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MAN OF STEEL:

Joseph Stalin

“The objective, thoroughly documented biography of the shoemaker’s son who rose from a feudal type of society to become a tyrant with vast powers provides a substantial and highly readable history of development within Russia in this century and of her political relationships with other countries…. Clearly interpreted are Stalin’s role in the course of revolution, the Moscow trials and purges, and the transformation of ‘Asiatic barbarians … from illiterate, uncultured masses into an educated population.’ The Cold War, Chinese Communism, and relations with the United States round out this picture. An important contribution.”

—Horn Book

“This book is worth having…. Well done—it makes you stop and think, and perhaps discuss.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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To

Eleanor Elsie Margaret with love, respect and gratitude in that order


No giant of history has ever been so complex, so shrouded in mystery and contradiction, so baffling to understand, as Joseph Stalin. His biographers have had a difficult time sorting fact from legend because both his enemies and admirers, as well as Stalin himself, did not hesitate to distort events to suit their polemics. Some facts are impossible to pin down irrefutably because much of working-class life in pre-revolutionary Georgia went unrecorded. And not until Stalin was fifty did others who knew him try to recall in print his origins and beginnings. Stalin also deliberately destroyed many historical records and falsified others, even ordering the fakery of photographs, to burnish his image.

The biographer in search of the whole truth about Stalin must play literary detective, matching clues from all available evidence, evaluating each source for bias. I have tried to do just that in writing the fascinating life story of the incredible Russian who did more, perhaps, than any other single figure of the twentieth century to change the world we live in.

—Jules Archer


Foreword

There’s nothing better than a great villain in stories. Heroes can be so goody-goody and one-dimensional. Villains, on the other hand, have layers. Who doesn’t feel a teeny bit bad for the Gollums and Lokis of the bad boy world? And who doesn’t secretly love to watch the Joker at work? Admit it, you even rooted for the Wicked Witch of the West. Come on, Dorothy killed her sister! Jules Archer does one better for nonfiction. He personalizes one of the world’s greatest villains of all time.

Joseph Stalin went by many names as serial fugitives usually do. Personally, he liked “Stalin” since it meant “man of steel.” He certainly was steely. Like most villains, he had a sad backstory that contributed to his world view. Dirt was richer than his family. As Archer puts it, Stalin was born without any spoon, let alone a silver one. His alcoholic father beat him, and his perpetually sad mother worked her fingers to the bone as a laundress. These experiences made Stalin determined to hurt those who were lucky in birth, and the Russia-sized chip on his shoulder set the course for world history.

To Stalin, the ends justified the means, and that made him more terrifying than cannibalistic Hannibal Lector. Even in school, he was that scary kid who never had to actually fight to win an argument, because he used his wits and well-placed rumors to beat the other boys into submission.

By the time he was eighteen, he was a bona fide revolutionary who admired Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin. Like all the best villains, he had more shades of gray than a paint store. Committed to Marxist principles, Stalin believed in the type of government where everything is shared and there are no aristocrats or peasants, called communism. In a nutshell, it meant the same healthcare, education, and food for all.

Stalin wasn’t the type of politician who pretended to live frugally and then secretly ordered a cellar’s worth of wine and dancing girls every night. He lived as simply as he preached. Archer shows us the honest side of Stalin as well as the dark ways he went about achieving his vision. And how he ended up betraying it, too.

Russia was living in the medieval past when the Bolsheviks (meaning “majority”) tossed out the monarchy during the October Revolution of 1917. Stalin held different positions of influence within the party until Lenin’s death in 1924 when he secured ultimate power. (Which, yes, is against Marxist principles where power is shared.) He crowned himself dictator for life, and he used secret police, mass killings, and pure terror to rule. All not nice things.

He wanted to lead the feudal lands into the industrial present with his “Five-Year Plans”. The goal was to modernize—and fast—by building factories and churning out goods. He collectivized farms under government control in order to increase food production, which was then shared.

Unfortunately, it backfired. Workers were pushed beyond human limits, and the huge upheaval in farming led to massive famines. Anyone who resisted didn’t survive, and that’s not to mention the war against kulaks—farm owners. Stalin wanted to exterminate that entire class of people. The estimates for how many people died due to famine or firing squads vary wildly, but they can reach into the tens of millions.

