there would have been no Gorbachev the politician.”19


Gorbachev was not the only university graduate in the world from a humble background who felt empowered by his higher education. But higher education under late Stalinism was permeated by propaganda and indoctrination. Still, even before Stalin’s death in 1953, there were ways to get a real education at MGU. Some professors trained before or just after 1917 introduced students to a wider realm of philosophical and political ideas. Gorbachev’s student years, with his exposure to the intellectual and cultural life of the capital, turned him into a man who thought of himself as an intellectual, with what he considered a philosophical cast of mind, a fact that helps to explain the vision he later brought to political leadership, as well as some of his limitations as a leader.


MGU also gave Gorbachev two life-changing friendships. One was with the Czech student Zdeněk Mlynář, who would go on to become the chief ideologist of the Prague Spring in 1968. The other was with his wife-to-be, Raisa Titarenko.


STALIN DIED ON MARCH 5, 1953. His last years were marked by new waves of repression. The “Leningrad Affair” of 1949 eliminated party leaders with roots in the former imperial capital. The “anti-cosmospolitanism” campaign of 1952 targeted Jews. In January 1953, Stalin’s minions claimed to have uncovered a “doctors’ plot,” in which Kremlin physicians, most of them Jewish, had conspired to murder Soviet leaders. The publicity given to the “plot” sparked mass hysteria: rumors about infants killed in hospitals, a drop in visits to clinics and pharmacies. One arrested physician, the well-known pathologist Yakov Rappoport, later recalled the mother of a child with pneumonia, who refused to administer the penicillin prescribed by a doctor: “Let him die from illness, but not from poison that I gave him with my own hands.”20


Moscow University could hardly escape the contagion. “The atmosphere was saturated with ideology,” Gorbachev recalls. The teaching seemed aimed at “brainwashing young minds.” Both professors and students were “under close surveillance.”21 And yet, the postwar years saw stirrings of change in Soviet society. Because of its prestige and the Soviet need for highly trained specialists, Moscow University was somewhat insulated from the general atmosphere of fear.


Members of Gorbachev’s generation emerged from the dreadful war with optimism and a fierce determination to improve their lives. Still believing in the equality promised by Communist doctrine, students from the impoverished countryside thought themselves no less worthy than children of the elite. War veterans, with preferential access to universities, stood out from younger students. Having survived, won the war, and returned in triumph, they were particularly determined to build the future. “All of us in our generation had a strong faith in socialist values,” remembered Leonid Gordon, a history student at MGU from 1948 to 1953. “We had contempt for wealth and everything we considered bourgeois. Our Soviet patriotism was strong.” Nail Bikkenin, a future adviser to Gorbachev, recalled that he and his friends had “faith in their country and its proclaimed ideals . . . the USSR was a country of enormous possibilities and we had a lot of work ahead of us.” MGU’s philosophy department, where Raisa Titarenko enrolled in 1949, seemed to its students a hotbed of intellectual excitement. Yuri Levada, a pioneer in Soviet sociology (which was taught by the philosophy faculty) and opinion polling, recalled, “It seemed as if there had never been such interesting people there before or since.” Boris Grushin, another distinguished sociologist, remembered that war veterans at MGU inspired their fellow students “with new perceptions and assumptions, with a new vision of life, of the world.”22


Gorbachev recalled the pressure to conform: “The slightest deviation from the official line, any attempt to question anything, was fraught with consequences, culminating, at best, in scrutiny before a Komsomol or party meeting.”23 He himself became the Komsomol leader of his entering class, then deputy Komsomol secretary for agitation and propaganda for the entire law school. One of his first Komsomol assignments, for which he was given time off from his studies, was to monitor election polling places in Moscow’s Krasnopresnensky district—to make sure that enough citizens actually voted to reach the Communist party’s goal of a nearly 100 percent turnout. What he observed was that most voted “out of fear.”24


In 1952, at the tender age of twenty-one, he was elevated to full membership in the party. This, along with his Komsomol role, could be taken (and has been by some) to mean that Gorbachev served as a political watchdog over his fellow students.25 But the truth is more complicated. Of course, he had to pay obeisance to Stalin and his works. At a meeting of law school party members in early 1953, he rejoiced that “study of the works of J. V. Stalin and of the materials of the 19th Party Congress [held in 1952] obliges us to raise the level of our scientific-scholarly work,” while regretting that “our professors and teachers have obviously not studied these materials deeply enough. As a result the quality of our seminars is weak.”26 But the haste with which he was elevated to full party membership suggests a lapse in political oversight. And testimony from his classmates confirms that, when it came to monitoring them, he did only the minimum.


Gorbachev’s promotion from candidate to full party member had to be approved by the authorities of Moscow’s Leninsky district, in which MGU is located. When he hesitantly informed them about the arrests of his two grandfathers, which qualified as kompromat in some circles, they brushed it off: “Don’t worry! Just write it down. That will be enough.”27 Classmates trusted him to keep secrets. Nadezhda Mikhaleva explains that while Gorbachev’s Komosomol mandate was to ensure “discipline” in the dorm, his main target was drunkenness, not political dissidence. Galina Daniushevskaya remembers a meeting called to condemn the “doctors’ plot,” at which she expected Gorbachev to lead the condemnation. Instead, she still marvels, “he didn’t even show up.”28 For the most part, it seems, he actually concentrated on his studies.


No subject at MGU, not even natural sciences, was free from politicization. Biology and physics had been under ideological attack for years. Law was deformed by Stalinist doctrine: rejection of presumption of innocence, and acceptance of confessions as proof of guilt. But the curriculum included Roman law, the history of political thought, the constitutions of “bourgeois” nations, especially the United States, and instead of shunning the ideas of ideological adversaries, students were encouraged to study them carefully, if only to be better able to understand the class enemy. Even as they followed the party line, some professors tried to signal their reservations. One professor with a dry throat always sipped water while he lectured. “Even the best lectures,” he smilingly confided to his students, “have to be watered down.”29 Another old-timer, Serafim Yushkov, had devoted his life to the study of Kievan Russia, the medieval predecessor to Moscovite Russia, yet he was suddenly accused of “rootless cosmopolitanism,” the label usually attached to Jews. The “absurdity of the charge was so obvious,” Gorbachev recalled, especially given Yushkov’s old-fashioned Russian way of dressing. He went around wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat, and an embroidered shirt with a waistband outside of his trousers. Nonetheless, Yushkov was “worked over” by the law school’s scholarly council, before which, holding his old straw hat in his hand, he uttered just three words in his own defense: “Look at me!” The Yushkov inquiry was dropped. “We loved his lectures,” recalls Gorbachev, but their way of showing it was to play an ideological prank on the old man. They asked him how he could analyze Kievan history without more references to Marxism-Leninism. “He frantically opened his large, overflowing briefcase, extracted from it one such classic, donned his spectacles, and searched for a pertinent passage.”30 The point of the prank was to lampoon political monitoring by sardonically engaging in it themselves.


WHEN HE FIRST ARRIVED at MGU, looking and sounding like a country bumpkin, Gorbachev was teased by his classmates: “What was new to me they said they had learned way back in school, but mine was a village school.” But he convinced himself that his innocence was a virtue: the Muscovites often were “afraid to display their own ignorance; they were afraid to ask for explanations in class,” whereas he was “burning with curiosity and a desire to learn and understand.” Granted “I had never suffered from an absence of pride, and whatever was new came easily to me,” he still had to study extra hard. Before long, he could “hold my own in student discussions with even my most talented classmates.”31


Gorbachev claims to have studied “greedily, feverishly.” “We all worked a great deal,” Rudolf Kolchanov remembered, “but he worked more than anyone.”32 “What others would study for an hour or two,” Mikhaleva recalled, “he would devote three or four to.” “He was assiduous,” she continued. “When others went to sleep, he kept working.” “I know for a fact,” says Zoya Bekova, “that he never stopped until two or three in the morning, after getting up at 5 or 6 a.m. He studied, he read, he did everything he could to bring himself up to the level of the Muscovites.”33 “There was nothing country boy about his intelligence,” recalled Volodya Liberman, a member of Gorbachev’s study group, along with Mikhaleva and Zdeněk Mlynář.


