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A Note on Dates, Names, Translation, and Transliteration

THE SECOND WORLD War, like the First, wrought havoc with place names, as cities and regions changed hands between empires, from empires to nation-states, and sometimes back into empires again. Moscow somehow escaped the nomenclature revolution, but this is one mercy among endless headaches. With most other cities, I have used the common contemporary form with modern usage in parentheses, thus Danzig (Gdańsk). In more politically sensitive cases, I have offered three or even four versions on first usage, as in Cernâuti (Chernovitsyi/Chernivtsi) or Lwów (Lemberg/Lvov/Lviv).

For Russian-language words, I have used the Library of Congress transliteration system in the source notes, with a somewhat simplified version in the main text, in which I avoid most “hard” and “soft” signs (e.g., Kharkov not Khar’kov) and make certain exceptions for common spellings of surnames (e.g., Trotsky not Trotskii, Rokossovsky not Rokossovskii, Belyaev not Beliaev). The idea is to make it as easy as possible for English readers to sound out Russian names, and also to remember them. For Bulgarian names and sources, I have followed the Library of Congress system for Cyrillic to the extent this was possible, with a few exceptions where Bulgarian differs from Russian, in which case I have done my best to capture the sound of the words. It is impossible to be consistent in all these things; may common sense prevail.

All translations from the French, German, Russian, Bulgarian, and Turkish, unless I am citing another translated work or note otherwise, are my own.




Introduction

Whose War?

FOR AMERICANS, AUSTRALIANS, Britons, Canadians, and Western Europeans, the global conflict of 1939–1945 has always been Hitler’s war. Depending on taste, the story begins with the Versailles Treaty of 1919, or Hitler’s accession to power in 1933 based on German resentment of that treaty, or the German remilitarization of the Rhineland in 1936, or the Munich conference of 1938, or Kristallnacht in November 1938, or Hitler’s invasion of rump Czechoslovakia in March 1939 and the British guarantee to Poland, or, in the most literal version, the German invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939. But it always centers on Hitler as the villain who gives the struggle meaning. In popular culture, the Nazis are the perennial foils in an unbroken sequence of movies, from those produced during the war itself, such as Casablanca (1942), to modern films such as Inglourious Basterds (2009). In politics, the Nazis are cudgels used to beat political opponents: to compare someone to Hitler is the ultimate insult. No one actually defends Hitlerian Germany, outside of parodies like Mel Brooks’s The Producers (1967 and much revived), but Hitler still haunts our nightmares as an all-purpose bogeyman, with remembrance of the horrors he unleashed uniting us in denunciation of Fascism, anti-Semitism, racism, and other evils of Nazism.

There has always been something missing, though, in this Hitler-centric view of World War II, which rings hollower the further east one travels from Berlin to Beijing. In Eastern Europe, German aggression left behind much less of a trace than the Stalinist variety, which outlasted it by decades. East of the Volga, it left virtually no trace at all. In Asia, where Hitler’s Germany was not even an active belligerent, the Soviet legacy of the war lives on in the Communist governments of China, North Korea, and Vietnam, countries on which Hitler’s short-lived Reich left not even a shadow. Nor did Hitler play a role in the Pearl Harbor attack in December 1941 that brought the United States into the war—even if Hitler made it easier for the Roosevelt administration to choose a “Germany first” strategy when he foolishly declared war on the United States after Pearl Harbor in solidarity with Japan. In Putin-era Russia, although Communism has been repudiated, Stalin and the Great Patriotic War loom larger than ever in popular memory as a hard-fought Russian victory against Fascism in which Hitler himself, unlike in Western histories, is often out of focus. Viewed from Beijing, Pyongyang, Hanoi, Moscow, Budapest, or Bucharest, the conflict we call World War II was not Hitler’s war at all. It did not begin in September 1939 and end in May 1945, with victory parades and flowers and kisses for the victors. In Eastern Europe, the war lasted until 1989, in the form of Soviet military occupation. On the Korean Peninsula, in China and Taiwan, questions arising from the conflict remain unresolved.1

It has always been a stretch to lump together all the wars on the globe between the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in September 1931 and Japan’s final capitulation in September 1945, as many historians are now conceding. Victor Davis Hanson’s recent general history The Second World Wars illustrates the point, as does Antony Beevor when he opens his own history, The Second World War, by conceding that it was “an amalgamation of conflicts.” It is even more of a stretch to blame them all on one man—a man who was not even in power in Germany when the Manchurian conflict erupted, and who had been dead for four months when Japan surrendered. Still, if we do wish to find a common thread linking the on-and-off global wars lasting from 1931 to 1945, it would make far more sense to choose someone who was alive and in power during the whole thing, whose armies fought in both Asia and Europe on a regular (if not uninterrupted) basis for the entire period, whose empire spanned the Eurasian continent that furnished the theater for most of the fighting and nearly all of the casualties, whose territory was coveted by the two main Axis aggressors, and who succeeded in defeating them both and massively enlarging his empire in the process—emerging, by any objective evaluation, as the victor inheriting the spoils of war, if at a price in Soviet lives (nearly thirty million) so high as to be unfathomable today. In all these ways, it was not Hitler’s, but Stalin’s, war.2

If Stalin’s imprint on this global conflict is most obvious in the broad lens, it is no less visible in narrow focus. The Japanese incursion into Manchuria in September 1931 was an escalation in a long-running struggle with Russia—first Tsarist, then Soviet—over control of Manchuria and its key ports and railways. Stalin had deployed one hundred thousand troops in Manchuria as recently as 1929 to secure the main railway lines and would maintain troops on and sometimes inside the borders of occupied Japanese Manchukuo all the way until August 1945, when Soviet troops invaded Manchuria and expelled Japan for good. Even in the critical days of late August and early September 1939, Stalin was driving events. It is widely known that the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of August 23 gave Hitler a free hand to invade Poland without fear of hostile Soviet intervention. It is less commonly known that the Germans were expecting the Red Army to invade Poland simultaneously to claim Stalin’s share of the country—or that Stalin’s share was larger than the Germans’. Instead, Stalin waited until Poland’s armies had been destroyed before authorizing the Red Army to move in, even then denying that the USSR was at war with Poland to escape the odium of being Hitler’s cobelligerent. Nor was the resulting partition of Poland Hitler’s idea; it was Stalin’s, floated as a trial balloon in 1938 to lure Germany to the negotiating table.