Besides his bad habit of using mass graves as a political tool, Stalin wasn’t a total monster all the time. Archer talks about the etiquette and dancing classes, education programs, arts, and scientific progress that flourished under him. For the first time, Russians read more Shakespeare than the English.

He championed, too, the little countries that wanted to declare their freedom. Unlike, as Archer points out, America whose “Let Freedom Ring” theme song didn’t stop presidents from propping up crooked dictators around the world. These are all interesting shades of Stalin to pay attention to as you read Archer’s book.

Throughout, keep in mind that Stalin’s legacy is still complicated in modern-day Russia. Under him, technology advanced to the point where the Soviets achieved something incredible: they were the first to launch stuff into space, including a satellite, a man, and a dog. This spurred America to “go to the moon!” Would it have happened as quickly without this fierce competition?

In his author’s note, Jules Archer says Stalin “did more, perhaps, than any other single figure of the twentieth century to change the world we live in.” This fact was abundantly clear to Archer, who wrote this book during the capitalism vs. communism wars. But Stalin is still important to us today, and not just for the millions of people who live under communism.

While you read, think about the dangers of “utopia.” What is given up to achieve a “perfect” society, and whose version of perfect wins? Does it seem like Marx’s version, or even Lenin’s version won? Do they have anything to do with how Stalin ruled the Soviet Union?

Although we live in a very different society than Stalin’s Russia, we still grapple with questions that he tried to answer for his own people, such as the distribution of wealth, the question of class, and the role of the government in our economy. Should the government intervene to ensure that everyone has healthcare and that our wealth is distributed more equitably? Or, should the wealthy class—the so-called One Percenters—be allowed to keep a disproportionate share of the assets and power? What about things we take for granted, like Social Security which provides a critical safety net for the elderly? These are all questions that our society still struggles with today, and they are all things that Stalin advocated. He just went about them in brutal, inhuman ways.

In summing up Stalin, Archer quotes British MP, Herbert Morrison, who said Stalin was “a great man, but not a good man.” Now it’s time to decide for yourself.

—Brianna DuMont, 2017
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Shoemaker’s Son

He was born in a sagging hovel of Gori, a village of Georgia Province in the most southerly part of Russia, on December 21, 1879. His mother, Katherine Djugashvili, a twenty-one-year-old peasant, prayed desperately that he would not die after birth like her three previous babies. She christened him Joseph Vissarionovich (“son of Vissarion”), but the name tinder which he later shook the world was his revolutionary alias of Stalin (“man of steel”).

His father, Vissarion Ivanovich Djugashvili, a gloomy man and a shoemaker by trade, had been born into serfdom. Vissarion had bitter memories of the semibarbaric feudal system which enslaved whole families to powerful, rich landowners. Viewed contemptuously as little better than animals, serfs were brutally beaten to make them work harder, kept at starvation level, tortured if desperation drove them to steal, taxed to support a medieval church, forced to watch their sons being dragged off to war by brutal conscription officers. Lucky serfs, it was said, died early and peacefully. Vissarion’s father had been killed by a landowner’s whip.

Tsar Alexander II had liberated the serfs in 1861, but ironically many found themselves worse off with no master committed to feed, clothe or shelter them. Opening a tiny shoemaking shop in Gori, Vissarion soon went bankrupt and had to take a job in a dingy shoe factory in nearby Tiflis.

Brooding over the wretchedness of his existence, Vissarion began to drink heavily. His wife Katherine was forced to take in washing and bake bread for prosperous Gori families, to earn back the rubles he squandered on wine and vodka. This humiliation only added to Vissarion’s sense of guilt and defeat, and he took out his frustrations on his young son. Joseph was bewildered by the undeserved, savage beatings he suffered without warning. They filled him with hatred for his father and made him grim and heartless.

Katherine Djugashvili was a meek, long-suffering woman from the Caucasus Mountains region near the borders of Turkey and Iran. She bore all her trials without murmur, finding comfort in the Orthodox Church, the prevailing Christian religion of Russia and the eastern Mediterranean countries. Her hopes all centered in her son—nicknamed Sosso—for whom she cherished the dream that he would become a priest. In Tsarist Russia a family’s social position was enhanced by having a priest in the family, and a priest, moreover, was immune from military service, taxation and the whip.

