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To Harry Rigby, with great respect and affection.




Preface


Not many people went to the Soviet Union from Australia before the mid-1950s. It was far away, with a notoriously cold winter and hard living conditions even for visitors. But it did have one thing going for it as a tourist attraction: its politics. For socialists and even many liberals, the Soviet Union—the state created by the Bolsheviks’ October Revolution of 1917—was the site of the great Socialist Experiment, the land where revolutionaries were trying to create a socialist society based on the principles of central economic planning. Economists were curious to see how this experiment was working, and so were some politicians. Writers and journalists were curious and saw the possibility of getting a marketable book out of it. Theatre people had heard of avant-garde developments and wanted to go and look at them, as did psychologists, educationists and other professionals. Probably the total number of Australians who visited in the 1930s was less than two hundred, and many of them made the journey from London rather than taking the long and arduous Pacific route. Very few of the Australian visitors knew Russian so they were dependent on the guides and interpreters provided by Soviet authorities.


History has attached the label of ‘fellow travellers’ to those foreigners who went to the Soviet Union in the 1920s and 1930s and returned to announce that (in Lincoln Steffens’ phrase) they had ‘seen the future, and it works’. Certainly many who went were politically on the Left and, like any tourists without the local language, relied on interpreters to explain what they saw; and some of them were undoubtedly gullible and wildly over-optimistic. Among the Australians whose trips to the Soviet Union are discussed in this book, the writer Katharine Susannah Prichard and the civic activist and feminist Jessie Street are egregious examples. But the visitors’ reactions were various, and by no means all the Australian visitors fell into the category of ‘dupes of the Kremlin’. The playwright Betty Roland, who lived and worked in Moscow for a year in 1933–34, had a shrewd eye for the real-life problems of the Soviet Union, even though her lover, Guido Baracchi, was a communist, and she joined the party after her return to Australia. Pamela Travers, the Australian-born creator of Mary Poppins, wrote a hilarious account of her visit in the mid-1930s, satirising both the Russians and some of her gullible fellow tourists. Neill Greenwood, professor of metallurgy, was a sympathiser but not a blind one; the Melbourne stockbroker and economist Edward Dyason was even sharper and more critical in his observations.


We can now know more about the foreign visitors and their interaction with their Soviet hosts than earlier generations of historians because of the opening of Soviet archives, notably the archives of the agency that hosted many of the visitors, VOKS (the All-Union Society for Ties with Abroad). These records tell us how the Soviets reacted to their visitors, thus providing an intriguing counterpoint to the existing published records of how visitors reacted to the Soviet Union. The latter are quite rich, since almost everyone who went to the Soviet Union seemed to write about it, or at least give lectures on it, after they returned; and some kept diaries of their trip or wrote detailed letters to family and friends.


The original stimulus for this book came from my own research in the VOKS archives in the late 1990s. I am a Soviet historian by trade, Australian-born but working in the United States; and my initial interest in the VOKS archive had nothing to do with Australia. I was intrigued, however, as I worked on the newly opened archive by finding chatty and sometimes surprisingly caustic reports on Australians, hosted by VOKS in the mid-1930s, whose names I knew from childhood (having grown up in a left-wing family, daughter of the radical historian Brian Fitzpatrick). It occurred to me that Australian tourists handled by VOKS, being relatively few compared to the larger American and British contingents, would make a nice little case study, so I collected information on all of them (more than sixty, in the end). Then, for a couple of years, those notes sat in my files unused while I concentrated on other projects. But during my annual trips back to Australia, partly for my own entertainment, I started doing a little Australian archival research on the visitors on whom I had Soviet data.


There were Australian historians who, of course, knew much more than I about those people. One of those was the Melbourne historian Carolyn Rasmussen, who, with Stuart Macintyre, became my main interlocutor on the topic of Australian visitors to the Soviet Union, and is the invaluable co-editor of this volume. We realised that there was a wealth of information about such visits buried in the research notes of Australian historians on particular subjects: Joy Damousi on Reg Ellery, for example; Lenore Coltheart for Jessie Street; Terry Irving on Esmonde Higgins; and Rosemary Francis on Muriel Heagney. Carolyn herself had become interested in Professor Greenwood in the course of her work on the history of the University of Melbourne. Ros Pesman had a box of notes on Ella Winter and her Soviet trips from earlier archival work in the United States. The musicologist Kay Dreyfus stumbled on the remarkable odyssey of a jazz combo, the Weintraub Syncopators, who—although not Australians when they made their tours to the Soviet Union in the 1930s, ended up here after many adventures, including wartime internment by the Australian authorities.


This book brings together all this research, offering readers a new insight into the history of the Australian Left and intellectual culture, while providing for scholars of the international ‘fellow travelling’ phenomenon a national case study that is unique in its two-way focus and multi-archival basis. The book would not have come into existence without the support of the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, whose 2002 award to me for Distinguished Achievement in the Humanities provided the financial resources necessary to organise the conference on ‘Australian visitors to the Soviet Union’, held at the University of Melbourne in July 2006, at which the essays published here were first presented. My thanks are due to all the contributors, in particular my co-editor, Carolyn Rasmussen, who bore most of the practical burden of preparing the volume, and Kay Dreyfus for editorial work on the manuscript. We have a debt of gratitude also to Emma Gilligan, my tireless assistant in organising the 2006 conferences; Stuart Macintyre, then a very helpful and knowledgeable Dean of Arts at the university; Stephen Wheatcroft, whose cooperation and support throughout was invaluable; and Louise Adler, CEO of Melbourne University Publishing, whose interest encouraged my return to Australian themes. The book is dedicated to our dear friend and colleague T. H. (Harry) Rigby, professor emeritus of the Australian National University and doyen of Australian Soviet studies, who was himself, as a young British diplomat in Moscow in the 1950s, one of the sharpest and best informed of Australian visitors.


Sheila Fitzpatrick
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1
Australian visitors to the Soviet Union
The view from the Soviet side



Sheila Fitzpatrick


The Soviet Union was an exotic destination for Australian tourists in the 1930s, but some, mainly left-wing or ‘progressive’ in political sympathies, found their way there. The stereotype for such international travellers is ‘political pilgrim’,1 and the scholarly literature on the subject emphasises their manipulation by their Soviet hosts and their self-deluding determination to see nothing that conflicted with their political preconceptions. In this chapter, I will examine the visits of more than sixty Australians to the Soviet Union in the 1930s to see how well this stereotype fits the group, what the visitors’ impressions of the Soviet Union were and what impressions their Soviet hosts and guides had of them.