Gorbachev conspicuously displayed his superiority in the realm of labor. That Order of the Red Labor Banner, recalled Liberman, “he wore it the whole first year and it drew attention to him.” Nevertheless, Mikhaleva added, it seemed Gorbachev “had no complexes: he understood that he lacked culture and he set out to get help.” Mikhaleva, green-eyed and raven-haired, was someone whose assistance he sought. She remembered saying, “Misha, you live in the dormitory, poor dear. You cannot live on bad sausages. Come home with me to study. . . . Mama is a splendid cook!” Nadezhda also introduced Gorbachev to Moscow’s cultural life. “He would come to me and say, ‘Nadezhda, if you go to a museum maybe you’ll take me and tell me what this artist feels.’ Or, ‘If you’re going to the conservatory, take me with you and tell me what that composer is thinking.’ It was not embarrassing to him at all to ask.” Another friend remembered Gorbachev asking what ballet was: “I’ve heard talk about it, but I’ve never seen it.”
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Gorbachev wearing the Order of the Red Labor Banner, not earlier than 1949.





“Gorbachev seemed to like me,” Mikhaleva remembered, “but he never showed his attraction to girls.” “He didn’t care about alcohol or playing cards,” Liberman explained. “And though he was very handsome with great hair, he never showed much interest in women.” In a photo from those years, Gorbachev does indeed look like a French movie star with dark hair and eyes, wearing a fedora. But “Gorbachev always had this amazing ability to work. . . . No hobbies. No side interests. Just work.”34 Gorbachev himself puts it this way, “I had made a firm decision—I would devote all five years at MGU to study. No love affairs.”35


That soon changed in the intense social environment of the MGU dormitory. The old academic buildings housing MGU’s departments were still downtown, on the Mokhovaya, not far from the Kremlin. The dormitory, however, was four miles away in the Sokoloniki district, at 32 Stromynka, near the banks of the Yauza River.36 Built in the early eighteenth century by Peter the Great as a military barracks, the vast yellow, four-story structure housed several thousand students. Undergraduates and graduate students were grouped according to the faculties in which they studied: historians, philosophers, physicists, biologists, students of literature and law, and others. As many as twenty-two first-year students lived in one room, furnished mainly with beds (under which students kept personal belongings in their suitcases), small bedside tables, one big table with a few chairs, a bookshelf or two, and one wardrobe. During their second year, “only” eleven had to share a room, by the third year as “few” as six. Each floor boasted one collective kitchen, shared by hundreds of students, and one large bathroom without hot water. Raisa Gorbachev, who also grew up in the provinces, remembered that the women’s bathroom contained only toilets and sinks.37 Kolchanov remembered no stalls or doors in the men’s bathroom, only toilets. Zdeněk Mlynář, accustomed to better plumbing in his native Czechoslovakia, recalled a “collective latrine with a washing area,” adding that “for everyone in the building there was a single Russian banya (bathhouse) in the courtyard.”38 The banya was open to men and women on alternate days.39


Dmitry Golovanov, who lived with his parents, remembered Stromynka as “horrible, like a prison.”40 But for a country boy like Gorbachev it seemed almost luxurious. His minimal wardrobe wasn’t out of place: students often dressed in secondhand pants, beat-up jackets, and old high school or army uniforms.41 There was a cafeteria and snack bar, Gorbachev recalled, “where we could buy a cup of tea for a few kopecks, with unlimited amounts of bread available on the table. There was a barbershop and a laundry, although we usually washed our own clothes for lack of money or want of a change. We had our own clinic, which also was new for me since our village had only a first-aid station. We had a library with spacious reading room [although Kolchanov recalled that because there were never enough seats, students worked there in shifts at all hours of the day and night], a student club with all sorts of cultural activities and sports. It was a world of its own, a fellowship of students with its unwritten laws and rules.”42


A student city that never slept, with its lights burning all night, Stromynka boasted its own main avenues (long corridors where students gathered to gab), informal debating societies (often meeting in bathrooms), markets (where students like Gorbachev, who had little money, but occasionally received food parcels from his parents, traded and swapped), even strategies for commuting downtown: students swarmed onto trams in such numbers that harried conductors had no way of checking to see that they had paid—they usually hadn’t. In late 1953, Stromynka’s denizens moved to luxurious new dorms on Lenin Hills, a mammoth Stalinist wedding cake–shaped skyscraper in which students lived in “blocks,” i.e., two individual bedrooms sharing a bathroom. But in his memoirs and in person, Gorbachev radiates much more nostalgia for Stromynka than for Lenin Hills.


Did he stand out at MGU as someone who might one day lead his country and the world? “He was not the most impressive student in our class by any means,” said Rudolf Kolchanov. “It’s not as if he were always a great reformer and world leader just waiting to happen.”43 Natalia Rimashevskaya, later a distinguished sociologist, remembered that Gorbachev “never tried to stand out, but rather stayed in the shadows. In class, he used to sit in the next to last row of seats. Those who wanted to be known as leaders made sure they occupied center seats in the first row. As a joke, we addressed Gorbachev as ‘Distinguished Combine Driver’ in recognition of the medal he wore.”44 But Gorbachev had noticeable virtues. He had a way of “locking on” when he talked to you, several fellow students remembered. “Misha was never greedy, materialistic,” said Liberman.45 According to Kolchanov, Gorbachev was “open, warm, and sociable” and had “a lot of friends.”46


Gorbachev claims he despised the rigid teaching and rote learning. So he continued his high school pattern of challenging teachers. He was about to contest a particularly deadly professor, he recalled, when Valery Shapko, the official “elder” (starosta) of Gorbachev’s cohort, suggested waiting until after the final exam. Gorbachev didn’t wait, the teacher took revenge by giving him a B instead of an A, and Gorbachev forfeited extra scholarship support on which he heavily relied. When Stalin’s latest work of “genius,” Economic Problems of Socialism in the USSR, appeared in the fall of 1952, one professor’s lectures consisted simply of reading the great work aloud. Gorbachev passed him an unsigned note saying, “This is a university, and they admit people who graduated from ten years of schooling, that is, people who can read by themselves.” The professor contemptuously read the note aloud, remarking it must have been written by someone with no respect for Marxism-Leninism, the Communist party, and the USSR. That’s why “the hero” who wrote it hadn’t dared to sign it. Slowly, Gorbachev stood up and identified himself. His act of “defiance” was referred all the way up to the Moscow city party committee, but they decided to quash the matter. Once again Gorbachev’s proletarian-peasant origins helped.47


Classmates confirm his outspokenness. Andrei Vyshinsky, chief prosecutor at the 1930s purge trials, had established as a Soviet jurisprudential norm that a suspect’s confession of a crime was sufficient proof of guilt. “Many of us took it as gospel,” admitted Gorbachev’s friend Golovanov, “but Gorbachev didn’t. He couldn’t refute it openly because he would have been thrown out. But he expressed another view among friends: ‘It’s wrong, just plain wrong. Confessions can be forced.’ ”48 In the midst of the hysteria over the “doctors’ plot” in 1952, Gorbachev’s close friend Volodya Liberman arrived three hours late for class, looking “depressed, deathly, faceless.” In tears, he explained he had been spotted as a Jew and thrown off a bus. Later, at a meeting in the law school, another student questioned Liberman’s loyalty. A decorated veteran and the class orator, Liberman demanded to know, “Should I, as the only Jew among you, take on the entire responsibility for all Jews?” At this point, Liberman recalled, Gorbachev leaped to his feet, pointed at Liberman’s accuser, and shouted, “You are a spineless beast!”49