The European war that broke out in September 1939—pitting Britain, France, and Poland against Germany, with the USSR claiming to be neutral—did not have Hitler’s planned or desired lineup of belligerents. He had sincerely believed that France and Britain would back down, as they had done when he had confronted them over Czechoslovakia. Nor did this war serve genuine French or British interests, as was made clear both in the dilatory approach to fighting it these powers took—which left Poland alone on the battlefield in 1939—and in the final reckoning six years later, which left the French and British empires in ruins and Poland under Soviet domination. But it was precisely the war Stalin wanted, even if, owing to German operational élan and Western ineptitude, it did not turn into an indecisive war of attrition—bleeding both sides equally, as in 1914–1918—that the Soviet dictator would have preferred to see.

To argue this, as I do in the book that follows, is not mere speculation. Stalin’s dialectical view of Soviet foreign policy—in which metastasizing conflict between warring capitalist factions would enable Communism to advance to new triumphs—was firmly rooted in Marxism-Leninism, based on the precedent of Russia’s own experience in the First World War, and clearly and consistently stated on many occasions, both verbally and in print. To understand Stalin’s approach to the world does not require fancy ideological footwork or special insight, but simply to read his words and evaluate his actions in light of them. It asks us to spend a small fraction of the energy historians have devoted to divining Hitler’s ideology, strategic thinking, and war aims to those of Stalin, the man who bested him decisively. Now that the Russian archives are (mostly) open, including the Politburo “Special Files”; with dozens of Soviet document collections in print, full of original material and priceless revelations; and with a growing body of secondary literature based on this new material, there is no longer an excuse for the enduring Hitlerian hypermnesia in the historical literature on World War II and the concomitant neglect of the enormous Soviet part in the drama. We have all the information we need to reevaluate Stalin’s role in the conflict from its origins, through the years in which it tilted ever more favorably to Soviet interests in Europe and Asia, to its grim conclusion for millions of people.3

The story that emerges in these pages is not cheerful or edifying, but it should help illuminate critical matters long obscured by the obsessively German-centric literature on World War II, from the misleading Soviet touting of “collective security” in the late 1930s, to Soviet manipulation of Britain and France after Stalin’s invasion of Poland, to Stalin’s actions at his most dangerous moment during the so-called Phony War—when the Soviet invasion of Finland nearly provoked a broad British-French-led coalition into declaring war on the USSR—to the German-Soviet showdown in the Balkans and Stalin’s diplomatic blackmail, which led to Hitler’s decision to move ahead with the German-led attack on the Soviet Union (Operation Barbarossa). We will examine the controversy surrounding the Soviet military posture in spring 1941 and the myth of Stalin’s alleged emotional breakdown after a German invasion, which came as far less of a shock to him than has often been claimed, and explore the “war for aluminum” on the eastern front, which nearly halted the Soviet war effort in 1941. We will then assess the damage from the first six months of Barbarossa, which had seen the invaders all but destroy the lavishly outfitted Red Army, upend Stalin’s well-laid plans, and put the USSR squarely on the back foot. Then we will pull back to examine the series of diplomatic coups that allowed Stalin to recover the strategic initiative by 1943 and press on to Berlin and Beijing, from the role of Soviet agents in pushing the United States toward war with Japan in 1941—a top priority of Stalin’s foreign policy for years—and in helping set the “Germany first” priorities of the American war; to the success of Soviet diplomats, sympathizers, and agents of influence in shaping US-British policy on Yugoslavia, Poland, China, and postwar Germany; to the unheralded role of cascading lend-lease aid in restoring Soviet industrial capacity and providing the armor, fuel, and mobile striking power that enabled Stalin’s ultimate victories in both Europe and Asia.

Eastern-front aficionados may be surprised that Hitler does not invade the USSR until Chapter 17, but they will learn more about what Stalin was up to in the years before this invasion wrought a public-relations miracle, turning Stalin from Hitler’s fellow aggressor into the Uncle Joe of Roosevelt-administration fantasy, whose manifold crimes and armed invasions of seven neighboring countries between 1939 and 1941 were conveniently forgotten once it appeared that the Soviet armies could serve as a battering ram to destroy the German Wehrmacht. Churchill’s admirers may be floored to learn how Stalin-friendly, and Poland-unfriendly, his views were as early as 1939, and how badly this supposedly hardheaded realist fell for Soviet agitprop in Yugoslavia—but they will be pleasantly surprised to see him defended over the Mediterranean gambit of 1943, which turned out to be Churchill’s last stand, his last effort to shape the war in a direction preserving British power and influence.

The story that follows is not a biography of Stalin, of whom there are fine new studies available based on archival research, including some by Russian historians translated into English. Nor is it a military history of the eastern front, of which there are now many very good ones. Still less is this a comprehensive history of the Second World War. What I have tried to do in these pages, rather, is to reexamine the conflict as a whole in light of newly available Russian documents covering the war in Europe and Asia and material seldom examined by Western historians in Poland and the Balkans. Even better-trodden archives in Germany, France, Britain, and the United States yield surprising revelations when one asks new questions. Some of my discoveries are brand new. Others come from older collections or studies neglected or forgotten because they do not fit the prevailing narratives of the Second World War(s). No conflict has to happen, nor endure as long as this one did. It cost tens of millions of people their lives, homes, property, and livelihoods, and forced hundreds of millions more to live for decades under totalitarian rule, foreign domination, or the threat of nuclear obliteration. Whether or not everyone is convinced by my interpretation of the course of events, it is my hope that every reader learns something new and thinks deeply about the war’s legacy and meaning. We owe this much to the victims.4
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Prologue

May 5, 1941

THE NIGHT STARTED out innocuously enough. Addressing an elite audience of two thousand military academy graduates in the Andreevsky Hall in the Moscow Kremlin, flanked by party luminaries and the secretary of the Communist International, Josef Stalin “proposed a toast to the executive personnel of the academies, to the chief officers, and to the professors, for bridging the gap in teaching modern equipment.” There followed predictable bromides about the formidable Red Army, mailed fist of the global proletariat. Stalin recalled the crushing Soviet victories over Japan’s Kwantung Army in Manchuria (Manchukuo) in August 1939—triumphs now embodied in the world-altering Soviet-Japanese Neutrality Pact, which he had just signed three weeks earlier—while glossing over the Red Army’s less glorious performance in the Finnish war of 1939–1940, a struggle that had, at least, taught bitter lessons about modern warfare.