This two-way approach—Soviet looking at Australian as well as Australian looking at Soviet—is possible because, in addition to the published and unpublished accounts of their trips left by the Australian visitors, we now have access to the archive of VOKS, a quasi-official organisation charged with looking after foreign visitors with cultural interests during their stay in the Soviet Union.2 I have combed this Russian archive to compile a list of forty-eight Australians who passed through VOKS’s hands in the 1930s. This is probably close to the total number of Australians who came through VOKS,3 although there would be other tourists who dealt only with Intourist or some other Soviet organisation.4 I have excluded from my database communist cadres who were sent to the Soviet Union to study in party schools or as delegates to party (Comintern) conferences, but included Australians, communist or otherwise, who lived and worked in the Soviet Union for a period during the 1930s, as well as short-term visitors who left accounts of experiences. This brings the total number in my database to sixty-four, all of whom were in the Soviet Union in the period 1929–39.5


Australians were a subset of the total group of foreign travellers visiting the Soviet Union under VOKS’s auspices in the 1930s, which included the German writers Lion Feuchtwanger and Bertolt Brecht, the English social scientists and Fabian socialists Sydney Webb and Beatrice Webb, the French writers Antoine de Saint-Exupéry and Romain Rolland and, from the United States, the conductor Leopold Stokowski, the singer Paul Robeson, the architect Frank Lloyd Wright, the psychiatrist Frankwood E. Williams and the literary critic Edmund Wilson.6 Compared to the European and North American contingent, there were fewer celebrities among the Australians, in either an international or a local sense, but more agricultural specialists, economists and politicians (Labor, Liberal and Country Party).7 The Australian group was also distinguished by its high percentage of women travelling independently (not as an accompanying spouse or family member)—23 (38%) out of the 61 whose sex is known—and by the fact that for many, the trip to the Soviet Union was only part of a larger European or Asian and European trip.8


In occupational terms, the great majority of the Australian visitors were white-collar professionals, with writers and journalists constituting the largest group (11), teachers (8) second and only four workers and trade unionists. (It should be noted that blue-collar visitors were not part of VOKS’s core constituency and are therefore under-represented in my sample.) The same white-collar preponderance existed in the small group of Australians who worked in the Soviet Union in the 1930s: Dorothy Alexander (later Gibson), Constance Duncan and Irene Saxby (later Rush) worked as teachers, Guido Baracchi and Betty Roland in publishing houses, Suzanne Abramovich as a doctor, John Fisher as a journalist and Itzhak Gust as a leather-worker. Scarcely any of the visitors knew Russian (Mrs Mortill, born in Latvia, and Russian-born Fred Goozeff, who wrote a critical minority report for the 1932 trade union delegation, are the known exceptions9), and even among those who stayed and worked, none but Itzhak Gust spoke the language fluently. Only a small minority of the whole group (5) are known to have been members of the Communist Party when they went to the Soviet Union, although a few others joined after they returned.10


VOKS and the Australian Society for Cultural Relations


VOKS, the All-Union Society for Cultural Contact with Abroad,11 was the Soviet institution that looked after foreign visitors with cultural interests, especially those who came via the foreign ‘friendship’ societies (which drew in mainly leftists) or were people of distinction in politics (not necessarily, although often, on the Left), the arts and scholarship in their own countries. VOKS coexisted somewhat uneasily with Intourist, which handled both ordinary tourists and the organisational and financial aspects of the visits of VOKS’s clientele. Its overall mission was to show Soviet achievements to the visitors and thus influence Western public opinion.


In the mid-1930s, VOKS was receiving about 1,500 foreign visitors per year (about a seventh the number going through Intourist at the same time), up from around 1,000 per year in the late 1920s. In 1937–38, the numbers dropped again.12 Of the Australian group under study, 24 (38%) visited the Soviet Union in the period 1929–33, but the majority (40, or 63%) came in the years 1934–37 (19 in 1935 alone). Those who came in 1937–38 (9 of the Australian group) were present at a time when VOKS was reeling under the impact of the Great Purges, which led to the arrest of its director (Arosev) as an ‘enemy of the people’ in July 1937 (the height of the tourist season!) and a subsequent purging of the VOKS office that led to an almost complete turnover of personnel and a period of chaotic disorganisation, which lasted until the appointment of a new director in 1940.13 As far as we can tell, this was more or less hidden from the Australians, although sharp-eyed Doris Hayball knew something of what was happening from conversations with locals and observed VOKS’s disarray (which prevented the agency providing her with any services).14 Jessie Street, the sole Australian visitor in 1938, sailed serenely above it all without apparently noticing anything amiss.15


One of VOKS’s tasks from the beginning was to help organise local societies for cultural relations with the Soviet Union in foreign countries, using the contacts they had established with ‘progressive’ intellectuals. At first, things moved slowly in Australia, partly because customs regulations forbade the import of VOKS publications16 and partly because of the absence of diplomatic relations, which made it impossible for VOKS to have a representative in the country as it did in a number of European countries. In the absence of an official representative ‘in that distant country’ (as the VOKS rapporteur expressed it), VOKS had to rely on the Soviet official from the textile import agency stationed in Sydney, whose efforts were fairly minimal, amounting to drawing up a list of ‘bourgeois’ sympathisers with the Soviet Union based on the list of Australian members of the Institute for Pacific Relations.17 But there was also another problem. As already mentioned, it was VOKS’s task to deal with intellectuals, people who were part of respectable society in their home countries, not with the kind of working-class communist militant who would frighten and repel such people. In the late 1920s, VOKS found itself fending off the overtures of one F. Elkin, a Russian resident in Brisbane who wrote long, handwritten letters of a ‘very communistic’ type to VOKS, described himself as a ‘Chekist’, boasted of his bad relations with the police and had even served time in prison. Elkin set up an Association for Rapprochement with the USSR18 and claimed on this basis to be the Australian representative of VOKS, but Isidor Amdur, the (Englishborn) VOKS official who headed its Anglo-American Sector at this time, worried that ‘such a representative could not instil particular trust in the bourgeois intellectual element of Australia’. ‘We must drop friend Elkin’, Amdur wrote (in English) in 1930, ‘he is a decent fellow, but too much of a martyr to be of any use to us.’19