To compensate for her husband’s drunken cruelty toward their son, she spoiled him, made excuses for his misbehaviour, patiently endured his dark rages of resentment.

The home of the Djugashvilis was a dismal shanty of cheap brick and timber, with two crude stone slabs for front steps, facing a rough cobblestone alley through which a malodorous stream trickled. Here young Sosso played until he was nine, when his drink-ravaged father died. Relatives insisted that Sosso must now take his father’s place at the shoe factory in Tiflis as an apprentice, but Katherine Djugashvili would not hear of it. She begged the parish priest to obtain a scholarship for her son at the Gori Theological School, and he did.

To pay for his extra school expenses, she sewed long hours by candlelight when she was finished with her baking and laundry chores. Sosso’s awareness of her sacrifices embittered him when he realized how easy it was for the middle class, or bourgeoisie, to send their sons to school.

The monk-taught Gori school, which faced the village’s unpaved main street, harboured mostly sons of priests, petty officials and merchants. One morning in 1888, they scornfully observed the admission of the new pupil, a small, slim boy with a mop of black hair. His cheap school uniform testified to his lack of family status.

“You’ve made a mistake, fellow,” one boy drawled. “This school is for gentry. They don’t teach boot-mending here.”

The other boys laughed, Sosso paled, clenched his fists and kept silent. But he stared at his tormentor with such unnerving ferocity, his almond-shaped eyes black with rage, that the other boy lowered his mocking gaze in embarrassment.

All through his stay at the Gori school, Sosso suffered from a humiliating sense of social inferiority. He refused to visit friends’ homes, finding the difference between their circumstances and his own too embarrassing. He tried to compensate by becoming the best scholar in class, and by dominating every playtime escapade from hurling rocks to cliff-climbing.

To force others to accept his leadership, he devised cunning tactics such as studying their weaknesses, then mocking them so mercilessly that they sought his good graces to be spared. He managed to avoid fist fights by ridiculing antagonists for using violence as a substitute for brains. Few of his classmates dared balk at his commands. Once he jumped on another boy’s back and rode him around the schoolyard, shouting jubilantly to schoolmates, “Fa stal, ya stall! ” (I am steel!)

The rugged, spectacularly beautiful region in which he grew up was part of a world not fully emerged from the Middle Ages, where people still owed loyalty to tribes rather than provinces or nations. They lived in awe of feudal princes and a Byzantine church that glorified Middle East splendour. Gori was a country town on the banks of the Kura in a semi-tropical Georgian valley noted for wheat and wine; a crossroads where Asiatic peoples had spilled through into Europe. Sosso thrilled to tales of Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan, who had once fought in these fields. Sosso was constantly reminded that ancient Tartar blood ran in the veins of many Georgians, whenever he stared up at the two-thousand-year-old oriental fortress dominating the town from a hill.

Georgia had been annexed by Russia as a protectorate in 1783 to save it from Turkish aggression, but the Georgians had remained closer in spirit to Tartar than Russian culture. The diverse nationalities of Georgia—Georgians, Armenians, Turks, Kurds, Jews—lived at drawn daggers, hating each other even more than they hated the Russians who had formally swallowed them into the Tsarist Empire in 1803.

Like Sosso, most of his schoolmates were Georgian, speaking one of the seventy different languages of the Caucasus, all of them forbidden at school. They were forced to speak, read and learn in the Russian language only. In later years, when Sosso went north, his Georgian accent was ridiculed among “real” Russians—those who were oriented toward European culture, as opposed to those living under the influence of Asia Minor.

Another deep influence in young Sosso’s life was the patriotic example of fierce, illiterate tribes of the towering Caucasus Mountains in fighting off every attempt by the Russians to change or pacify them. As a boy he often passed Kevsurs in the mountains—horsemen claiming to descend from the Crusaders, wearing coats of mail, buckles, armpieces; each man carrying a sabre, dagger, pistol and cartridge belt. They robbed other tribes more often than they fought their Russian oppressors, but Sosso saw them only as romantic heroes.

He and his best friend at school, Iremashvili, shared a deep passion for poems glorifying mountaineers who sacrificed their lives for the cause of Georgian Independence. They, too, yearned to join the struggle to win freedom from Russia. Sosso’s face shone with pride and joy when he was able to persuade schoolmates to nickname him “Koba,” after a folk hero he idolized. He preserved the name for many years, and it became his first alias as a revolutionist.