“I wasn’t making a political protest,” Gorbachev recalled. “The time for that hadn’t come yet. It was an intellectual protest against how a veteran and a human being had been treated.”50


The hottest arguments and debates took place late at night. “We divided up into various ideological camps and factions,” remembered Kolchanov. “Someone would cite Trotsky, someone else would criticize Lenin for signing the peace [accord with Germany in 1918] at Brest-Litovsk, or even criticize Stalin for, say, the primitive way he expounded philosophical ideas. I myself championed [Peter] Struve [a leading pre-1917 liberal reformer]. . . . Of course, we were out of our minds to talk like this, and we could have paid dearly for it. Several people who were about to graduate got ten years for such debates. But we were lucky, no one denounced us to the authorities.”51


No one could be an open dissident, but Kolchanov testifies that Gorbachev was “a doubter.” “He had a very clear understanding of Stalinist [agricultural] collectivization, and he thought it as an incredible injustice. He couldn’t say it openly, but he was much more knowledgeable about this than we city boys.” Gorbachev developed a reputation as someone who tried to mediate debates. “You think this,” he would say, “you think that, but let’s talk this through.” Rimashevskaya remembered he would defuse hot arguments with a Marxist expression, “One must approach [this question] dialectically,” that is, by juxtaposing thesis and antithesis, and then looking for a synthesis. “Maybe that eventually transformed [him] into a person who would work for compromise.”52 Or, to put it another way, into a politician. Well into retirement, Gorbachev told his aide/biographer Andrei Grachev that though his “passion and curiosity” grew at MGU into a “steady interest in philosophy and political theory that remains with me until this day, I don’t consider myself a theoretician. What I am is a politician, a politician.”53


ZDENĚK MLYNÁŘ WAS ONE of Gorbachev’s closest friends at MGU. “Misha admired him no end,” recalled Golovanov. “Zdeněk was amazingly smart.”54 “We lived in the same quarters for five years,” Mlynář remembered, “belonged to the same study circle, prepared together for examinations, and both obtained our degrees cum laude. We were more than just fellow students: we were known to all as a pair of close friends.”55 Mlynář had joined the Czechoslovak Communist party in 1946, and was by his own account a true believer. “My communist faith was a closed system, which could not be penetrated in any fundamental way by an idea, argument, or even by any real experience from the outside.” So politically reliable was Mlynář that he served as party leader of Czech students in Moscow. Nonetheless, he was denounced by Czech compatriots at MGU as a “wrecker.” The snitching there echoed the purge of Rudolf Slansky, general secretary of the Czech party, who was condemned to death at a show trial in Prague in 1952. Fortunately for Mlynář, Czech Communist leaders came to Moscow that December and told the assembled Czech students that the party had not sent them there to “go around suspecting one another but rather to trust each other and study.” This advice “confirmed my party faith: everything had been examined in the spirit of justice and found to be a misunderstanding.”56
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Zdenĕk Mlynář, Gorbachev’s friend at Moscow University—later, a key colleague of Alexander Dubček’s in the Prague Spring.





Mlynář admitted, “It was my five-year stay in Moscow that gave rise to my first serious ideological doubts.” He refused to trace them to “the wretched living standard of the Soviet people, the poverty and backwardness of their everyday lives. The problem was not chiefly the fact that Moscow was a huge village of wooden cottages, that people scarcely had enough to eat, that the most typical dress, even then, five years after the war, was old military war-issue uniforms, that most families lived in one room, that instead of flush toilets there was only an opening leading to a drain pipe, that both in the student residences and on the street people blew their noses into their hands, that what you didn’t hang onto tightly would be stolen from you in a crowd, that drunks lay unconscious in the street and could be dead for all the passers-by knew or cared. . . .” This extraordinarily incriminating passage damns not with faint praise but by eschewing even that.


Mlynář didn’t blame Commnism for all this, but saw it as “a direct consequence of the war and of the terrible backwardness of czarist Russia.” The Soviet people’s fortitude in bearing their burdens actually demonstrated “the human strength . . . of the ‘new Soviet man.’ ” What really bothered Mlynář was not “the negative aspects of Soviet life,” but “the absence of anything positive in its place,” the absence of Communist values themselves. Most Soviets he met “tried to keep politics utterly separate from their personal lives. . . . While we took it for granted that what we said in public we also thought in private.” Mlynář shared a dorm room with six former frontline Red Army soldiers. On their wall was a classic socialist realist poster, a reproduction of a famous painting of Stalin standing before a huge map of the USSR, outlining a plan for a green belt of trees along the steppe of the Volga basin. When vodka appeared in the room, however, the poster was turned to face the wall, revealing an amateur’s obscene drawing of a pre-1917 Russian courtesan. What followed were several hours of hard drinking, during which the usual public “duplicity was unnecessary and people whose intoxicated tongues became increasingly tangled still managed to make more and more real sense.”


Mlynář heard war stories utterly at odds with what he had seen in Soviet films and literature. Had he ventured to express his “highly correct” opinions, he would have been viewed “as a fool in the same class as Kadet Biegler in Hašek’s Good Soldier Švejk.” One student, a party member, told him how collective farmers had looked forward to the Germans’ arrival, hoping they would dismantle the collective farms and give the land back to the peasants. Mlynář’s roommates revealed their “contempt for their own moral weakness and self-pity for being powerless to change the things that aroused the contempt in the first place.” It took him five years of living in Moscow to discover that “if you want to understand the inner world of the Soviet people, it is far more important to read Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Chekhov, and Gogol than all the literary productions of socialist realism put together.”


Mlynář knew a young party functionary who voted to expel a friend who ran through Stromynka in his underwear to win a bet. In a drunken state, the functionary begged Mlynář, “I’m a swine—go on, tell me I’m a swine!” Why should he do so? Mlynář asked. “Because you’re not a swine—you believe in it,” was the reply. Mlynář explained that running around in dormitories in underwear wasn’t exactly a crime (especially since in less puritan Czechoslovakia “it happens all the time”), but his weepy interlocutor would have none of it. “Nonsense, that’s not the point. You actually read Lenin. You understand it because you believe it.”


Mlynář worked as an intern in the procurator’s office. (Procurators were charged with ensuring the strict observance of the law by officials and citizens, but in practice, they focused on implementing the party’s dictates.) Exposure to the workings of the Soviet justice system deepened his doubts. On the one day a week reserved for hearing oral “complaints by the working people,” crowds jammed the office, hoping to convey pressing personal legal problems to the duty officer. “Each case generally took five or ten minutes. The ‘new Soviet people’ . . . stood before him cap in hand, with timid deference, and stammered out their feeling of injustice and injury, while the prosecutor, who was usually doing some other paper work at the same time, sat behind his massive desk listening with only half an ear. Inevitably, he would dismiss 99 percent of the complaints as groundless.”57


Despite his doubts, Mlynář found a way to keep believing: Whatever the faults of the Soviet Union, he later explained, there was no capitalist exploitation, no army of the unemployed, no foreign policy based on aggression and war. He and Gorbachev “were convinced communists,” Mlynář insisted. “We believed that communism was the future of mankind and Stalin was the one great leader.”58 In high school Gorbachev had received high marks for an essay on the theme “Stalin Is Our Wartime Glory, Stalin Gives Flight to Our Youth”—so high that for several years the composition was held up to other students as a model. “Even in high school,” Gorbachev remembered, “we talked about many things in a critical way . . . , but only on the local level. . . . We took it for granted that the system we lived under was socialism.”59