A communist-led organisation in Australia, Friends of the Soviet Union (FOSU), sent a delegation to the Soviet Union in 1932,20 and VOKS went out of its way to be helpful to at least one of its members,21 but this organisation also no doubt had the disadvantage, from VOKS’s standpoint, of being ‘too communistic’. A more suitable prospect emerged with the appearance of Professor Neill Greenwood of the University of Melbourne, who visited the Soviet Union in 1932 and became a regular correspondent of Amdur after his departure. In 1935, the first branch of an Australian Society for Cultural Relations with the Soviet Union was set up in Melbourne, with Greenwood as its general secretary, Sir James Barrett (Chancellor of Melbourne University) as its president and such left-wing luminaries as Katharine Susannah Prichard among its members. By 1938, according to VOKS’s information, the society had divisions in Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane and Perth, which counted more than 400 members.22 Of the Australian visitors to VOKS in the 1930s, at least a dozen came with letters of introduction from their local society in Australia or, if there was none in their state, told VOKS that they planned to help organise one.23 In addition, a number of the Australians came through Britain, or were living there and brought letters of introduction from the London and Oxford societies.24


Interactions of VOKS and its foreign visitors


Since the directors of VOKS met mainly with international cultural celebrities, relatively few of the Australians encountered them.25 More typically, the top official the Australians met was the head of the Anglo-American department, Isidor Amdur, a Jewish communist from London, still in his twenties when he assumed this position, who was to fall victim of the purges in the late 1930s.26 From the mid-1930s, Lydia Kislova, who was to head VOKS’s Anglo-American department during the war, became a frequent interlocutor for Australians: unlike Amdur, she was Russian-born and (probably) more of a Kulturträger than a communist activist, but she shared with him a shrewd eye and occasionally sharp tongue when dealing with the VOKS clientele. Of the other twenty-six VOKS staffers who dealt with individual Australians in the period 1929–37, the majority were women—almost certainly of intelligentsia origin (since they knew foreign languages), in many cases not Communist Party members—and many were Jewish or of foreign origin, judging by their names.27


VOKS staffers looked after individual visitors and sometimes small groups for the duration of their stays, typically from ten days to a month. Within limits, they took the visitors where they wanted to go (concerts, museums, to meet particular scholars or writers), but tried to discourage them from wandering round the streets on their own, partly to stop them getting lost and partly to prevent them seeing too much of the underside of Soviet everyday life. They wrote reports on visitors to VOKS, which presumably also went to the NKVD (the secret police),28 although no sign of this procedure remains in the archives. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was a frequent visible interlocutor: VOKS consulted it, for example, when Kislova was uncertain about the credentials of Australian journalists Frederick Howard and Basil Burdett, whose only letter of introduction was from the Melbourne Herald, a newspaper that she feared might be anti-Soviet.29


VOKS was supposed to make sure that visitors saw the best side of the Soviet Union, but it was not always easy to achieve this. Embarrassments occurred regularly when visitors went off on their own and saw the wrong things, were stood up or kept waiting in Soviet institutions, or were mistreated by customs or the police. Some visitors were impossibly capricious or demanding. Others, taken on group visits to prized Soviet cultural sites, were so antagonistic and unreceptive that they angered their fellow tourists as well as the guides. (This was the case with Howard and Burdett on a visit to the Bolshevo commune for the rehabilitation of delinquents:30 evidently Kislova had had reason to be worried about these two!) Sometimes VOKS guides had to blush for their compatriots, either because they were poorly prepared for a foreign visit or because they got drunk and behaved foolishly.31 Then there were the endless complaints about Intourist (responsible for the visitors’ hotel and travel arrangements in the mid-1930s) that VOKS had to deal with. Even James Vincent Duhig, a true friend of the Soviet Union if ever there was one, told his VOKS guide that Intourist seemed to be doing its best to ‘spoil the impression of the Soviet Union’ by its failure to provide ‘even minimal comfort’ for foreigners.32 Visitors also complained about Intourist’s high prices and the prohibition on photography (Ogilvie in 1935), the unfavourable exchange rate (Muspratt in 1936) and that ‘they had little chance to get in contact with “the real life of the Soviet Union’’’ (Howard and Burdett, again).33


What the visitors saw


The Soviet Moscow that was shown to foreign visitors in the 1930s was heavily weighted towards social welfare institutions (health and education), particularly those that served women and children, with culture—theatre, both traditional and avant-garde; film; opera; art galleries—running a close second. Technological achievements, generally a subject of pride in the Soviet Union, were less in evidence as far as VOKS visitors were concerned, except for the Moscow Metro. Naturally the repressive side of Soviet life was largely hidden, although rehabilitative institutions like the Bolshevo Commune were on the agenda and the workings of district courts could be observed (through an interpreter). For Australian visitors,34 the Museum of Mother and Child—demonstrating Soviet pre-eminence in social welfare—was the most frequent destination; theatres, museums, Gorky Park, profilactories (women’s health institutions), TB dispensaries, Pioneer camps and workers’ clubs were also on many itineraries.


A comparison of the Australian visitors’ programs with those of other visitors (mainly from Britain, Europe and the United States)35 suggests that the Australian experience was fairly typical, although for foreign visitors as a whole in the summer of 1935 the Bolshevo Commune (visited by only two Australians) topped the list of sights, and no Australians visited the recently opened House of Pavlik Morozov, the child denouncer,36 or the ‘abortarium’. Somewhat surprisingly, Australians were also less likely to be taken to a kolkhoz (collective farm) near Moscow than foreigners in general, although this may be because the Australian visitors interested in agriculture, like Hawker, did their serious kolkhoz- and sovkhoz-viewing in the major grain-growing regions further south.


Where the Australians stand out from the larger foreign group is in the frequency of their visits to government institutions and specialised research institutions, reflecting the presence in the Australian group of some fairly heavy-weight political figures (not typical for VOKS) and a comparatively large number of Australian scientists and social scientists with strong interest in their own area of expertise and less interest in cultural sights. The group of three led by Tasmanian Premier Albert Ogilvie in 1935 was received by top officials in the Ministries37 of Finance, Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and Health; and in addition, the radical Sydney lawyer Albert Piddington had meetings with an official in the Ministry of Education, stockbroker and company director Edward Dyason in the Ministry of Health and Professor Cameron in the state Committee on the Higher Technical School. A number of Australians also visited research institutions in their area of expertise, ranging from medicine and the dairy industry to cosmetics.38


While some visitors were entranced by the welfare and cultural institutions they were shown, others were less impressed. Doris Hayball wrote of the ‘Prophylactorium for Reformed Prostitutes’ (i.e. the profilactories, also visited by five other Australians in the group) that ‘a similar institution in our country (run by charitable organisations) would be designated, probably, a home for wayward girls, or more likely given some euphonious title so that the girls might not be embarrassed. However, Russia has no false modesty about such things. The girls, little more than children many of them, were on parade for us to view.’ The guides emphasised that the girls’ stay in the Prophylactorium was entirely voluntary, ‘but when we insisted, admitted that should they not be amenable to reason, severe measures would be instituted and exile to one of the Siberian prisons might be their end’.39 Pamela Travers, who refused to go to what she calls the House of Prostitutes40 (probably the same ‘profilactory’), hated the nurseries that she was shown, particularly the picture of the child Lenin on the wall, and found the children ‘grave and sombre’ and the environment ‘not … very clean’.41