Since the Soviet-Finnish war, Stalin noted, the USSR had “reconstructed our army and armed it with modern military equipment.” The Red Army had grown from 120 to more than 300 divisions, of which one-third, he noted with pride, were now mechanized. Soviet armored vehicles, too, had “changed their appearance.” Easily blown up in 1939 by the Finns’ Molotov cocktails, Soviet tanks were now stouter, with armor “3–4 times thicker.” Heavy Soviet KVs and medium-weight models like the T-34, Stalin pointed out, were “tanks of the first line, which could break through the front.” Soviet artillery, he observed further, “has been transformed, with more cannon and fewer howitzers.” The Red Army, unlike in 1939 or 1940, now had ample stocks of anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns, capable of firing shells up to one thousand meters per second.1

As for aviation, the Red Air fleet had been thoroughly modernized in the last two years, with the speed of Soviet fighters rising from an average of 400 to 500 kilometers per hour (about 250 to 300 miles per hour) to 600 to 650 kilometers per hour (around 400 miles per hour) for newer I-15, I-16, and I-153 (Chaika) planes and state-of-the-art Mig-3 fighters. The air force also had light Soviet bombers designed for the attack and for close infantry support during an offensive. “In the case of war,” Stalin vowed, “these warplanes will be deployed in the first line.”2

Stalin admitted that the German Wehrmacht was “dizzy with success” after Hitler’s heady triumphs over Poland in 1939, over France and the Low Countries in spring 1940, and over British forces everywhere from Norway and Belgium to, more recently, Libya and Greece. Even so, Stalin scoffed, “there is nothing special about the German army with regard to its tanks, artillery, or air force.” German tanks, Stalin noted, were inferior to the new Soviet models in both armor and striking power. The vaunted German Luftwaffe, moreover, had not only failed to knock out the Royal Air Force (RAF) during the Battle of Britain in 1940, but was now being “overtaken even by the Americans,” who were turning out superior warplanes, despite not being at war. The very successes of the Wehrmacht, Stalin argued, were breeding complacency, as the German high command had “lost its taste for further improvements in military technology.” No matter how good the Germans were, Stalin thundered with a note of defiance, “there is not now and has never been an invincible army in the world.”3

Interesting as Stalin’s soliloquy on Soviet military technology might have been to foreign military attachés (who were not allowed in the room), it was old hat to the academy graduates, who had heard much of it before. Still, it was an impressive performance. Stalin spoke without notes for forty minutes before concluding with rousing toasts to the health of Red Army tank crews, aviators, artillerymen, and “modern infantry.” “It was a fantastic speech,” wrote a government notetaker in his diary, which “radiated confidence in our military people, in our strength, and dispersed the ‘aura of glory’ that enveloped the German army.” Satisfied, Stalin yielded the floor to his host, the head of the Frunze Military Academy, Lieutenant General M. S. Khozin.4

What transpired next was so dramatic, so unexpected, that no one present ever forgot it. Khozin, parroting the Pravda propaganda line of the day, saluted Stalin for the success of his “peace policy,” which had kept the Soviet Union out of the “capitalist war” raging in Europe and Asia. Before he could finish his platitudes, Stalin leapt to his feet, cut off the poor lieutenant general, and reproached him for pushing an “out of date policy.” Stalin then moderated his tone, reassuring the officers and party bosses present that the “Soviet peace policy”—a thinly veiled allusion to the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact signed with Nazi Germany in August 1939—had indeed bought the Red Army time to modernize and rearm, while also allowing the USSR to “push forward in the west and north, increasing its population by thirteen millions in the process.” But the days of peaceful absorption of new territory, Stalin stated forthrightly, “had come to an end. Not another foot of ground can be gained with such peaceful sentiments.”5

The Red Army, Stalin told its future commanders, “must get used to the idea that the era of the peace policy is at an end and that the era of widening the socialist front by force has begun.” Anyone “who failed to recognize the necessity of offensive action,” Stalin admonished, “was a bourgeois and a fool.” The defensive doctrine that had animated strategic planning and war-gaming for a European conflict prior to 1941, he explained, was appropriate only for a weak, unprepared Red Army. “But today, now that our army has been thoroughly reconstructed, fully outfitted for fighting a modern war, now that we are strong—now we must shift from defense to offense.” The transformation was not merely material, but philosophical, a policy shift that would require the Red Army’s officers and political commissars to “transform our training, our propaganda, our agitation, the imprinting of an offensive mentality on our spirit.”6

Issuing a veiled threat to Hitler, his erstwhile alliance partner in Berlin, Stalin declared that the time had come to “put an end, once and for all, to the adulation of the German Wehrmacht.” “There’s going to be war,” he vowed. According to some witnesses, he stated explicitly that “the enemy will be Germany.” Warming to his theme, Stalin compared the USSR to a “rapacious predator, coiled in tense anticipation, waiting for the chance to ambush its prey.” And that day, Stalin concluded, “was not far away.”7

Showing that he meant business, Stalin left the shadows from which he usually operated and assumed the presidency of the Council of People’s Commissars on May 6, replacing Vyacheslav Molotov as the USSR’s head of state for the first time. From this moment forward, all responsibility for Soviet foreign policy, for peace or war, for victory or defeat, lay in Stalin’s hands alone. The time for subterfuge was over. War was imminent.
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I.



BEFORE THE STORM

The Main Currents of Soviet Foreign Policy, 1917–1938




1

World Revolution

THE UNION OF Soviet Socialist Republics was a state like no other. From its earliest days, the “world’s first proletarian government” defined itself in opposition to the existing capitalist states of the world. By repudiating all of the sovereign treaty and debt obligations of formerly Tsarist Russia in February 1918, Vladimir Lenin’s revolutionary government effectively set itself up as an outlaw, outside—or above—the entire international system, bound only by its devotion to the global proletariat and the world revolution, not to shopworn, bourgeois concepts such as treaties and the rule of law. As Lenin explained with characteristic bluntness in his pamphlet denouncing the now-outmoded “petty bourgeois mentality” in May 1918, “If war is waged by the proletariat after it has conquered the bourgeoisie in its own country, and is waged with the object of strengthening and extending socialism, such a war is legitimate and ‘holy.’”1