Gorbachev’s and Mlynář’s doubts deepened as they confided them to each other. Together they watched the classic film Cossacks of the Kuban (1950), a Stalinist musical comedy. (Yes, these oxymorons not only existed but also were wildly popular just when real life was at its worst.) In the film, happy collective farmers joyfully bring in the harvest. “It’s not true,” Gorbachev whispered to his friend. “If the leader of a kolkhoz does not use brute force against the farmers, they would probably not work at all.” In one scene, pretty blond milkmaids in sparkling summer dresses, who have just won a “socialist competition” by overfulfilling their plan, storm local stores for their own harvest of prizes (hats, shoes, candy, balloons), and even prepare to buy a piano for their kolkhoz. “Pure propaganda,” Gorbachev informed Mlynář. “You actually can’t buy anything.”60


Together, the two friends studied the official history of the USSR, which insisted that anyone guilty of “antiparty deviation” had to be liquidated. “But Lenin did not have [his Menshevik opponent] Martov arrested,” Gorbachev said. “He let him emigrate.” According to Mlynář, Gorbachev had a favorite philosophical maxim, that “the truth is always concrete,” which he used to cite when a lecturer in Marxist philosophy babbled on about general principles “regardless of how little they had in common with reality.” Gorbachev was “well balanced and optimistic,” Mlynář remembered, “highly emotional,” but with “iron self-control.” “Open-minded, curious,” he had “an ability to listen, learn, and he’s able to adapt. All this is the root of his self-confidence.”61


Stalin’s death shook them both. In a conversation with Gorbachev in the 1990s, Mlynář remembered standing next to him in a law school auditorium on Herzen Street during two minutes of silence in Stalin’s honor. “I remember asking you, ‘Misha, what’s going to happen to us now?’ And you, in a voice full of alarm and uneasiness, answered, ‘I don’t know.’ Our world, the world of true-believing Stalinist Communists, was beginning to fall apart.”


“Yes,” Gorbachev replied, “That’s the way it was.”62


Mlynář and Gorbachev joined the crowd, tens of thousands, moving toward the House of Columns, where Stalin’s body lay in state. Many were silent and sincerely mournful. But Mlynář also recalled “thieves and pickpockets, men [who] felt under women’s skirts, and vodka drunk straight from bottles hidden in pockets. It was a crowd united by determination not to miss a spectacle, whether it be a funeral or a public execution.” Funneled by mounted policemen into narrow streets leading to the bier, people were crushed together in dangerous bottlenecks. At first, they chanted rhythmically, “Heave ho!” Then, when “the density of the crowd reached unimaginable proportions,” people began to be trampled. “I myself saw dozens of wounded and unconscious people,” Mlynář wrote, “and some I saw were dead.”63 Mlynář didn’t make it to the bier on first try. The next day, pretending not to know a word of Russian except for “boss,” he got permission from a policeman to go to the head of the line. As for Gorbachev, he bypassed the bottlenecks and stood in line all night. “I could see Stalin close up for the first time—dead, stone-like, waxen-faced, devoid of any signs of ever having been alive. I searched his face for any signs of greatness, but something disturbed me, evoking mixed feelings.”64


In the months after Stalin’s death, especially after secret police chief Lavrenty Beria was arrested in June and executed in December, the press began to publish articles criticizing the “cult of personality,” without mentioning Stalin’s name. Newspapers ignored the first anniversary of Stalin’s death in 1954. It wasn’t until February 1956, after Gorbachev had graduated from MGU, that Khrushchev directly attacked Stalin in his famous secret speech to the Twentieth Party Congress. Meanwhile, the mood at MGU, as in society at large, began to change. Mlynář realized that his MGU friends “sensed and knew far more about the reality of Stalinist terror in their country than I had gathered from them while Stalin was still alive. In 1954 and 1955, such things were spoken of more and more openly.” Upon his return to Prague in 1955, he found that his compatriots were more afraid than his fellow students in Moscow. “Of course,” Gorbachev remembered, “we had a long, long way to go to truly open pluralism. For although the Party and other organs loosened the ideological reins, they were certainly not about to let them out of their hands.”65


BALLROOM DANCING WAS the rage at Stromynka in the early years after the war, but Gorbachev was known for avoiding it. “I preferred to read books,” he recalled, even when friends dropped by to report on the girls they had met on the dance floor. One evening in 1951, Volodya Liberman and Yura Topilin ran into the reading room and summoned him urgently: “Misha, what a babe! A new one! Come on, take a look!”


“Do you think there’s a shortage of them?” he sneered, but then reconsidered: “Ok, Ok. You go ahead. I’ll catch up.”


“The guys departed,” Gorbachev recalled. “I tried to continue reading, but curiosity got the better of me. I walked over to the club and met my fate.”66


Raisa Titarenko was a year younger than her future husband but a year ahead of him at MGU. She was studying in the philosophy faculty, one of the most prestigious at MGU, with students who were considered particularly ambitious. Raisa herself was especially “orderly” and “correct”; it was no accident that she ended up on the student council’s sanitary commission. She was also particularly feminine. Although conditions in the dorm (including a total lack of privacy) were rough, and Raisa’s friends couldn’t afford cosmetics and jewelry, Raisa, her roommate remembered, managed to look beautiful without trying. She had a “fantastic figure”; she piled her braids on top of her head in a crown; she didn’t have many clothes (women wore each other’s for variety), but anything she put on looked wonderful, particularly a blouse with frills that looked on her “as if it had emerged from a full closet.” The idea of “home” seemed very important to Raisa, perhaps because of her nomadic childhood on the Siberian railway. It extended to wanting to cook for herself and roommates, rather than rely on cafeteria food, so at one point they resolved to shop for themselves and prepare their meals in the communal kitchen. But the experiment didn’t last long, because of the dorm tradition that required them to share what food they had with their fellow students.


Raisa always seemed calm and collected. Only once did her roommates see her angry—at a woman they regarded as a social climber who had a fling with a young man they saw as a “creature of biology.” And only once did they see her cry—when a young man to whom she was engaged broke off the engagement.67
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Raisa Titarenko, later Gorbachev’s wife, during her first year at Moscow University, 1949.





The philosophy faculty was in the same downtown building as the law school, and she, too, lived in the Stromynka dormitory. Gorbachev couldn’t understand how he had never caught sight of her until he did at the dance. She was “elegant, very slender with light brown hair,” but extremely serious. Several boys were competing to dance with her when Gorbachev walked in, but she chose Gorbachev’s friend Yura. “We are colleagues,” she announced. She and Yura were both on the dorm committee. “So I’ll dance with him. We have things to discuss.”68


According to Gorbachev, he fell for her at first sight: “The days that followed were tormented and joyous. It seemed to me that our first meeting had produced no impression at all on Raya. Judging by the look in her eyes, she seemed calm and indifferent.” He tried to meet her again; Yura Topilin invited the girls from Raya’s room over to his. They prepared tea, and talked with the girls. “I very much wanted to impress her,” Gorbachev recalled, “but think I made a fool of myself.” Other young men in the room were war veterans, and a girl asked Gorbachev where he had fought. He sheepishly admitted he was only fourteen when the war ended. Raisa couldn’t believe he was so young, so he pulled out his internal passport to prove it, and was immediately mortified by what he had done. “I must have been nervous,” he recalled. “To put it mildly, she must have thought I was eccentric.”69 Raisa was reserved; during their short conversation, they used the formal, second-person plural, Vy, to refer to each other; and she soon suggested breaking up the gathering.70


After that, he tried many times to encounter her, to see her, or be seen by her. Occasionally they crossed paths in the dorm, but all she did was nod and walk on. “She bewitched me,” he recalled, even in “a modest dress, all the more when she wore a “small hat with a veil.” But male graduate students swarmed around her, and once he caught sight of her with a tall male student who wore glasses and was treating her to a chocolate. Gorbachev learned from friends that Raisa’s admirer, Anatoly Zaretsky, a budding physicist, was engaged to her. “So, that’s how it goes,” Gorbachev thought to himself. “I guess I’m too late.”71
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Raisa Titarenko with her friend Nina Lyakisheva, near the Moscow University dormitory, May–June 1952.