Visitors under VOKS’s charge were not actually forbidden to make contacts with Russians on their own, but it was strongly discouraged. The resident foreigners, however, naturally had their own contacts at the workplace and with neighbours, and some of the visitors were enterprising enough to find them, too. Doris Hayball, for example, came with a variety of introductions, including one from an émigrée in Paris to her sister, the widow of a high Soviet government official (who in turn introduced her to an old aristocratic woman who bartered lace for silk stockings), another from an Australian Esperantist to his Soviet Esperantist pen pal and a third from a ‘famous musical trio’ of brothers (the Spivakovskys?42), now resident in Australia, to their sister, struggling along (but still unwilling to leave) as a translator from German.43 Pamela Travers also brought introductions when she came over from England—to a foreign resident, a ‘Russian anti-Communist’ whose acquaintance she had made in Cambridge and a poet who could not publish his work ‘because it isn’t propaganda’—and used these contacts to form her own impressions, quite different from those Intourist tried to instil in her.44 Betty Roland found her way into different milieux during her eighteen-month stay, including that of ‘Madame Anitchkova’, elderly survivor of a princely family, now living in the attic of her former palace, but still surrounded by priceless objets d’art and attended by an ‘ancient servant’. Guido (Baracchi, Roland’s lover) ‘felt uneasy’ in Mme Anitchkova’s presence, ‘feeling that [as a communist] he should despise her but unable to resist her charm’, but Roland herself, for all her communist sympathies, ‘thought she was the most courageous and undefeated person I had ever met and admired her tremendously’.45


Still, access to alternative sources of information did not always lead to a more critical or nuanced perspective. Jessie Street, one of the few Australian visitors to hobnob with the British Embassy,46 made friends with the Russian-born, aristocratic wife of a British diplomat, who took her to Novodevichy Cemetery and to an Orthodox church service. But although they saw ‘very poorly dressed, filthy looking beggars’ outside the church, Street was assured that ‘they were not beggars really, as they all had work of some kind’ and, regarding them as an eyesore, simply hoped that the Soviet authorities would remove them.47


Conversations about politics


The VOKS guides’ main task was to ensure that the visitors went away with a good impression of the Soviet Union. One of the standard reported dialogues consisted of the VOKS person asking the visitor his/her impressions, which usually produced one of two kinds of response: either ecstatic praise (vostorzhennno) or evasion. In the former category came Dr J. V. Duhig from Brisbane, who ‘reacted ecstatically to everything he saw’ in 1936.48 After visiting a workers’ club, Misses Constance Duncan and Dorothy Alexander exclaimed that ‘Soviet workers are very lucky’; and Duncan was so impressed by a visit to the Botkin Hospital and tour of its laboratories, wards and water treatment and X-ray rooms that she asked the chief physicians if she could get work in the Soviet Union.49 Evasion, however, was often noted in some visitors. Frederick Howard and Basil Burdett were found to be ‘restrained’ and ‘very reserved’ in their reactions: one VOKS staffer reported her impression that their ‘attitude to the Soviet Union is not altogether one of goodwill’, another found that ‘they behave very cautiously, answering my questions about their impressions evasively’.50


Ideally, the VOKS guides’ reports should contain enough data, culled from conversation with the visitors, to build a basic sociooccupational and attitudinal profile. Thus, Amdur’s report on Albert Piddington, visiting VOKS in July 1934, included the (accurate) information that he had until recently held very important positions in Australia (chairman of a state commission, chairman of national commission on wages), but resigned, in his own words, ‘because of differences of opinion with the government on policy questions’ and now worked as a lawyer.51 These conversations were not meant to get into family and personal matters, however: this was officially discouraged on the VOKS side, to prevent too much fraternisation, but it also seems to have been perceived by the VOKS staffers themselves as inappropriate. Of paramount importance, of course, were the visitors’ political attitudes, above all, whether he/she was a friend of the Soviet Union or not. Many visitors were forthcoming about their Soviet sympathies: for example, the wife of the Australian-born Time/Life journalist and left-wing novelist, James Aldridge, who was quoted as telling a VOKS guide in 1945 that people criticised her husband for being too pro-Soviet and that she shared his views.52


Still, even the most pro-Soviet visitors from the Anglo-Saxon world were likely to think that revolution was better for Russia than it would be in their own country. Friendly Dr Duhig said that in Australia no revolution was needed because the Labor Party already had majority support.53 Christopher Storrs, a British-born, Perth-resident schoolteacher and chaplain, said that like other teachers in Western Australia he was very interested in the Soviet Union—Kislova inserted the sharp comment that they evidently ‘knew little about it’—and preferred communism to fascism, ‘but all the same consider[ed] “British democracy” more appropriate’ at home.54 Tasmanian Premier Albert Ogilvie, self-identified as a member of the left wing of the Australian Labor Party and ‘fully friendly to USSR’ (‘otherwise I would not have come’), said that while ‘capitalism had outlived its usefulness, … who knows if a Communist system would work in Australia’.55


In their conversations with visitors, VOKS staffers also tried to keep tabs on earlier visitors, with particular reference to the public statements they made about the Soviet Union on their return. Thomas, editor of the Australian journal The Soviets Today, who visited the Soviet Union in 1936, was able to tell his VOKS guide that last year’s big-name visitors, Premier Ogilvie, Senator Elliott and MacCormack, had all given good reports of the Soviet Union in public lectures that had made a big impression, although Professor Hytten (one of Ogilvie’s group) had been much more reserved: ‘From Thomas’s words’, the VOKS staffer reported, ‘one might conclude that at one time Hytten was close to us, but now he has “lost his nerve” [trusit].’56 In her perplexity about the credentials of Frederick Howard and Basil Burdett, Kislova checked out the political orientation of their newspaper (the Melbourne Herald) with Ogilvie, who told that that it was ‘an extremely conservative paper’ that had printed ‘anti-soviet material’.57


Important people


Since VOKS’s basic task was opinion formation in foreign countries, important people—especially those in a position to have their words heard—mattered more than unimportant ones. One can form a rough estimate of the visitors whom VOKS considered particularly important by identifying those who were received by the director of VOKS rather than a junior official. F. N. Petrov, head of VOKS 1929–34, was interested mainly in international celebrities like Romain Rolland, Rabindranath Tagore and the Webbs,58 and the only Australian he received was Edward Dyason.59 His successor, Arosev, had the same celebrity interests, but he did receive a number of Australians: Senator Robert Elliott60 and the group headed by Tasmanian Premier Ogilvie in 1935; J. V. Duhig61 in 1936; and Mrs Mortill from Melbourne62 in April 1937.