Understandably, the Western capitalist powers against whom Lenin’s vituperation was directed—Britain, France, and the United States—responded in kind to the Bolshevik default, freezing Russian assets abroad and refusing to recognize Lenin’s outlaw regime. This subtraction from the international system of what had, before 1914, been one of the world’s largest and most dynamic economies would in itself have a profound impact on the financial frailty of the post-1918 world, capping off the economic devastation of the First World War, from damage to infrastructure and trade to debt-fueled inflation. Before the October Revolution of 1917, Russia had been allied to these Western nations, which held the bulk of its foreign debt, in the Great War and had been bound by the London convention of September 1914 not to sign a separate peace treaty with the Central powers (Germany and Austria-Hungary, later joined by the Ottoman Empire and Bulgaria). When Lenin’s diplomats signed just such a treaty with the victorious Germans at Brest-Litovsk in March 1918, this provided still more confirmation for the Allies of the lawless nature of Lenin’s regime. By sending troops to aid Lenin’s opponents in the nascent Russian Civil War, the Western Allies also provided confirmation for the binary, us-against-them mentality of Bolshevik foreign policy.

Of course, despite mutual antipathy between Bolshevik Russia and the capitalist powers, the conduct of diplomacy often had to be tempered by practical considerations. Such was certainly the case at Brest-Litovsk, where Lenin had authorized his diplomats to sign a punitive treaty with Germany and the other Central powers with scarcely concealed contempt for those capitalist regimes. (En route to the negotiations, Russians were witnessed throwing propaganda leaflets from the train at German soldiers.) To force Lenin’s hand, German warplanes even bombed Petrograd in early March 1918, prompting the commissar of foreign affairs, Leon Trotsky, to petition the Western Allies for help against the invading Germans—first asking France for logistical assistance in relocating the capital from Petrograd to Moscow, then issuing a conditional invitation for British marines to land at the northern Arctic port of Murmansk to protect war supplies, and finally broaching the idea, soon dropped, that British and American officers might help train the new Red Army. The Brest-Litovsk agreement between the early Soviet government and the Central powers was marked by cynicism on both sides.2

Despite the confusing twists and turns of early Bolshevik diplomacy necessitated by the weakness of Lenin’s regime in 1918, a telltale pattern of Soviet diplomatic practice was emerging. There may have been a temporary convergence of interest between Lenin and the Western Allies after Brest-Litovsk, which led to Trotsky’s conditional olive branches to the Allies, but the fundamental hostility between the two sides was revealed as soon as these circumstances changed. The same was true of relations between Lenin and the Central powers. Far from being a loyal German agent (as many Allied critics believed because of his acceptance of German funds and logistical support prior to the October Revolution), Lenin agreed to German terms at Brest-Litovsk in March 1918 only to win time, and he repudiated those terms with perfect impunity as soon as he learned of the German collapse on the western front at the end of September. The Brest-Litovsk Treaty, a German diplomat reported from Moscow on October 10, “is a dead letter. Our influence with the Bolsheviks is completely exhausted. They do with us now what they wish.” With schadenfreude, Bolshevik diplomats celebrated Germany’s comeuppance by confiscating German diplomatic bags in Moscow and Petrograd; in the bags, they found (and helped themselves to) 250 million Tsarist rubles. The same was true of Soviet encouragement of autonomy for national minorities, such as Finns, Poles, and Ukrainians. This policy was embodied in a decree on the “Rights of the Peoples of Russia to Self-Determination” signed by Lenin and his nationalities commissar, Josef Stalin, in November 1917, when the Bolsheviks still wished to break up the Tsarist empire. Once his government was strong enough, Lenin fought to bring these peoples back under Soviet control—succeeding in the case of Ukraine, although not with Finland, which preserved its independence in the Russian Civil War, or with Poland, which defeated the Red Army in 1920 and expanded its borders eastward into Soviet Ukraine, well past the Curzon Line endorsed by the Entente powers at Versailles in 1919.3

Treaties signed with capitalist powers, such as the diktat peace imposed by Germany at Brest-Litovsk, were seen as temporary truces, valid only so long as they served Soviet interests, or when the Soviets were too weak to break them. This was equally true of Soviet agreements with the Western Allies, such as Trotsky’s invitation for Allied troop landings in March 1918, which was later expunged from memory as the Bolsheviks mythologized a conspiratorial “Allied intervention” to strangle Lenin’s infant regime. As early as June 27, 1918, Georgii Chicherin, Trotsky’s successor as commissar of foreign affairs, issued a formal protest against the “invasion of the English armed force” at Murmansk, notwithstanding the fact that the English had been invited there by Trotsky as a result of the German military occupation of western Russia.4

The same pattern of opportunistically playing hostile capitalist factions against each other could be observed in Soviet diplomatic practice after the Allies withdrew from Russia. As Lenin explained to a party congress in late November 1920, shortly after the rout of the last White forces in the Russian Civil War: “If we are obliged to tolerate such scoundrels as the capitalist thieves, each of whom is preparing to plunge a knife into us, it is our direct duty to make them turn their knives against each other.” Thus, the Anglo-Soviet Trade Agreement, which a Bolshevik team signed in London in March 1921, seemed to signal a long-awaited thaw in relations between Moscow and the victorious Western powers. Keen to open up the Soviet market to English exports of wool and weapons after Britain had sunk into a postwar industrial depression, Prime Minister David Lloyd George had forfeited his leverage up front by refusing to demand repayment of the Russian loan and equity obligations that Lenin had repudiated in the 1918 default. Exports were indeed stimulated, until the Bolsheviks spent the last of the Tsarist gold bullion they had seized in the revolution, leaving the Soviet government effectively broke. But when the Allies refused to extend Moscow new loans at a conference in Genoa in April 1922, the Bolsheviks reached a more favorable deal with Germany at a hotel in nearby Rapallo, in which Berlin extended a credit line to the Soviets while allowing Lenin to repudiate outstanding Western debt claims for good. The Treaty of Rapallo, which included a secret clause allowing German industrialists to manufacture and test new weapons on Soviet Russian territory, evading the prohibition on German rearmament imposed by the Versailles Treaty, exacerbated tensions between the Germans and the Allies yet again.5