Two months later, however, in December 1951, at a concert in the student club, he was searching for a seat in an overflow crowd, when he “suddenly sensed that someone was looking at me. I greeted Raisa, and said that I was looking for an empty seat.” “You can have mine,” she replied getting up. “It doesn’t interest me much.” Sensing that Raisa felt unwell, Mikhail offered to accompany her, and she didn’t object. They walked for a long time along Stromynka Street, and the next day he took her to a movie. Soon they were taking daily walks. One day she invited him to her room, where her roommates were entertaining friends, and this time he had the wit to remain mostly silent—partly because he couldn’t take his eyes off her—“not a classic beauty, but very, very sweet and attractive—with a lively face, shapely with an elegant figure . . . and a tantalizing voice” that sixty years later “still rings in my ears.”


Soon Gorbachev and Raisa were spending all their free time together. His friends joked that they had lost Mikhail. “Everything else in my life somehow faded into the background. Frankly, I even abandoned my studies, although I managed to pass the tests and exams.”


One winter day, however, as the couple walked back to Stromynka from their classroom building downtown, Raisa was silent, answering his questions in monosyllables. Suddenly she said, “We mustn’t meet anymore. I’ve been happy all this time. I’ve come back to life. I had a breakup with a man I trusted. I’m grateful to you, but I won’t survive if anything like that happens again. Better to stop seeing each other now, before it’s too late.” They walked on in silence. “I told Raisa that I couldn’t agree, that for me it would be a catastrophe.” At the dormitory, he walked her to her room and said he would wait for her two days later, near the same classroom building downtown.


“We mustn’t meet any more,” she insisted.


“I’ll be waiting,” he replied.


“Two days later,” Gorbachev recalls, “we met again.”72


The man Raisa had trusted was Zaretsky. His father was the director of railroads in the Baltic republics. His mother, according to Raisa, was a “striking, imposing woman with high ambitions,” who demanded to inspect her son’s bride-to-be and arrived in Moscow in a special railroad car. They were too “high ranking,” Raisa’s roommate Nina recalled. Zaretsky’s mother didn’t approve of Raisa, because of her humble origins, and her son, Raisa later told Gorbachev, “felt obliged to obey.” After the breakup, Gorbachev recalled, Raisa had “tons of potential suitors,” but she chose Gorbachev. She and her roommates had often talked about what sort of man they wanted to marry—a good man, intelligent, handsome, of course, nice if he were a Muscovite (so they could reside in the capital), preferably with a higher degree, ideally a professor, but, best of all, a foreigner. Raisa, who claimed she herself had no such plan, pledged herself to Gorbachev, and they swore to stay together forever. “I got married when I realized I loved him,” she insisted.73 Another thing about Gorbachev that qualified him to win Raisa, her roommate recalled, was he was not “a creature of biology.”74 For a year and half, he insists, although they went everywhere together, the most he allowed himself to do was hold her hand.


The young couple had a great deal in common. Both of Raisa’s parents, like Mikhail’s mother, were Ukrainian. Both Mikhail and Raisa were the firstborn in their families. According to Raisa’s close friend Lydia Budyka, the two sets of parents resembled each other. Both fathers were “calm, quiet, and sweet.” Her father, like Sergei Gorbachev, was “particularly attached” to his child. He chose her name, based on the Russian word rai, paradise. “He was very proud of me,” Raisa said. “In the last months of his life, when he lay in a hospital in Moscow, he told me that for some reason he kept thinking of his mother and of me as a little girl. ‘I always knew, always felt that it would be you who would save my life.’ ” Unfortunately, he couldn’t be saved. He had a complicated operation and died in 1986.


All four of her grandparents were peasants. Raisa’s father, Maksim Titarenko, was born in 1907 in Chernigov, where Mikhail’s mother’s family had come from, but in 1929 Maksim moved to Siberia, where he met his wife, Aleksandra. Raisa was born there in the village of Rubtsovsk, no larger than Privolnoe, in the Altai region. Neither set of parents had an easy childhood. “It was hard and hopeless labour,” Raisa’s mother told her. “Your poor grandmother! . . . She ploughed, sowed, washed the clothes and fed six children. And throughout her life not a word of complaint.” Yet Raisa’s mother, like Gorbachev’s maternal grandfather, was grateful to the Bolsheviks. “Lenin gave my parents land—that is what my mother always says,” remembered Raisa.


Even though he worked on the railroad, a prime breeding ground of Bolsheviks before and after 1917, Raisa’s father never joined the party, though he warmed to it, his daughter said, after she married Gorbachev. Her maternal grandfather, like Gorbachev’s grandfathers, was arrested during the 1930s. Labeled a “kulak,” he lost his house and land during collectivization, then was accused of Trotskyism and taken away, never to return. “My mother still has no idea who Trotsky was,” Raisa said in 1990, “and my grandfather certainly didn’t know. . . . My grandmother died of grief and hunger as the wife of an ‘enemy of the people.’ And the four children she left to the mercy of fate.”


Like her husband’s mother, Raisa’s was minimally educated. Gorbachev has praised her highly: “A talented woman. At a minimum, capable enough to have become a [government] minister. She was very capable, but from a kulak family.”75 According to Raisa, her mother was a naturally bright person who regarded her lack of an education as her “tragedy” and saw her main purpose in life as providing her own children with a proper upbringing. Aleksandra Titarenko remained a housewife, living in heated boxcars or barracks or movable huts, continually moving with her husband along the railroad, mother of three children by the age of twenty-five, spending her whole life “sewing, mending, darning, knitting, cooking, embroidering or cleaning.” She “kept everything tidy, worked in the garden and, when it was possible, kept a cow or a goat so that the children could have milk.”


Since life made it impossible for Raisa’s parents to “realize themselves as they would have wished,” she said, they “made it their aim in life at least to achieve through their children those precious things which were quite out of reach for . . . them.” In that sense, “our parents did not give us only an education. By the way they lived their lives they developed in us a sense of responsibility—for our deeds and our behaviour. And perhaps the most important thing that my parents gave me was a capacity to share other people’s needs and to enter into their grief, their pain: the quality of empathy. No, not a single generation lives in vain on this sinful earth.”76


Raisa kept changing schools as her itinerant family kept moving. Like her future husband, she had to make do with scarce, often homemade school supplies—one textbook for five pupils, notebooks made out of newspaper paper, ink made from soot.77 She remembered feeling “a sort of internal constraint, a feeling of diffidence, sometimes of isolation,” the result, she thought, of continually changing schools. Then, like Mikhail, she came to love her lessons, along with activities like singing, acting, gymnastics, parties, even making solemn vows to fellow students—“to be faithful, always to stick together, to help each other and never conceal anything from each other. . . . We even mixed drops of our blood by making cuts in our fingers.”78 Like her future husband, Raisa studied so hard and so well that her parents didn’t have to monitor her progress: “I can’t recall an instance when my parents were summoned to school. And they never checked on my homework.”