Albert Ogilvie, Labor Premier of Tasmania since 1934, went to Soviet Union for the first time in June 1935, but had earlier been in contact with VOKS, writing at least two letters in 1932 asking for material on the Five-Year Plan (which was sent) and Soviet policy towards religion.63 He told Kislova that this was his first visit to Europe (he was going on to Western Europe in a trip that would include Germany and Italy64) and that he ‘was born in Australia and considers himself Australian’ (that last was worth registering, since VOKS was still inclined to regard Australia as a mere adjunct of Britain). He and other members of his group made it clear that they were not communists, although well disposed to the Soviet Union. Ogilvie wanted to explore the possibility of organising an exchange of Tasmanian wool for Soviet oil, and this was evidently taken seriously as the group was given meetings in the Ministries of Foreign Trade, Foreign Affairs (with Minister Maxim Litvinov himself), Finance (deputy minister Levin) and Health (Minister Kaminsky). Ogilvie told VOKS that his personal interests were equality, collectivisation (the problem of reconciling the peasant’s private and collective interests), and marriage and divorce; and he particularly wanted to go to the Finance Ministry to find out how the national income was distributed (‘That’s what they will ask me about most of all when I get home’).65


Ogilvie’s party consisted of himself, his Minister of Health, Dr John Francis Gaha, and an economist adviser, Professor Torleiv Hytten, and interactions between the three were closely observed by their Soviet hosts. Ogilvie was the most talkative, Kislova noted; ‘he behaves in a somewhat bossy way, but evidently listens to Professor Hytten (at least more than to Gaha), demonstratively addressing him as “professor”’.66 For the sake of Dr Gaha, the group had a meeting with the ‘world-famous’ (Gaha’s term) Professor Iudin of the Sklifasovsky Institute and was allowed to observe two operations by him for the removal of stomach ulcers; as protocol demanded, the Australians also met the Institute’s director, whom Gaha asked ‘many questions’. Gaha was impressed by Iudin and by what he was told of the ‘high salaries’ in the Soviet Union (for doctors or surgeons?); he remarked to his VOKS guide that the country seemed to be better than it was painted abroad.67 Hytten, the quietest of the group, was perhaps also the least impressed, possibly already moving to the Right;68 his only strongly expressed interest was in the law of inheritance, although he also asked about higher education.69


Senator Robert Elliott visited the month before the Ogilvie group. He came with a letter to Arosev from Ivan Maisky, the Soviet Ambassador to Britain, and told Arosev that he was a friend of Lord Beaverbrook, visiting him and maintaining a correspondence. In conversation with Amdur, he said that he owned eight provincial newspapers and two radio stations and was a supporter of imperial trade preference; that is, ‘a partisan of Beaverbrook’. His views and those of Lord Beaverbrook were not identical, however, since Lord Beaverbrook was not well disposed to the Soviet Union. As for Elliott, a few days in the USSR had ‘opened his eyes’, as he told Arosev. It was the only country in the world without unemployment, where every effort was being made to improve the life of the population. Comparing the Soviet Union with France and Germany, he found the former confident of the future and bound to become a major economic force within five years, while the latter two were backward-looking and fearful of the future.70


Other Australian visitors with political stature were Charles Hawker,71 pastoralist and Liberal politician, and William McCormack,72 a former Queensland Labor Premier. Hawker was in Moscow briefly just a few days before the Ogilvie group, but then departed immediately for Rostov and Kiev to inspect collective and state farms. His VOKS interlocutors, Amdur and Kuliabko, identified him as a member of the Australian parliament, a conservative and a big cattle farmer.73 McCormack was in Moscow a few weeks later, but under Intourist’s charge, not VOKS’s (although he made one visit to VOKS and had a conversation with Kislova).74


VOKS’s evaluations of Australians


The first surprising thing about the VOKS staffers’ evaluations of foreign visitors is their sharpness and the critical tone that often creeps in. The second surprising thing is that cultural deficiencies as are likely as political ones to provoke criticism. In the 1940s, almost the entire Australian Legation (with the exception of Professor Max Crawford) disappointed VOKS by its lack of high culture,75 even though its political stance was unusually (for a diplomatic mission) sympathetic. In the 1930s, dealing mainly with humbler folk than diplomats, the VOKS staffers were kinder, but none the less often deplored the inadequacy of their visitors’ cultural knowledge, especially of the Soviet classics. Karen Helms, a young doctor from Sydney with a special interest in poliomyelitis, was taken to see a performance of Gogol’s Dead Souls at the theatre but surprised her VOKS guide by focusing not on its artistic qualities but on the economic position of actors, artists and writers; she admitted that she knew nothing of contemporary Soviet literature (although eager to learn).76 Several other Australian visitors irritated VOKS by appearing interested only in their professional specialties. Geoffrey Loftus-Hills, an expert in dairy farming from the Victorian Department of Agriculture, spent three days in Moscow interviewing scientists at research institutes on dairy farming and ended up with what Kislova reported as a rather negative view of Soviet achievements in his field (‘in his opinion the USSR has not done much in the field of developing scientific research on the dairy industry’). Kislova wondered why he came to VOKS when his only interest was dairy farming.77


René Levy and his wife—he variously identified as a Perth businessman, economist and civil servant, she a teacher—were also lacking in cultural interests, but their main fault in the eyes of their VOKS guide was that they were too talkative: ‘The number of questions that the Levy couple plied me with was so great that I barely managed to answer them, as each of them, never drawing breath, was asking questions and moreover the theme of the questions ranged from the question of the technicalities of divorce to scientific excursions to the Pamir.’78


Frederick Howard and Basil Burdett, visiting together as journalists, left a very bad impression on the VOKS guide who accompanied them on a trip to the Bolshevo Commune for the rehabilitation of delinquents. Part of a larger group of mainly sympathetic foreign tourists, Howard and Burdett teamed up with an obnoxious American correspondent (MacDermott), who made his lack of appreciation evident. When the whole group (with the exception of the two Australians) expressed the wish to look at the commune’s club and theatre, MacDermott refused, saying, ‘What’s so great about a theatre—aren’t there theatres in Moscow?’ Evidently the three journalists had come to the Soviet Union ‘pursuing only the goal of profit’; that is, planning to write best-selling anti-Soviet articles when they got home, VOKS concluded.79