While many Western statesmen were shocked by such duplicitous Soviet behavior, Lenin never really made a secret of the ruthless hostility driving Communist relations with the outside world. “As long as capitalism and socialism exist,” he proclaimed at a Moscow party congress on November 26, 1920, “we cannot live in peace: in the end, one or the other will triumph—a funeral dirge will be sung either over the Soviet Republic or over world capitalism.” The lesson for Soviet foreign policy was clear. “Until the final victory of socialism in the whole world,” Lenin explained, “we must exploit the contradictions and opposition between two imperialist power groups, between two capitalist groups of states, and incite them to attack each other.” Soviet statesmen should strive to increase tensions between rival coalitions in the capitalist world: a new “rift between the Entente and Germany” would surely open at some point. No less promising, in Lenin’s view, was the “future Japanese-American war” for capitalist “supremacy” in the Pacific, for the “right to loot”: “They want to fight, they will fight.” In the initial stages of a global capitalist war breaking out in Europe or Asia, it would be best for Communists to stay on the sidelines while the belligerents exhausted themselves. “As soon as we are strong enough to defeat capitalism as a whole,” Lenin vowed, “we shall immediately take it by the scruff of the neck.”6

As Lenin’s brutal remarks suggest, the true face of Soviet foreign policy was revealed not in the day-to-day activity log of the foreign and trade commissariats, where officials could be as pragmatic as they pleased so long as the agreements they signed served short-term Soviet interests, but in the machinations of the Third International, or Communist International (Comintern), formed in March 1919. Following the lead of Marx’s own First International (1864–1876), and the better-organized yet ultimately ineffectual Second International (1889–1914), which had failed to prevent the outbreak of the “imperialist war” of 1914–1918, the Comintern was explicitly devoted to world revolution and the overthrow of existing capitalist governments. The twenty-one conditions of membership, imposed on national Communist parties functioning as sections of the Executive Committee of the Communist International (ECCI) in Moscow, divided up party organizations into legal and illegal branches, with the latter functioning as shadow Communist governments ready to take power, come the revolution (condition two). With an eye on the Bolsheviks’ own hostile takeover of the Russian Imperial Army via Lenin’s defeatist “peace platform” in 1917, condition four required Communist parties to carry out “persistent and systematic propaganda and agitation among the armed forces, and Communist nuclei must be formed in every military unit.” Another critical condition (number fifteen) required national Communist parties to “render selflessly devoted assistance” to the USSR (and to any future Communist governments) “in its struggle against counter-revolutionary forces,” to urge workers to sabotage any efforts by their governments to “transport war materials to [the Soviet Union’s] enemies,” and to “carry on legal or illegal propaganda among the armed forces that are sent to strangle the workers’ republic.”7

In this way, a dangerous virus was injected into the international system, with political parties in every significant country in the world devoted to routinely sabotaging (and ultimately overthrowing) their own governments while in the paid service of a foreign power, the USSR. Making Soviet influence operations still more explosive, the Bolsheviks had inherited Europe’s largest gold reserves from the Tsarist regime—until they were depleted in February 1922 to pay for English wool and high-end military imports—along with a bottomless supply of looted jewelry and diamonds in the vaults of the Moscow Gokhran, or central treasury of valuables.8

Although the Communist-subversion virus remained latent in most countries, most of the time, it spread quickly in the ravaged lands of the defeated powers of the First World War. It spread to Hungary, where a copycat Soviet regime was installed in 1919 by Bela Kun, a veteran of the Russian Civil War, and to Germany, where Communist or Communist-inspired uprisings erupted in early 1919 in Berlin and in Munich in March 1921 and again in October 1923. Although these uprisings ultimately failed, they had the important side effect of inspiring the völkisch-nationalist reaction (especially in Bavaria), which culminated in Nazism. In this way, Communist subversion of foreign governments, by fueling political extremism on both left and right, drove the dialectical process that (in the Marxist-Leninist view) would lead to the inevitable triumph of Communism. As Lenin’s nationalities commissar, Josef Stalin, explained in an important treatise in 1919:


The world has definitely and irrevocably split into two camps: the camp of imperialism and the camp of socialism. Over there, in their camp, are America and Britain, France and Japan, with their capital, armaments … and experienced administrators. Here, in our camp, are Soviet Russia and the young Soviet republics and the growing proletarian revolution in the countries of Europe, without capital, without … experienced administrators, but, on the other hand, with experienced agitators capable of firing the hearts of working people …. The struggle between these two camps constitutes the hub of present-day affairs.9



To the disappointment of Lenin and Stalin, the revolutionary mood in Europe slowly dissipated after the failure of the Communists’ “German October” and of Hitler’s Beer Hall Putsch in November 1923, owing in part to a new arrangement on German war reparations payments (the Dawes Plan), which helped curb the hyperinflation plaguing Germany and Central Europe and thereby lessened the appeal of extremist parties and groups. On the bright side, the reduction of international tensions helped make possible a political rapprochement between Moscow and several of the former Entente powers after the first-ever Labour government in Britain, led by Ramsay MacDonald, recognized the Soviet Union in February 1924, a move followed swiftly by Italy and later that year by France. Even inside the Soviet Union, the radical, maximalist-socialist policies of War Communism (c. 1918–1921)—which abolished all private economic exchange, including the use of money—were abandoned under Lenin’s New Economic Policy in 1921, which allowed the re-legalization of private grain trade, retail, and even small-scale manufacturing. By the mid-1920s, the life-and-death struggle between the “two camps,” as Stalin had called them, seemed quiescent, if not abandoned entirely.

Still, despite the appearance of Communist moderation at home and the regularization of diplomatic relations, there was no genuine reconciliation between the Soviet regime and the capitalist governments it was devoted to destroying. Even in Britain, the country that had led the way in normalizing relations with Moscow—first on de facto terms in Lloyd George’s Anglo-Soviet Trade Agreement of March 1921 and then in the recognition by MacDonald’s Labour government—suspicion of Soviet motives ran high. Neither Lloyd George nor MacDonald had insisted on debt repayment, or on a binding commitment not to interfere in domestic British politics, as a condition of a deal with Moscow, and their failure to demand such concessions rankled British conservatives. In May 1927, a Tory-led government authorized a raid on the Soviet trade agency Arcos in London, which turned up enough evidence of Communist subversion in British politics to justify the breaking off of diplomatic relations for the next three years. Other capitalist powers that had seen the property of their citizens confiscated by the Communists, such as the Netherlands, Switzerland, Yugoslavia, and the United States, remained aloof from the USSR, refusing to recognize the Bolsheviks’ outlaw regime all through the 1920s.10