Like Mikhail, Raisa was an avid reader. “The happiest and brightest pages of my childhood . . . are of reading books in the family circle. I loved to read aloud. What wonderful evenings they were! The wood would be crackling in the fireplace or the stove. Mama would be cooking supper.” Her sister, Ludmila (born in 1938), and her brother, Yevgeny (born in 1935), “would snuggle up to me side by side. And I would read.” She graduated from high school in the Bashkir town of Sterlitamak in 1949 with a gold medal, one notch higher than her future husband’s silver. That gave her the right to obtain a higher education without having to take university entrance exams. For her, as for Gorbachev, admission to Moscow University was a triumph, but her departure for the capital, at age seventeen, traveling alone in an overcrowded, overheated railroad car devoid of bedding and with no food except what her mother had packed for her, was an ordeal: “the sadness of parting from my family . . . from my school friends . . . from the world in which I was at home and understood. Sadness and anxiety. The beginning of the unknown. . . .”79


The study of philosophy enjoyed more prestige than the study of law at Moscow University, but not as much as fields like mathematics and the natural sciences, in which one could hope to rise without getting entangled in Stalinist political prohibitions. Furthermore, MGU students of law and philosophy generally fit different profiles. As Gorbachev’s friend Rudolf Kolchanov put it, the philosophers were “just a little out of it.”80 Female philosophy students were considered particularly strange, “somewhere up in the clouds, far from life, and Raisa had some of that in her.”81


Still, Raisa was very focused, according to her MGU friends Merab Mamardashvili, later a major neo-Kantian philosopher, and the future sociologist/pollster Yuri Levada. Attractive though she was, she wasn’t coquettish.82 “Everyone liked the fact that the sanitary inspector was such a babe,” Gorbachev recalled proudly. “They couldn’t take their eyes off her. They all wanted to hang out with her.”83 She was “a prestige object,” Mlynář explained. When she spoke, “each word was a labor to which she had to give perfect birth.”84 Gorbachev remembered it was her “aristocratic bearing and sense of pride mixed with reserve that captivated me at our first meeting.”85


She had arrived in Moscow a year ahead of Mikhail and already acquainted herself with enough of its culture to replace Nadezhda Mikhaleva as his guide. They bought the cheapest available tickets, with “top gallery, uncomfortable” stamped on them, for seats almost out of sight of the stage. “Whenever I enter a theatre I still look up to that gallery,” Raisa wrote later, “because it was from there for the first time in my life that I heard an opera performed in the Bolshoi Theatre—Bizet’s Carmen—and for the first time heard a performance of Tchaikovsky’s First and Sixth Symphonies. It was from [there] that I saw my first ballet—Minkus’s Don Quixote. And Chekhov’s Three Sisters at the Moscow Arts Theatre.”86 Together, Raisa and Mikhail went to bookstores, museums, and exhibits of foreign art.87 “By the third year, he knew as much about art, literature, culture and sports as anyone in the class,” remembered Kolchanov. “Of course,” Mikhaleva conceded, “Raisa Maksimovna played an early role in his cultural development.”88 She “had read more philosophy than I had,” Gorbachev recalled, and “was always there alongside me. I didn’t just learn historical facts, but tried to put them in a philosophical or conceptual framework.”89 At MGU, students studied the great philosophers in textbooks, outlines, and carefully selected translations. But Raisa insisted on trying to read Hegel, Fichte, and Kant in the original German, and recruited Mikhail to help her.90 Raisa tried to read Western political theorists in primary sources—Thomas Jefferson, for example, whose vow of “eternal hostility to every form of tyranny over the mind of man” made a great impression on Gorbachev.”91 “She read more political theory books than he did,” Liberman recalled. Gorbachev’s Komsomol duties required a lot work. “He couldn’t study as much, and . . . sometimes missed classes. So she helped him . . . with his studying.”92


Years later, Raisa would complain that the ideological constraints “deprived me . . . of a lot of knowledge relating to the history of Russian and world culture. We were obliged to learn off by heart Stalin’s speech at the 19th Congress of the Party, but spent very little time studying the history of Russian thought: Solovyov, Karamzin, Berdyayev, Florensky.” Not to mention “a real knowledge of a foreign language.” Although “we studied German and Latin . . . we did not have any opportunity to practice foreign languages. . . . I have never in my life felt envious because someone was wearing a dress or other adornment that was more beautiful than what I was wearing. But I really do envy people who speak foreign languages fluently.”93


At that stage of his life, Gorbachev still considered himself a “maximalist.” But, he explained, she “remained that, whereas I, owing to the specifics of my education, and the multiple problems I later faced, had to turn into a man of compromise.” Her “firmness of character” appealed to Gorbachev, speculates Grachev, firmness accompanied by a certain “methodicalness, a quality of being particularly organized that bordered on pedantic,” an “unwillingness to be satisfied with half measures or surrogates, or pseudo-generalizations.” That’s why, Grachev continues, despite Gorbachev’s own standing as the Communist party leader, he would jokingly refer to his wife as “the head of our family’s party cell.”94 Nadezhda Mikhaleva, who knew both Gorbachevs well (and was perhaps still a bit jealous of Raisa), put it more sharply: Gorbachev was “softer” than his wife. He was in fact “henpecked.”95


THE COUPLE DIDN’T MARRY until September 1953, but long before then they were inseparable. “We understood,” he recounts, “that we could not and must not part.”96 “Our relationship and our feeling,” she carefully told an interviewer in 1990, “were . . . perceived by us as a natural, inseparable part of our fate. We realized that our life would be unthinkable without each other. Our feelings were our very life itself. . . . All we had was ourselves. . . . Omnia mea mecum porto—‘Everything I have I carry with me.’ ” Raisa remembered another Latin maxim, the same one Mikhail had cited to his high school girl friend, but which Yulia had rejected: “Dum spiro, spero—So long as I breathe, I hope.”97


Before marrying, they had to worry about where to live and how to support themselves. Mikhail devoted part of the summer of 1953 to working, even harder than he had before, to bring in the Privolnoe harvest with his father. “That’s what a new work incentive can do,” laughed Sergei Gorbachev. Raisa loved beautiful clothes; in that sense, too, thought Gorbachev, “she was a real princess.” Although they could barely make ends meet, they bought her a new skirt and blouse and material for an overcoat. Gorbachev particularly recalled “a waist-hugging coat made from bright green material with a little stand-up fur collar [that] she wore for the next eight years, turning it inside out when it got worn on one side.” To Gorbachev she looked good in everything, she watched her weight, and, according to her husband, she “never used makeup until she was thirty.” She had “an inner compulsion to look good on every occasion. In all our years together, she never appeared in the morning with a hair out of place.”98


By selling nine centners of grain over and above the amount owed the state, Gorbachev and his father collected the then astronomical sum of one thousand rubles, which Mikhail used to finance the wedding. He had a “wedding dress” made out of light chiffon for Raisa, in which she “looked gorgeous” (“not a proper wedding dress,” she remembered, “they didn’t make special dresses in those days”); his wedding suit, which he also bought with his summer’s earnings, was dark blue and made of a fancy, expensive fabric called “Shock Worker.” They couldn’t afford a ring, or a new pair of shoes for Raisa; she borrowed a pair from a girlfriend. They registered their marriage on September 25, 1953, at the Sokolniki registry office, in a large building near the Stromynka dorm, a date they always celebrated later, no matter where they were, as their wedding day. The wedding reception took place on November 7, no less, the anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution, in the dorm’s “dietetic” cafeteria. The food was mainly the student staple, “vinegret” (beet, potato, and pickle) salad, but with plenty of champagne and vodka, and toast after toast. Mlynář, Gorbachev recalls, “managed to adorn his elegant, ‘foreign’ suit with a big greasy stain. The party was loud and high-spirited, and everyone danced a great deal. It was a real student wedding.” As usual at Russian weddings, the guests shouted, “Bitter,” which meant that the couple had to sweeten it with a kiss. But that “turned out to be a problem,” Gorbachev remembered, since Raisa felt “kissing was something intimate that should be strictly between the two of us.”99
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Gorbachev before his marriage, not later than September 25, 1953.
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Raisa Titarenko before her marriage to Gorbachev, not later than September 25, 1953.