There were sharp comments and astringent characterisations even about apparently inoffensive visitors who were eager to please. Kislova, one of the sharpest, wondered why the Australian communist journalist John Fisher, who was working at the Moscow Daily News, bothered to come around to VOKS for a second conversation when he had ‘nothing new or interesting to say’. What it was about Fisher that irritated her is unclear, although when he worked at the Australian Legation in the 1940s he seems to have provoked similar reactions among his colleagues.80 Kislova knew that Fisher was the son of former Prime Minister Andrew Fisher, which normally would have been understood to mean that he probably had access to elite circles and might be a potential opinion-former in Australia. In addition, Fisher had provided some useful information on Australian progressives like Maurice Blackburn who could be drawn into the orbit of the Melbourne Society for Cultural Relations; and he shared VOKS’s opinion that the competing Australian communist-led organisation, Friends of the Soviet Union, was too political and would frighten people off. He even volunteered that ‘the cultural level of the population in Australia is very low’, which was probably the general opinion in VOKS (although perhaps jarring coming from an Australian, since Soviets expected people—even communists—to identify with their countries, as the Soviets did with theirs). In any case, when Fisher suggested that he should write an article on some popular Soviet topic—the building of the Palace of Soviets, for example, or parachute-jumping—and that VOKS should then distribute it ‘in hundreds of copies to all the newspapers in Australia’, Kislova told him curtly that ‘we could scarcely do that.’81


Australian evaluations


‘Fellow travellers’


There is a standard Western fellow travellers’ tale of the visit to Moscow in the 1930s, and Australians held their own in this genre.82 Katharine Susannah Prichard’s book, The Real Russia (1934), is a classic example.83 The standard tale emphasised popular enthusiasm; support for science and education; high valuation of culture (high culture brought to the masses); welfare institutions, especially for workers, women and children; economic growth under the Plan; emancipation of women; progressive practices with regard to marriage, divorce and abortion (until abortion was suddenly made illegal in 193684); and rehabilitation of delinquents (criminals, prostitutes, juvenile offenders). It ignored evidence of poverty, famine (in the early 1930s), begging, coercion, exclusion (of ‘social aliens’ with the wrong class background), GULAG, censorship, internal surveillance, suspicion of foreigners and fear, regarding such topics as taboo because they were grist for the mill of the ‘reactionaries’.85 For visitors who were in the Communist Party or close to it, bearing public witness on the positive side was considered something close to a duty. Itzhak Gust described in his memoirs how hard he worked on the voyage home ‘writing up my impressions in order to be able to speak in public if called upon … I … went over and over again to see if it was politically and factually correct.’86


Sympathisers outside the Party like J. V. Duhig and Jessie Street were apparently freer to take independent positions, yet often wrote the same kind of account of their trip. Why they did this has been a perennial source of fascination to scholars. Political polarisation and the sense of obligation throughout the ‘progressive’ Left not to give ammunition to reactionaries was clearly part of it, as was the need to find something hopeful in the world to offset the deep pessimism generated by the Depression.87 Sheer ignorance, leading to undue reliance on what the VOKS and Intourist people told them, may be part of the story. Yet it is implausible to suggest that visitors would have been completely sheltered from the shadier sides of Soviet life. To start with, they all stayed in Intourist hotels (old-fashioned, uncomfortable and inefficient, with rude personnel and poor service) and walked through Russian railway stations en route to their trains (dirty, chaotic, jam-packed with would-be travellers and the under-class of the big cities, with train compartments strictly divided into classes, ‘international’ being the top category). It was impossible, particularly in the early 1930s, to avoid seeing beggars and terribly poor people, refugees from the famine-stricken villages, in the streets. In the late 1930s, it was perhaps possible to have no inkling of the waves of repression washing over (among other groups) the communist elite, the intelligentsia and institutions like VOKS that dealt with foreigners—but it surely took determination and studied avoidance of the foreign and/or the Soviet English-language press (the latter, like the Soviet press in general, being full of stories of unmasking of ‘enemies of the people’ and reports of show trials).


For writers, artists and scientists, one of the appeals in the Soviet Union was to see their trades being taken so seriously. This applied to writers above all; and their impression was not wrong: writers were taken tremendously seriously, enjoying a social and economic status much higher than in Australia (or virtually anywhere else)—as well as being subjected to stern discipline and censorship that was made all the more effective by the threat of loss of privileges. This was surely part of the Soviet appeal for Prichard and other Australian writers such as Frank Hardy, who were not only paid royalties for their translated work (sometimes in convertible currency, but usually in roubles, encouraging visits to spend them) but also had the sense of being appreciated by a broad public.88 To a lesser extent, the same argument is applicable to the whole category of Australian intellectuals, who felt alienated and under-appreciated at home. Thus, Duhig told his VOKS guide in 1936 that he was ‘delighted by the fact that here every useful idea, every useful initiative is put into practice and also by the fact that the Soviet government values science and its representatives highly and does not begrudge funds for science’.89 He would later repeat the same sentiments in public speeches in Australia.90


For Jessie Street, it was the Soviet position on women’s emancipation that was crucial.91 Street was unique in her combination of grande dame airs, pro-Soviet prejudices and a girlish spirit of adventure. During her Moscow visit in 1938, she did the rounds of a normal VOKS itinerary (‘Monday August 15 Mr Smirnov [chairman of VOKS]. Kremlin, Moscow Hotel, Palace of Culture, Apartment House, Factory, Plan of Moscow, Mother and Child Room in Railway Station, Lenin’s Museum’), but, in contrast to other Australian visitors, she interspersed them with social events at the British Embassy (‘Wednesday 17th. Call on Lord Chilton. Met Captain and Mrs Firebrace [military attaché], Mr and Mrs Dunlop [third secretary] … Wed 31st. Lunch B[ritish] Embassy Dunlop … 4 September Ivanoff [hairdresser]’).92