In a sign of intent, Comintern propagandists spent much of 1927—a relatively peaceful and prosperous year, during which it seemed that the miseries of the postwar years had been overcome even in Germany, where voters had lost interest in Nazi and Communist extremism—drumming up hysteria about the “Menacing War Danger Against the Soviet Union,” a war scare used to justify the massive rearmament drive of the first Five-Year Plan, launched in 1928.fn1 Without a hint of subtlety, the Comintern’s propaganda mastermind, a Lenin comrade from wartime Switzerland named Willi Münzenberg, launched a Comintern periodical called, simply, The Coming War.11

This belligerent line was wholly to the liking of Josef Stalin, the nationalities commissar who had emerged, after Lenin’s death in January 1924, as general secretary of, and the dominant figure in, the Soviet Communist Party. More cautious in temperament than the mercurial Lenin, a man who preferred operating in the shadows, Stalin was a born street fighter, a veteran of countless skirmishes and brawls in which he had always come out on top.

Although a political animal who, like Lenin, was willing to adjust his policies to evolving circumstances, Stalin was just as certain of his fundamental worldview. Far from abandoning his “two camps” theory of international relations after the fall of Bela Kun’s Hungarian Soviet Republic in August 1919 and the failure of the German Communists to take power in 1919, 1921, and 1923, Stalin doubled down. In his first major work after Lenin’s death, Foundations of Leninism (1924), Stalin endorsed Lenin’s theory of “revolutionary defeatism,” by which Lenin had predicted that proletarian revolution would occur not because of the inexorable growth of class contradictions, as prophesied in Marx’s Das Kapital, but as a byproduct of “imperialist war,” as “the first of the countries to be vanquished” would then be the first to fall. Though a less elegant theoretician than Lenin, Stalin was just as clearheaded about the circumstances that enabled the improbable Bolshevik triumph in 1917. “Had the two chief coalitions of capitalist countries not been engaged in mortal combat during the imperialist war in 1917,” he wrote in January 1925, “had they not been clutching at each other’s throats … it is doubtful whether the Soviet power would have survived.”12

The lesson for the future of Communism was clear. Europe might have been calm in the mid-1920s, but any Marxist student of history knew that the peace between the “imperialist factions” was a precarious one. The losers of the last war, such as Germany, and even winners jealous of others’ greater winnings, such as Italy and Japan, were smoldering with resentment over the terms imposed by the victors at Versailles. “If war breaks out,” Stalin told the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1925, “we shall not be able to sit with folded arms. We will have to take action, but we shall be the last to do so. And we shall do so in order to throw the decisive weight on the scales, the weight that can turn the scales.”13
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Stalin Makes His Mark

STALIN, BORN JOSEF Vissarionovich “Soso” Djugashvili in the Georgian village of Gori in 1878, was a man who usually knew what he wanted. He was caricatured by jealous rivals like Trotsky as a bland bureaucrat, a “grey blur,” or “Comrade Card Index,” but Stalin was a more interesting personality than this. Materials that became available after the fall of the Soviet Union show the young Stalin to have been intelligent and charismatic, even an accomplished poet, who wrote well-regarded verse in his native Georgian under the pen name Soselo. Although he was short (about five feet, five inches) and his face was flawed by pockmarks, Stalin cut a dashing figure as a Caucasian bandit chieftain whom many women found attractive. Above all, Stalin was ambitious and ruthless, a born Bolshevik in temperament who made his bones by organizing violent Caucasian robberies, most famously the great Tiflis heist of June 1907, when Stalin’s gang threw ten grenades at an armored cash convoy in broad daylight. According to Tsarist secret police (Okhrana) files, forty were killed and another fifty wounded in Stalin’s terrorist “spectacular,” which impressed Lenin and made Stalin’s name in the Bolshevik movement.1

In the jostling for power that followed Lenin’s death in January 1924, Stalin also proved an astute politician. Although some Western observers were surprised by the eclipse of the more famous Trotsky, who had been much better liked in European socialist circles than the fanatical Lenin, it was less than shocking for Soviet insiders, who knew that Trotsky, despite his fame and flamboyance, had little real constituency in the party. Trotsky’s CV was impressive, comprising high-profile public roles as commissar of foreign affairs and then of war, but he had made little effort to build a network of loyalists in the party, perhaps feeling that he did not need to. Trotsky was also a recent convert to Bolshevism, joining the party only in July 1917. As a perennial exile, he also had less experience in Russian politics than Stalin, who had toiled away inside the country during the war, doing battle with the Tsarist secret police.

The truth was that Trotsky was something of a dilettante. He was so out of touch with political currents that he failed to show up for Lenin’s funeral in 1924, a catastrophic error that allowed Stalin to reap the reward for organizing the elaborate rite, the embalming of the body, and the cult of personality that turned Lenin into a Communist deity, second only to Marx in the pantheon of Marxism-Leninism. By 1925, Trotsky was on the path to oblivion. Owing to his control of promotions and firings in the party’s Organizational Bureau (Orgburo), Stalin needed only two more years to sideline rivals in the Political Bureau (Politburo)—from Trotsky’s “left Communist” allies, Moscow and Leningrad party bosses Lev Kamenev and Grigory Zinoviev, to the “right” deviationist Nikolai Bukharin, who wanted to abandon Trotsky’s doctrine of “permanent revolution” and grow gradually into “socialism in one country.” By the end of 1927, Stalin was supreme as general secretary of the Communist Party, if not yet a dictator.