In 1891 and 1892, there was a serious famine in Georgia. Peasants were forced to return to their old masters as “voluntary serfs” to avoid starvation. Their anger was fed by a peasant political party called the Social Revolutionaries, who preached a brand of violent anarchy known as Populism, or Nihilism. Sosso became aware of their activities when bands of peasants raided, robbed, and burned the mansions of wealthy landowners around Gori.

He was only thirteen when curiosity led him to obtain and study some of the clandestine Populist pamphlets being circulated by the Social Revolutionaries. One pamphlet especially astonished him—an attack on the Orthodox Church. Scoffing at the Biblical interpretation of man as a miracle created by God, it explained Darwin’s theory that man was a creature of evolution. Excited by his first exposure to scientific thought, Sosso managed to get hold of books by and about Darwin. That summer, leaving the village church after singing in the choir, he told one of the other choirboys smugly, “You know, they are deceiving us. There is no God. That’s just empty chatter. Darwin says we are descended from apes, not from Adam.”

“You’re going to burn in hell!” the other boy gasped.

Sosso carefully concealed his heresy from his Gori teachers. They considered him such a model pupil that they helped him obtain a scholarship for the Tiflis Theological Seminary, a high school seventy versts (forty-six miles) from Gori. His hypocrisy didn’t trouble him in the least. The seminary was his only chance for a higher education, and he was perfectly willing to endure the theology lessons for the sake of the academic courses. He had already decided that the ends justified the means, a conviction from which he was never to swerve.

Leaving sleepy little Gori behind, Sosso was fascinated by bustling Tiflis with its narrow, filthy, winding lanes crowded with camels, water carriers, donkeys laden with wineskins and pottery, pack mules carrying bright carpets from Kurdistan, sabre-clanking horsemen in Asiatic costume. Whenever he could escape from the seminary, he loved to wander along the labyrinth of Persian, Armenian, and Tartar bazaars, sharing the excitement of the colourful movement swirling around him, listening to the shrill cries of oriental traders, smelling the exotic scents of the southern lands.

There was excitement of a different kind at the seminary. For twenty years, the school had been a storm center because the all-Russian clerical faculty showed open scorn for Georgian nationalism, clashing constantly with the largely Georgian student body. In 1886 the Russian rector had been stabbed to death by a 19-year-old student for sneering at the Georgian language. Students called secret revolutionary meetings, joined by oil and railway workers of Tiflis, which was becoming the boom town now known as Tbilisi. A new rector confined students to the seminary day and night, and warned that they must have no further contact with the workers of Tiflis.

For mental and spiritual nourishment they were ordered to content themselves with religious lectures and endless prayers, and to compose long essays on topics like “In what language did Balaam’s ass speak?” Enforcement of these dreary rules was placed in the hands of a sadistic school inspector named Abashidze, who spied on the students with great cunning.

But instead of studying for the priesthood, students ironically used the seminary to prepare for careers as revolutionaries. Sosso lost no time in following suit.

Strong-willed and brash, he did not take kindly to the harsh discipline, and enjoyed pitting his wits against the snooping tactics of Abashidze. None of the inspector’s wiles could prevent Sosso’s frequent escapes through a rear window and down a drainpipe to join some seminary students who had been expelled, and who were now secretly organizing a new revolutionary party in Tiflis.

They quickly appointed him their link with the student body in the seminary. On October 29, 1895, the secretly circulated Tiflis journal Iberya carried a defiant poem calling for Georgian independence under the byline of “Sosselo” (Little Joe). The sixteen-year-old revolutionist’s first public utterance showed the influence of Shelley:

Know that the one who fell like ashes to the ground, Who long ago became enslaved. Will rise more high than these great crags Winged with brilliant hope.

Sosso’s prestige soared among his fellow students, and went even higher as he began smuggling in forbidden books secured for him by his friends on the Iberya. These included works by Marx, Lenin, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Gogol, Schopenhauer, Shelley, Chekhov, Hugo, Darwin—all banned to students because they contained provocative thoughts not considered in the best interests of Church, Tsar or hereditary nobility.