It is clear that many visitors absorbed the ‘socialist realist’ mindset, central to VOKS’s presentation of the Soviet Union, according to which the important question was not so much how things actually were in the mundane present but how one knew they would soon become.93 Thus an empty ditch could reasonably be seen as the germ of a future busy canal, if there were signs of construction and a blueprint; and even a poorly functioning workers’ vacation home or nursery or women’s health consultancy could be taken (semi-correctly) as evidence that the Soviet regime intended to offer such benefits and at a much higher level, to everyone as soon as it had the means. Many visitors used this ‘socialist realist’ approach to defuse negative impressions, and at least some of them learned this way of thinking from their Soviet hosts. For example, in her first day in ‘the land of my dreams’, Dorothy Alexander94 had to struggle against tears because of ‘the general dilapidation [of Leningrad], the drabness of the clothes and the earnest faces moving along just told a tale that is hard to hear when one has all the comforts of Life. Life is very hard and very grim there and all outward beauty is gone.’95 But her Soviet friend Mrs Kharitonova explained that ‘it all depends on what one sees—whether one sees the relics of the old or the embryo of the new … It’s the embryo of the new which inspires but many miss it.’96 Alexander managed to hang on to Kharitonova’s optimistic message even after the trauma of seeing her friend summarily exiled from the capital in 1935, when Alexander was actually living with the Kharitonovs in their apartment.97


Katharine Susannah Prichard had travelled to the starving Kuban in the aftermath of the 1933 famine and noticed (or admitted to noticing) nothing but a bit of drought (dried-out sunflowers in village gardens); to her this was ‘all Sholokhov country’; that is, seen through a literary prism.98 Nevertheless, it appears that even Prichard had private doubts. As we are told by Betty Roland in her memoir,


 


she was sadly disillusioned by the time she started on her journey home from Leningrad again … [In the taxi to the wharf, she] sat huddled in her corner, staring out the window at the few muffled figures shuffling along the wharf. ‘When I first arrived, I felt I wanted to put my arms around them; they were my comrades. Now … [sic].’ Her voice trailed off and we said nothing, knowing what she meant. We too, had learnt much since those Moscow days.99


Beatrice Taylor, a New South Wales schoolteacher who came with a FOSU delegation in 1932, was in many respects an archetypal fellow traveller. It was her first trip abroad, and Itzhak Gust found her ‘naïve enthusiasm’ catching.100 She was an overt partisan of the Soviet Union, telling her guide after a visiting the Museum of French Painting that she ‘looked it over mainly so as to say in Australia that the Russians had not destroyed art’.101 She had exceptionally happy relations with her Soviet hosts, who not only suggested that she remain in the Soviet Union for a few months after the rest of the delegation went home (she accepted ‘joyfully’) but also arranged it efficiently and found her a place to live.102 Even before her trip, she was a committed supporter of the polytechnical principles on which the Soviet education system was based at that time, and she was impressed by much of what she saw. After her return to Australia, her public praise of Soviet education led to her dismissal from the New South Wales school system.103


Yet, as far as her Soviet interlocutors were concerned, the inquisitive and straight-talking Taylor was anything but a pushover. Even as plans were afoot to extend her stay, the VOKS guide reported that unfortunately Taylor had gone off on her own and somehow managed to see a shabby school on the outskirts of Moscow that was not yet polytechnical and contained only four grades instead of the mandatory seven (VOKS was investigating how this could have happened).104 Later, on a visit to the Institute of Polytechnical Labour, Taylor peppered the director with questions, commenting that teachers’ pay was lower in the Soviet Union than in other countries and that the external appearance and facilities of schools were also worse than abroad. Even with regard to polytechnicalism, which she approved in principle, Taylor obliquely raised the question of whether the trades the students learned would enable them to find jobs (this was not the point, she was told).105


Cooler reactions


The Soviet Union was an interesting and exotic destination in the 1930s for intellectuals with a taste for travel; a trip there was an adventure, providing a good publishable subject for writers and journalists. The Australian-born, British-resident travel writer Eric Muspratt fell into this category. At a personal loose end in 1936, he went off to the Soviet Union to do another of his ‘exotic travel’ books, describing himself to VOKS as a ‘vagabond’ writer whose specialty was going to a distant country and working there in some kind of manual labour: he told his VOKS interlocutor (who was dubious about the plan) that he had learnt a little Russian and wanted to work in the Soviet Union as a woodcutter. Although he said it was his intention ‘to make propaganda for the beautiful life in the Soviet Union’, he also wanted to earn money to support himself in Russia, as was his usual habit in the countries he wrote about, and was most concerned about money, lodging and other practical matters.106 In the event, his stay was short and his book about the Soviet Union (if it was written) never published.107


At least two other Australian writers who made the trip seem to have gone without strong (or any) preconceptions in its favour. Doris Hayball, a Melbourne playwright with no strong leftist predilections,108 visited the Soviet Union for a theatre festival, probably in 1936.109 ‘Her first impression was of the country’s poverty: ‘While I was, of course, academically, aware that the development of Russia was one hundred years behind the rest of Europe, I did not realise just what that meant until I saw the place.’ There were shortages of everything—expertise, labour, food, clothing, housing—and ‘whether it is wisdom to build so many palatial official buildings … while the man in the street has no proper home of his own, is debatable’.110 The discomforts and inconveniences of Soviet life struck her forcibly: ‘I must admit that for the first few days of my stay I was irritated almost beyond endurance, but after that I became sovietised and nothing mattered.’111 Writing eighteen months after the event, she was ‘surprised to realise how much I found of which to disapprove’ and not sure quite what to make of this: on the one hand, ‘it should be only a matter of time for all those things to be improved and later visitors assure me that the things of which I complain have already been corrected’, yet there was also the possibility that those later visitors had ‘view[ed] what they were shown through a mist of glamour as so many sympathisers with the Soviet regime appear to do’.112 Interestingly, the detached tone and content of Hayball’s observations have much in common with Betty Roland’s (published much later, but allegedly based on her diary of the early 1930s),113 although Roland was in the Soviet Union with a communist, Guido Baracchi, and joined the party herself after her return to Australia. This suggests that being a communist sympathiser did not necessarily in itself generate that ‘mist of glamour’ in the viewer.