With no rivals left, Stalin was now free to realize the promise of Lenin’s revolution while putting his own indelible stamp on Communism. Addressing the Fifteenth Communist Party Congress in December 1927, Stalin reminded his now-cowed comrades that Lenin had never intended his proto-capitalist compromises of the early 1920s to be permanent. The essential question of the Marxist dialectic, Stalin argued, was kto-kogo (who whom): Who would vanquish whom, socialism or capitalism? To resume the socialist offensive, Stalin proposed the forcible collectivization of agriculture at a Central Committee plenum in July 1928, as the first step toward a fully planned socialist economy. Significantly, the primary rationale he offered was to secure the USSR against military attack by building up a state-controlled grain reserve. A second was to sell grain abroad to finance imports of industrial equipment. In his speech launching the first Five-Year Plan in November 1928, Stalin thundered, “We are fifty or a hundred years behind the advanced countries. We must make up this gap in ten years. Either we do it, or they will crush us.”2

The foreign policy corollary of Stalin’s forced march to industrialization at home was the new “class against class” doctrine proclaimed at the congress of the Comintern in Moscow in summer 1928, which inaugurated the so-called Third Period. After the calm years of the mid-1920s, it was expected that “world capitalism” would enter a period of heightened contradictions and class struggle, which brought with it new dangers for Soviet Russia but also new opportunities for Communist expansion. As Stalin had argued back in 1926, “No matter what our successes … we cannot consider the land of the proletarian dictatorship guaranteed against dangers from without. So, in order to win conclusively, we must bring it about that the present capitalist encirclement is replaced by a socialist encirclement, that the proletariat is victorious in at least several more countries. Only then can our victory be considered final.”3

In policy terms, this meant that Communist parties all over the world would adopt a hard left line, supporting constant strikes and organizing militias and paramilitary forces to engage political enemies in street combat. Instead of cooperating with other leftists, Communists were expected to denounce Europe’s socialist parties—those who had refused to adopt the twenty-one conditions—as “social fascists,” even in Germany, where real Fascists were on the scene in the form of Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist German Workers’ Party.4

The “Third Period” turned out to be just as turbulent as Stalin had hoped. The onset of a worldwide Depression in the wake of the Wall Street crash of October 1929 and a string of bank failures on both sides of the Atlantic in 1931 produced mass unemployment and widespread social misery in the United States and Europe. The collapse of demand in the advanced economies in turn ruined the economies of the primary producers around the world. In Germany, Communist and Nazi paramilitaries battled in the streets when they were not cooperating against the tottering Weimar democratic government, as in several demagogic plebiscite campaigns and the notorious Berlin public transport strike of November 1932. Although, in the short run, the descent of Germany’s cities into conditions of virtual civil war helped the Nazis at the polls more than the Communists, Stalin continued pushing “class against class” policies, on the logic of chem khuzhe, chem luchshe (the worse the better)—the better for Communism, that is.

Back at home, Stalin’s socialist offensive reached its climax just as the capitalist world was succumbing to the Depression. The timing was more than incidental. Stalin’s industrialization drive was conceived, sold, and executed like a military operation targeting the capitalist world. As he told the graduates of the new Industrial Academy in Moscow in April 1930, “The 50,000 tractors you are going to give the country each year are 50,000 shells blowing up the old bourgeois world.” These future industrialists were the “shock brigades” of the “Red offensive” against capital, foot soldiers in a forced march to socialism, with the targets of each year’s march—seventeen million tons of pig iron! One hundred seventy thousand tractors! Two hundred thousand cars and trucks!—set, raised, and then raised again. The pace of production was never enough for Stalin, who proposed the slogan “Five Years in Four.” Whenever onerous production targets went unmet, capitalist saboteurs were blamed, as if they had been spies in an army camp.5

Stalin’s collectivization of Soviet agriculture followed a similar template of military mobilization, but was still more murderous in execution. In January 1930, the Politburo passed a resolution “On Measures for the Elimination of Kulak Households in Districts of Comprehensive Collectivization.” For Ukrainians and others victimized by it, this document has acquired the same notoriety in the history of Soviet famine as the Wannsee Protocols of January 1942 has in the history of the Holocaust. Stalin’s intentions in stipulating various categories of kulak (capitalist) peasant households fit for deportation may not have been as explicitly murderous as the Wannsee Protocols (though many Ukrainians, and some historians, now believe they were), but the results were unquestionably genocidal. By singling out the most productive peasant smallholders for “elimination” and confiscating their land and produce, the decree had catastrophic effects on the food situation in Ukraine and other grain-producing areas—from the predictable sabotage resulting from peasants slaughtering horses, cattle, and pigs before they were seized by requisitioners, to the no-less-predictable collapse in grain yields after millions of Russia’s most industrious peasants, and their families, were deported or simply shot. By the winter of 1932–1933, a terrible famine had descended on the areas of comprehensive collectivization, affecting more than seventy million people from Ukraine to the North Caucasus to Central Asia. Cannibalism is commonly noted in the Soviet secret-police reports from the period. The worst (and best-known) famine occurred in Ukraine, where at least three or four million starved to death in an epic story of woe remembered by Ukrainians as the Holodomor (hunger-extermination). Owing to lack of access to relevant archives, historians are only now reckoning with the catastrophic results elsewhere in the Soviet Union, such as in Kazakhstan, where as many as 1.5 or 2 million Kazakhs starved to death in 1932 and 1933. Stalin’s collectivization drive destroyed the entire nomadic way of life in Soviet Central Asia, as had been the policy’s express intention.6

A welcome side effect of the mass deportations of kulaks, Kazakh nomads, and other rural traditionalists, from Stalin’s perspective, was that it furnished an almost bottomless supply of forced labor for his industrialization drive. Thrown together in crowded cattle cars (some marked “white coal” or “meat”) and shipped off to labor camps in the Arctic far north or the frigid east of Siberia, peasants and nomads were fortunate to survive the journey; many thousands did not. Those who reached Stalin’s network of forced-labor camps alive were put to work at backbreaking tasks, ill-fed and driven to exhaustion by heavily armed camp guards. Many of the most famous public-works projects in the USSR, from the 155-mile-long White Sea–Baltic Canal to the Moscow Metro, were built by slave labor. The Siberian goldfields at Kolyma and Chukotka were notorious for horrendous work conditions. Death rates in Kolyma approached 50 percent. As an eyewitness observed, “A man pushing a wheelbarrow up the high runway … would suddenly halt, sway for a moment, and fall down …. And that was the end. Or a man, loading a barrow, prodded by the shouts of a foreman or a guard … would sink to the ground [and] blood would gush from his mouth.” Even free Soviet workers, the proletarians in whose name the Communist regime supposedly governed, were bound to their factories by internal passports, introduced in 1932.7

Brutal as labor conditions were in Stalin’s merciless planned economic system, the results were encouraging, in material terms at least. The Siberian goldfields yielded about 100 million rubles per year of ready capital. Great new electric utilities and mining combines soon dotted the landscape of eastern Ukraine, while gigantic tractor and auto factories dominated the industrial suburbs of Moscow, Leningrad, and Chelyabinsk. Magnitogorsk, a planned industrial city near Orenburg, soon housed the largest iron- and steelworks in the world, employing nearly a quarter of a million people. Yekaterinburg in the Ural Mountains, recently famous as the last residence of Tsar Nicholas II and his family before the Romanovs were murdered in July 1918, was now better known for housing Uralmash (Ural’skii Zavod Tyazhelogo Mashinostroyenia), the world’s largest complex for the construction of heavy machinery.