The wedding night was a formality: they spent it in a Stromynka dormitory room along with thirty guests. Actually, Gorbachev later confessed, they had “become husband and wife” when they moved to the new skyscraper dormitory on Lenin Hills in early October. Even then, however, cohabiting wasn’t easy, since parietal regulations required that they retreat to their separate rooms at night. Although Gorbachev was armed with a marriage certificate, the authorities did not relent until he protested and pasted up a huge cartoon depicting the rector as a giant, stomping on a marriage certificate with his boots.100 After that, Raisa recalled, “we were always together. We wrote our theses [his on the topic ‘Mass Participation in State Administration on the Local Level’] and prepared for the state examinations. We read a great deal. We studied the German language.”101


They also conceived a child. “We were very inexperienced,” Gorbachev recalled. “Nobody told us about these things at school or at the university or at medical institutions.” So it came “like a bolt from the blue” that Raisa was pregnant. They badly wanted to have the baby. But at times her joints got so swollen she couldn’t move; once, at Stromynka, Gorbachev and some friends had to carry her to the hospital, where she remained for nearly a month, sustained, as was usually the case in Soviet hospitals without reliable food service, by food brought by friends, especially, in this case, potatoes that Gorbachev fried in the Stromynka kitchen. And since her illness and the treatment for it affected her heart, doctors warned they might have to choose between saving the mother or the child. “We were at a loss for what to do,” Gorbachev remembered. “Raisa was crying all the time.” Eventually she decided to have an abortion at a maternity hospital on Shabolovka Street. When Gorbachev asked the physicians what they would recommend for the future, their answer was “contraceptives.” What sort? They said the most effective method was abstinence.102


MIKHAIL’S PARENTS KNEW of the coming wedding only “vaguely.” So in the summer of 1954, the couple traveled to Privolnoe to “restore our reputation,” hitchhiking the rest of the way after they got off the train. First, they stopped to see Grandmother Vasilisa, who embraced Raisa, saying, “How thin you are! How beautiful!” Sergei Gorbachev, too, liked Raisa from the start and “treated her like a daughter.” But Gorbachev’s mother, who seemed jealous, did not.


“What kind of daughter-in-law have you brought us? She won’t be any help.”


Gorbachev said she had a university degree and planned to be a teacher.


“And who will help us? Why didn’t you marry a local girl?”


Gorbachev got angry: “Mama, I’m going to tell you something you better remember: I love her. She’s my wife. And I never want to hear anything like that from you ever again.”


Once, when Gorbachev’s mother ordered Raisa to water the garden, Sergei Gorbachev interrupted: “Let’s do it together.” His wife was furious, but she got over it, and later, she mellowed. In the meantime, however, on another tense occasion, Raisa left the house to avoid quarreling with her mother-in-law, and Gorbachev found her down by the river.


“What’s the matter?” he asked her.


“Nothing.”


“Fine. That’s the spirit.”103


Raisa’s mother also reacted coolly to her son-in-law. Trying not to burden her parents with the sense they must help the newlyweds with money they didn’t have, Raisa didn’t inform them of the marriage until just before the event. But her attempt to be considerate backfired. When she and Mikhail traveled to Siberia the next summer to “atone for their sin” of previous inattention, her parents “greeted us accordingly, not exactly malevolently,” according to Gorbachev, “but they didn’t hide their sense of injury.” Raisa’s younger siblings quickly warmed to him, and her father did too, but her mother took longer. During a later visit, Gorbachev rose earlier than his wife and went into the kitchen where his mother-in-law was cooking. “Mama, how can I help you?” he asked. Startled, not used to men offering to help in the kitchen, Raisa’s mother asked nervously, “Where’s Raya?” “Quiet, quiet,” he whispered putting a finger to his lips. “She’s still sleeping.” (Raisa suffered from insomnia.) Later that morning, Raisa’s mother asked her, “What have you brought me, some kind of Jew?’ ” Gorbachev and his wife took that “not as criticism but as the highest praise, because Jewish men are known to be very good to their wives.”104


From then on, Gorbachev and his mother-in-law got along fine. “I turned out to be their favorite son-in-law, in fact more like a son.” But the warmest relationship of all was between the two fathers, not surprising, given their similar characters. “It didn’t take more than two hours after they met for the first time in Privolnoe,” Gorbachev recalled, “and they acted as if they’d been friends, almost brothers, for a hundred years. Both were veterans, both hard workers. Maksim Andreyevich was gentle and very humane, just like my father.”105


MGU’s law curriculum included internships in local government. While Zdeněk Mlynář was appalled by his exposure to the heartless Moscow bureaucracy, Gorbachev identified with procurators investigating a particularly bloody criminal case. He welcomed his role as an unofficial observer in court as “a way of testing my strength in practice.”106 But the pleasures of pursuing his own ambitions didn’t overshadow the incompetence and arrogance he encountered on a summer internship in 1953, as a stunningly critical letter to Raisa makes clear.


Before helping with the Privolnoe harvest that summer, Gorbachev worked in the procurator’s office of Molotovskoye district, where he had attended high school. On letterhead from that office, dated June 20, 1953, he wrote to his future wife in Moscow:




I am so depressed by the situation here. And I feel it especially keenly every time I receive a letter from you. It brings with it so much that is good, dear, close and understandable. And one feels all the more keenly how disgusting my surroundings are here. Especially the way of life of the local bosses. The acceptance of convention, subordination, with everything predetermined, the open impudence of officials and the arrogance. When you look at one of the local bosses you see nothing outstanding apart from his belly. But what aplomb, what self-assurance and the condescending, patronizing tone! The contempt for science. Consequently, a disparaging attitude to young specialists. I read recently in a newspaper a note from a livestock expert, . . . a graduate from the Stavropol agricultural institute. It is really shameful. . . . The man arrived here with great plans and set about his work with great enthusiasm, but he very soon began to feel that everyone was absolutely indifferent to it all. They all laughed at him and mocked him. Such passivity and conservatism! . . .


I have been chatting with a lot of young specialists. They are all very dissatisfied. As usual I have a great deal, a very great deal of work. I am normally at my desk till late. . . . I have been nowhere else in this place. But, to tell the truth, there’s nowhere to go: it’s all so boring.107




Ironically, the Stavropol region was precisely where Gorbachev would go to work after graduating from MGU. But not before he made every effort to stay in Moscow.


In the Soviet Union, the state decided what students did after graduation. In return for the education it provided them, they had to go where it “distributed” them. The state was represented by a “distribution commission” at the MGU law school on which, given his role in the Komsomol organization, Gorbachev himself sat; he was one of twelve members, of whom eleven were war veterans. This didn’t hurt his chances to get the assignment he wanted, and in fact, he got it: he was to work in the USSR Procurator’s Office. By 1955 that office was engaged in the sort of work that matched Gorbachev’s “political and moral convictions,” namely, the process of rehabilitating innocent victims of Stalin’s repression. He hoped to work in newly formed departments devoted to monitoring the work of state security organs, making sure they fully observed legal norms. “When I found the notice of my assignment waiting for me on my bed in the dormitory, ooooh, I couldn’t have been more satisfied! Not only was everything working out for me, but Raisa could continue her studies in Moscow.”108 Raisa, who graduated a year before Mikhail, was enrolled in a graduate program in philosophy at the Lenin Pedagogical Institute in Moscow.