The smuggled books were passed around for surreptitious reading at chapel and in dormitories, where they were secretly pored over by candlelight. No one read more indefatigably than the determined “booklegger” himself, who even managed to read a book under the table while eating. On cold, damp nights, he would read into the small hours until he began to cough, waking Iremashvili, who would remove his books and snuff his candle, ignoring his whispered protests.

While Sosso immersed himself clandestinely in the great thoughts of his century, certain Russian events outside the seminary were shaping his future. At that time the Tsarist government operated under an economic system best described as “unfree enterprise.” A ruling group of rich noblemen, merchants, and landowners ran Russia for their own benefit, monopolizing the wealth, enjoying all the privileges, controlling all the political power. They were subsidized and supported by the Tsar but were in turn his sources of power, along with the army and the Holy Synod, or high Church council. Russia was run like a vast bureaucracy, with peasants ruled by police, police by county officials, and so on up to the Tsar.

Sosso’s books taught him that this whole structure, as well as the capitalist system of Western democracies, was being challenged and threatened by the German revolutionists Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. In a historic pamphlet called The Communist Manifesto, Marx predicted that capitalism would be swept aside in a worldwide revolt of the working classes, to be replaced by a new classless society called Communism, under which workers would receive all the benefits of their own labour by owning and operating everything communally. The Communist slogan was “Workers of the world, unite! You have nothing to lose but your chains!” Marx aimed all his efforts at the factory workers of Western Europe, especially Germany, convinced that revolution would come first to the highly industrialized nations, and last to a backward, sprawling feudal society like Russia.

But it was in Russia that his ideas excited the greatest revolutionary fervour, because the peasants and workers under the Tsar were desperate for change, any change. The Social Revolutionaries, who led terrorist raids against the hated landowners, were determined that the Russian peasants would lead the nation to Marxism. But in 1898, a rival Marxist party was formed in Minsk. Calling themselves Social Democrats, they secretly swore to overthrow the Tsar and establish Communism through rule by factory workers. Sosso was permitted to join them when he was eighteen. To win other converts for the Party, he organized a secret “seminary within the seminary,” turning theology study lessons into clandestine readings and discussions of Marxist theory. Students who dared challenge his opinion usually withered under his biting sarcasm. Those who didn’t, felt his wrath in the malicious gossip he spread about them.

Inspector Abashidze’s raids to discover forbidden books left Sosso disdainful. He was reported to the rector no less than thirteen times for this offence, each time being locked in a narrow, windowless punishment cell to do a day’s penance for his sin. He was proud of this persecution. By 1899, his disinterest in keeping up even a pretence of theological studies was so obvious that his grades slipped from best to worst in his class. When his teachers reproached him, he simply regarded them with a contemptuous smile. Four months before graduation, the rector finally expelled him.

Five years of grim seminary life did not fail to leave their mark on Sosso. They hardened him for the stony, wretched life of a professional revolutionary. They taught him religious fanaticism, and he applied it to Communism. Inspector Abashidze’s spy system was the inspiration for his own secret police, which he used years later to suppress dangerous thoughts. He never scorned to learn from and imitate his enemies.

In 1900, he took a meagrely paid post as clerk at the Tiflis Observatory. The job gave him some money to live on and masked his real work of agitating among the railway workers of Tiflis. Now, hoping to disguise his youth with a sparse beard, he moved among them in a black peasant blouse and red necktie, his black hair an uncombed bramble jutting from beneath a slanted, flat Russian peak cap.

The Tiflis workers admired the young radical with the rough, sarcastic wit. He impressed them by his indifference to food, cold, and comfort, his hard common sense, his knowledge of forbidden books, his dogged devotion to revolutionary ideals. They began calling him “our Sosso,” chuckling when he slyly mocked a Social Revolutionary. “I can’t imagine why the workers want to listen to people as unimportant as us,” he would deride a rival, “when they have you fine fellows to lead them!” To give his shrewd mind ample time for second thoughts, he taught himself to speak slowly and cautiously, selecting words that struck at the heart of a matter or of an opponent.

Energetic, resourceful, resolute, he was only twenty-one when he won election to the Tiflis executive committee of the Party. He helped plan the first May Day demonstration in the Caucasus, a bold working-class challenge to Tsarist power. The plotters hoped it would inspire thousands of Georgian workers to flock to the Red banner, flag of international revolution, and impress European comrades that the Social Democrats, not the Social Revolutionaries, were the true Marxist force in Russia.