Hayball heard a lot about ‘wreckers’ and was doubtful about this notion: was the Soviet regime looking for scapegoats? Or had Stalin ‘gone a little mad, developed a persecution mania, shut up in the Kremlin’? She was critical of Soviet ‘affirmative action’ on behalf of proletarians, finding this a ‘queer, inverted snobby’ system: ‘I had not expected to find so much place and privilege in Russia which I had been led to believe had Communistic ideals.’114 She thought the guides were nervous and noted that Russians who entertained her in Moscow had since refused to see other foreign visitors and that their letters had become rarer and more guarded.115 The ‘crude ideology’ of Soviet plays shown at festival, including Nikolai Pogodin’s Aristocrats, amused her, but when she was told about Pavlik Morozov’s exploits, the idea of children being taught to inform on their parents ‘stuck in my throat’.116


Pamela Travers, visiting a few years earlier, was a journalist with literary tastes who, after leaving Sydney as a young woman, made her home in England. A protégée of the Irish poet George Russell (‘A. E.’), she shared his interest in mysticism and was not drawn to the Left. She made her visit to the Soviet Union shortly after finishing the first of the Mary Poppins books that were to make her famous.117 Her book on her Soviet trip made it immediately clear that Travers was neither a fellow traveller nor a dyed-in-the-wool opponent of Soviet communism: with regard to the choice between fascism and communism, ‘the writer prefers the latter form of tyranny if the choice must be made’ but finds it ‘a desolate alternative, for Communism in Russia … is hardly on bowing terms with Communism as defined in the dictionaries’. No doubt the Soviet experiment was important, ‘but at the same time it seems to me horribly imperfect, horribly old-fashioned, horribly bourgeois … and at the moment more like Tom Brown’s Schooldays or a Church Lad’s Brigade than an ideal state’.118


Travers was sorry not to meet the Class Enemy, ‘that bogy-man of modern Russia’, in person—’the tourist knows of him only by hearsay, much as the Minotaur was known to the people of Crete’—and unfavourably impressed by the abundance of ‘arbitrary grades and classes’ that existed in the supposedly classless society.119 Like Doris Hayball, she disliked the Soviet carry-on about the proletariat: ‘one tires of all the snobbery about the Workers—worse immeasurably than our snobbery of the Upper Class’.120 Noting ‘the drabness, the universal grey, the complete sameness of the people’ and the ubiquitous food queues, she wrote that people’s faces ‘have a steady, sealed look, as though they were under an anaesthetic. Is it hunger?’121 (It probably was, given that the year of her visit was 1933 or at latest 1934.) Travers poked fun at both her Intourist guides and gullible fellow tourists, and complained of informers and the interception of her letters home. When taken to a Moscow jail, she thought it ‘the happiest place I have yet seen in Russia’ (although dirty)—’the individual anti-social act that had brought each one there must have, at any rate for a time, set him free’—and took great pleasure in changing money on the black market, an act by which she and her partner in crime ‘are defrauding the Government. It is a beautiful, almost a holy feeling.’ But the Soviets were not her only targets. When she met some people from the British Embassy people, she found them so stuffy and anti-Soviet that it made her like the Russians.122


Another category of visitors inclined to be critical were those with an expert interest in some aspect of Soviet life or economy. Dyason and Hawker, the two major economic experts among the Australians who made the trip, produced admirably balanced—and, in Dyason’s case, remarkably acute and observant—reports on the Soviet economy. Edward Dyason, who visited with his wife in 1932, was sufficiently sympathetic to the Soviet Union to tell VOKS that he wanted to found a friendship society in Australia,123 and in fact had already been identified by the Soviet textile import representative as a potential member of such a society.124 However, his Presidential Address to the Australia New Zealand Association for the Advancement of Sciences, delivered after his return, scarcely suggested the gullible fellow traveller. After travelling thousands of miles through rural Russia, it was ‘the extreme poverty of the mass of the peasant population’ that left the most enduring impression on Dyason. ‘A rough census at nearly 300 railway stations suggests that 10% of the peasants have no boots, most of them are in what we would call rags and two million are at any given moment in or on trains or waiting at stations seeking an escape to better conditions.’ The wholesale livestock slaughter that had attended collectivisation a few years earlier did not escape him, and in the course of his journey Dyason ‘saw not one well-fed horse or cow or sheep’. In the towns, he was struck by dilapidated housing and long queues at almost empty shops; although industry was developing rapidly, efficiency was very low and the claims about full employment were exaggerated, not only because the chaos of the system made it difficult to connect job-seeker with job but also because the ‘disinherited, who have lost their “political” rights’ carried a stigma that made it hard to find or keep jobs.125 Workers’ social services were the best aspect of the system, although they were below Australian standards; and the whole population except a small stratum of administrators and specialists ‘lives on a regime which the Australian would consider below subsistence level’.126


With regard to the comparison of three economic systems—Marxist, fascist and democratic—that he set out to explore in his Presidential Address, Dyason was keeping a very open mind. It was true that the Soviet Union was industrializing rapidly, but this was in large part a continuation of pre-revolutionary trends. While Dyason foresaw a general move in the future towards greater state intervention in the economy, on the Italian fascist and Soviet communist models, he was nevertheless mindful that democracy had one great advantage for economists, namely that they had ‘liberty to pursue [their] inquiries’. Taking as his premise that capitalism ‘requires a rake-off to property of, say 25% of production, in order to procure half that amount for communal investment’, he was unpersuaded that the Soviets were likely to do any better—although ‘this may not be the fault of the system but of the Russians’.127


Charles Hawker, visiting a few years later, thought things were improving on the collective farms after a disastrous start, but he was generally sceptical about the whole experiment, referring to the ‘single-minded fanaticism of the Bolshevik leaders’ and the fact that Russian agriculture had ‘always been exceedingly backward’.128 The short history of collectivisation he offered in the book on Soviet agriculture he published after his return included both the ‘huge slaughter of livestock’ by the peasants and the famine of 1932–33, which he heard had been ‘concentrated in the recalcitrant villages. It is considered that Stalin did this partly as a disciplinary measure in order to cow the peasants into unreserved acceptance of the collective system’; by 1933, 3.5–4 million peasants had died and peasantry thus became ‘more amenable to plans’.129 Noting a surprising shortage of labour on the farms, he concluded that many more of the ‘better class farmers’ must have been exterminated or exiled than he would have believed possible (Hawker was correct about mass deportation, although, unlike Dyason, he failed to notice the even larger-scale quasi-voluntary migration from village to town that followed collectivisation) and feared that agricultural efficiency had been impaired by removal of the best workers (i.e. the stigmatised ‘kulaks’).130 Hawker was sceptical about what officials told him (except about farming methods, on which he thought they were generally honest) and ‘was scarcely convinced by the statement of an official that, once it was explained to them that they ate too much meat, the Cossacks gladly accepted an agricultural life and a bread diet. Rather did it indicate that, to the free farmer Cossacks, Socialism had in fact brought the levelling down of living standards and … curtailment of independence.’131 He noted the presence of a rifle-carrying guard at one of the state farms, was aware that ‘all news is censored and some is doctored’ and observed that a peasant whom he quizzed about religion in the presence of an official was afraid to answer.132 His overall conclusion was laconically even-handed: ‘The huge population is driven and cajoled with benevolent intention … Millions of people suffer hardship and worse. Sooner or later the mistakes are recognised and corrected.’133
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