Unfortunately for Gorbachev, the same considerations that demanded prosecutorial monitoring of the KGB led higher authorities to conclude that the monitoring ought to be done by experienced personnel rather than young people open to being intimidated by the secret policemen they were checking up on. As a result, when he reported to work at the procurator’s office, Gorbachev learned there was no work for him there. “This was a blow to all my plans. In no more than a minute, they came crashing down. Of course, I could have sought out some cozy job at the university so as to stay in Moscow. Indeed, my friends were already weighing such options. But this was not my wish.”109


Gorbachev was offered a slot in a MGU graduate program on collective farm law.110 “As a matter of principle, I couldn’t accept it,” Gorbachev recalled. “My views on so-called ‘kolkhoz law,’ were crystal-clear: I considered this discipline absolutely spurious.”111 “I knew what collective farms were, what went on there, how the peasantry lived. I had already lived through that, and had no wish to go back. So I refused. What did interest me was legal and political theory. The other legal specialties didn’t interest me.”112


These events, along with Gorbachev’s reaction to them, highlight elements of his character that would develop and endure: a burning desire to be in Moscow, not only where his wife wanted to be, but the only place in the USSR where a great career could be made; an ability to play the system (what for most people was a lottery initially produced just the assignment he wanted); and enough conscience to refuse a fall-back option that violated his sense of integrity. He refused other options as well—in the prosecutor’s offices in Tomsk in far-off Siberia, in Blagoveshchensk, just across the border from the Chinese city of Heihi, in Tajikistan in Central Asia; or as assistant to the prosecutor in Stupino, a small city about sixty miles south of Moscow, which would have allowed Raisa to remain in her graduate program but require them to live apart much of the time.113 Even to Westerners, who don’t know the Soviet Union very well, the first three options must seem problematic. But the fourth seemed equally so to the Gorbachevs, who knew all too well that a small city that far from Moscow wasn’t exactly the suburbs of New York, London, or Paris.


He and his wife didn’t take these offers seriously. Why should they “go to some unknown place and try our luck in some foreign land?” After all, if they wanted Siberian frosts or Central Asian heat, Stavropol had plenty of both. “So the decision was made,” he continues. “On the official directive, where it said, ‘Assigned to the USSR Prosecutor’s Office,’ USSR was crossed out, and ‘Stavropol Region’ was inserted. And so, we were heading home, back to the Stavropol region.”114


To Mikhail’s home, that is. One can understand why, despite his unpleasant summer 1953 experience near Stavropol, the city itself would appeal to him. But it certainly didn’t to Raisa’s parents. They were horrified that he was ripping her out of graduate school in Moscow to take her off to “some sort of Stavropol ‘hole.’ ”115 In her memoirs, Raisa says little about the decision: “We decided to drop everything and go to work in Stavropol. . . . Yes, I gave up the idea of doing post-graduate work, although I had already passed the examination for it and had joined the course.”116 Later, however, she would resume working toward a candidate’s degree in sociology.


Raisa’s willingness to accompany her husband isn’t surprising: that was expected of a Soviet wife. Doctors may have also influenced their decision when they recommended “a change of climate” for Raisa’s health.117 Beyond all this, the overriding factor in Raisa was love for her husband, which she recalled with characteristically overwrought emotion thirty-five years later: “What was Mikhail Sergeyevich like . . . when he came into my life?” she asked herself in 1990.




An intelligent, reliable friend? Yes. A man who had his own opinion and defended it vigorously? Yes. . . . But that’s not all. . . . I think of his love of his fellow-men. His respect for people. . . . Respect for their dignity as human beings. I think about his inability (my God, how many times have I thought about it!) to assert himself at the expense of others, their dignity and rights. . . . I can see his face and his eyes. We have been together for thirty-seven years. Everything in this life changes. But a constant hope lives in my heart: that he, my husband, should remain just as he was when he came into my life in our youth. Manly and steadfast, strong and kind.118




A loving tribute, registering the hope with which Raisa Gorbacheva and her husband marched into their future. But she also had a premonition of very hard times to come. It came in a dream he remembers her having just after they decided to marry:




She and I are at the bottom of a very deep, dark well, a ray of light glimmering somewhere high up. We are climbing the wall, helping each other. Our hands are cut and bleeding. The pain is unbearable. Raya falls but I catch her, and we resume our slow upward climb. Finally, completely exhausted, we drag ourselves out of this black hole, and a straight, smooth, tree-lined alley opens before us. On the horizon we see an enormous bright sun, and the alley seems to flow into it, dissolving in its rays. We walk towards the sun. But suddenly out of nowhere terrifying black shadows loom over us on both sides of the road. What is that? We hear, “enemies, enemies, foes.” Our hearts are filled with anguish. Holding hands, we continue walking on the road towards the sun . . .119






CHAPTER 3
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CLIMBING THE LADDER


1955–1968


GORBACHEV REPORTED FOR WORK at the Stavropol regional procurator’s office on August 5, 1955. But almost immediately he changed his mind. “Working in the procurator’s office is not for me,” he wrote to his wife, who was still in Moscow.1 He claims he was greeted coldly on the first day and told to return a few days later for a specific assignment. But was that so unusual? Did he expect to be welcomed like a conquering hero? A less cocky neophyte might have been patient. Instead, he sought out local Komsomol functionaries “who remembered me from the old days.” He figured they could help him win a better job with the party youth organization.2 He was right: his Moscow University diploma and his Komsomol record at MGU “apparently did the trick.”3


Nikolai Porotov, deputy director of the Komsomol cadres department, was favorably impressed by the young man with thinning hair, ruddy complexion and the beginnings of a paunch. Porotov was willing to take him on, but insisted Gorbachev clear the change with the procurator’s office. “They won’t accept me,” Gorbachev complained. “They looked down on me over there.” Porotov called ahead. This time, the procurator himself, Vasily Petukhov, received Gorbachev and agreed to release him. “We have plenty of jurists. We’ll manage without him,” Petukhov told Porotov. The two men shared the impression that Gorbachev was “not a bad fellow.” But later that day Gorbachev wrote his wife that he’d had “a long unpleasant conversation with the procurator,” adding, “They cursed me up and down, but agreed that I could work for the Komsomol.” Naturally, Gorbachev remembers, “the conversation left an unpleasant taste in my mouth.”4


Was this exchange really as hostile as Gorbachev portrays it? Or were Gorbachev’s expectations too high, his job requirements too demanding? When Porotov offered him a position as secretary (i.e., head) of a rural district Komsomol committee, Gorbachev reportedly objected, “I’m from the countryside myself, so I’m not afraid of it. But you’re not going to send me into the desert steppe, are you? I wouldn’t object, except that my wife suffers from a thyroid condition. And she graduated in philosophy. With a specialty like that, it would be hard for her, too, out there. But the thyroid is the main thing. If we went there, it wouldn’t be long before I’d be asking for a change, and you’d call me a ‘deserter,’ a ‘whiner.’ ”5


Raisa Gorbachev’s health problem wasn’t thyroid (it may have been rheumatoid arthritis). Gorbachev’s Stavropol critics charge him with distorting the truth to get special treatment, but it’s entirely possible that Porotov misremembered the ailment. In any event, he called his boss, Viktor Mironenko, the first secretary of the regional Komsomol, who agreed to see Gorbachev. Gorbachev seemed nervous, but passed the test. “A Moscow University graduate,” Mironenko reported to Porotov, “he’s got a good grasp of things, knows the countryside, speaks well, what else do you need?”6
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