On May 1, 1900, young Sosso proudly led five hundred railway workers with Red banners and portraits of Marx and Engels in a demonstration on the outskirts of Tiflis.

Joseph Djugashvili was on his way.
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The Young Terrorist

The May Day marchers halted in a cobblestone square, forming a circle around their youthful leader. As soon as he began to speak, Cossacks and Okhrana (political police) suddenly galloped up, charging their horses into the crowd. Workers fled before their flailing whips and slashing sabres.

But by May Day one year later, the Social Democrats had grown strong enough to challenge Tsarist authority in the very heart of Tiflis, this time with a demonstration by two thousand workers. Again there was a bloody clash, but now in addition to the wounds of the workers there were also heads broken among the Tsar’s forces. Stalin felt proud when the Party’s newspaper, Iskra (The Spark), declared, “The event is of historical importance—a day that marked the beginning of an open revolutionary movement in the Caucasus.”

The editor of Iskra was Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, a small bearded revolutionist who was one of the chief founders of the Social Democratic Party. Young Stalin stood in awe of his reputation in much the same way a patriot leader of the Boston Tea Party might have looked up to Samuel Adams or Tom Paine.

Lenin had just finished serving three years of exile in Siberia and was editing Iskra from abroad, smuggling it into Russia. He hoped to make the paper a uniting force among all Marxist groups, rallying them to the banner of the Social Democrats. By 1901, the revolutionary movement was growing fast, but it was too fragmented by splinter groups, each too weak alone to cause Tsar Nicholas serious worry. The Social Revolutionaries were still the largest Marxist party. Their strength, however, lay in the country rather than in the cities.

In Tiflis, Stalin was both agitator and educator. He organized secret meetings in workers’ homes, teaching unschooled railwaymen why revolution was “inevitable.” He explained that during the last decades of the nineteenth century, the Industrial Revolution had reshaped the lives of hundreds of millions of Europeans and Americans who now worked in large factories controlled by a small number of industrialists. These business owners, supported and protected by their governments, viewed labour as simply another operating cost, to be bought as cheaply as possible for maximum profits. In 1901, this meant fourteen-hour workdays, low wages, sordid working conditions.

The same “robber baron” philosophy prevailed in agriculture; wealthy landowners lived affluently on the hard toil of peasants and sharecroppers, who were miserably paid and badly treated. In effect, Stalin argued, most common people of the Western world felt economically enslaved and so were ready for Marxist leaders to help them overthrow the capitalists.

He warned workers against the Social Revolutionaries who wasted working-class anger in senseless assassinations and led bands of peasants to raid, rob and burn the mansions of landowners. Lenin, whose older brother had been hanged as a Populist terrorist, had told his disciples, “We must follow a different path. Bomb-throwing is not the true path for revolutionists.” The true path, Stalin urged, was the tight discipline of the Social Democratic Party, which knew how to direct the exploited and oppressed in seizing power. Shrewdly aware of the emotional impact of words like “exploited” and “oppressed,” Stalin used them freely.

His tireless agitation did not escape the vigilance of the Okhrana, who broke into his empty room at the Tiflis Observatory to arrest him in the spring of 1901. He promptly fled into hiding, beginning an outlaw’s life which lasted sixteen years. Elusive as an eel, he vanished as Joseph Djugashvili but reappeared with forged passports as Ivanovich, David, Kato, Ryaboi, Vassilyev, Chizhikov, Nizheradze, Koba—especially as Koba, his boyhood hero—and finally as Stalin.

The Okhrana sought him everywhere, but he became an artist at slipping through their fingers. Penniless, indifferent to hardship, he was fed and hidden by admiring Party comrades. At secret meetings, he suddenly materialized out of the night, spoke swiftly as a worker watched for police at the window, then melted away as mysteriously as he had appeared.

One night, a police spy tipped off the Okhrana that he was meeting with fellow conspirators in a building connected to the Tiflis theatre. Jubilant police quickly surrounded the building and broke in, only to find it empty. Stalin had kicked open the connecting door to the theatre, then scattered with his comrades into the audience, where they immediately began watching the show with absorbed expressions.
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