For all the propaganda about “building socialism,” the truth was that most of Stalin’s great new industrial works were modeled on, and in many cases directly imported from, Western capitalist firms, especially American ones. The construction of Stalin’s huge iron and steel combines, in theory planned by the State Institute for the Design of Metallurgical Factories (Gipromez) of Leningrad (as Petrograd was renamed in 1924), was overseen by the Freyn Engineering Company of Chicago, Illinois, hired in May 1927. Magnitogorsk was designed from top to bottom by Arthur G. McKee and Company of Cleveland, Ohio, based on the prototype of a US Steel plant in Gary, Indiana. In similar fashion, American experts from the MacDonald Engineering Company of Chicago had overseen the construction of four of the world’s largest cement combines, one at Kerch on the Black Sea, two outside Moscow, and another just east of the Ural Mountains. The gigantic new hydroelectric plant on the Dniepr River in Ukraine was designed and built by the Hugh L. Cooper firm, based in New York City. Even sensitive Soviet industries such as gold, copper, lead, zinc, and aluminum mining were dependent on American know-how, with two hundred American engineers working in Russian nonferrous metals production by 1933. The main copper-smelting plant in the USSR, the Karabash Combinat in the Urals, employed eleven Yankee engineers. The Soviet bauxite-mining and aluminum-smelting industry, critical in the construction of tanks and warplanes, was designed from scratch by the American expert Frank E. Dickie, hired from the Alcoa corporation in 1930 (though French aluminum experts were later imported too). Small wonder a Soviet chronicle of the first Five-Year Plan, Za industrializatsiiu, was forced to admit in 1933 (in a passage later purged from official accounts of the period) that it was “a combination of American business and science with Bolshevik wisdom” that had “created these industrial giants in three or four years.”8

So ubiquitous were American specialists in Stalin’s planned economy that they had their own expatriate newspaper, the Moscow News, whose articles and ads targeted “American engineers, specialists and miners working in the USSR.” Even that ubiquitous emblem of Stalinist central planning, the state-run, mechanized, collective farm, or kolkhoz—inspired by Marx’s exhortation in The Communist Manifesto to unleash “industrial armies in the countryside”—was modeled on an American capitalist operation. This was the family farm of one Thomas D. Campbell, the “wheat king” of Montana, who happened to own a sprawling estate of 95,000 acres—large enough to satisfy Stalin’s notion of mechanized gigantism in the countryside. Campbell visited Soviet Russia on Stalin’s invitation in both 1928 and 1930 to teach Soviet collectives the latest techniques in mechanized wheat production.9

Stalin also resolved to model the evolving Red Air Force (Voenno-vozdushnie sili or VVS) on American aviation technology. So critical was this priority for Stalin—increasingly referred to simply as the Vozhd (leader)—that he dispatched a massive espionage team of seventy-five “students” in summer 1931 to enroll in US universities such as MIT and take jobs in aviation firms. The most important of these agents, Stanislav Shumovsky (code name BLÉRIOT), would remain in the United States for over a decade, overseeing a spying operation so successful that, by the mid-1930s, his men had placed agents or recruited sources in all the main US aviation firms, from the Douglas plant in Southern California, manufacturer of the DC series of huge, dual-engine passenger planes, transports, and bombers; to Bell Aircraft in Buffalo, New York, a leader in fighter design; to Wright Aeronautical in Paterson, New Jersey, the largest manufacturer of aeroengines in the entire world. Shumovsky became more brazen the longer he stayed, escorting Andrey Tupolev, Sergei Ilyushin, and Pavel Sukhoi—three of Stalin’s top military aircraft designers—around several dozen American universities, research labs, and aviation plants, allowing them to reverse engineer American fighters, light bombers, and transport planes into Soviet versions.10

While many of Stalin’s new kolkhozi and factories did not meet production targets (failures for which a series of industrial and agricultural “wreckers” were scapegoated and put on trial), the growth trend line from 1929 onward was solid in the aggregate, ramping up more dramatically every year. So powerful was the whiff of progress that thousands of Americans, thrown out of work by the Great Depression, voluntarily emigrated to the USSR in the early 1930s, enticed by the promise of Stalin’s supposed worker’s paradise, or at least by the full employment allegedly produced by a rapidly industrializing planned economy.11

Still, there remained a thorny problem. The real goal of Stalin’s Five-Year Plan was to mass manufacture modern military hardware. In September 1930, Marshal M. N. Tukhachevsky, the hero of the Russian Civil War and Stalin’s foremost military planner, stated that a modern army would require the annual production of fifty thousand tanks and forty thousand warplanes. And yet, as suggested by his hiring of Americans to design and run his factories and his dispatch of spies to American universities and aviation firms in 1931, Stalin remained at the mercy of the capitalist world he hoped desperately to overcome. Relations with the Western European powers were still frosty. Despite the cooperation born of the Rapallo agreement of 1922, German firms had soured on Russia after a series of Soviet defaults. The firm most heavily involved in the Rapallo arms trade, Junkers, had gone bankrupt in 1925. Moreover, after Hitler came to power in January 1933, and particularly after his government blamed and cracked down on German Communists for the Reichstag fire that February, the Germans could not really be trusted. Industrial espionage could help Soviet engineers and aircraft designers, but only up to a point. In order to modernize the armies of Communism, it might be necessary to strike a deal with the capitalist devils in the United States of America.12
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Strategic Coup in Washington

DESPITE WINNING RECOGNITION from most European and Asian powers, the USSR’s diplomatic position remained precarious in the early 1930s. Some of the countries that had taken the lead in recognizing Moscow later reversed course. After opening relations in 1924, Britain severed them in 1927 in retaliation for Communist meddling in British domestic politics. So, too, had China broken off relations after egregious Soviet interference in the country’s internal affairs, in the form of the violent Communist Canton (or Ghangzhou) Uprising of 1927. Mexico bravely resisted diplomatic pressure from Washington by recognizing the Soviets in 1924 and made headlines again in 1926 with Stalin’s appointment of the world’s first-ever female ambassador to Mexico City, but later broke off relations with Moscow in 1930 over “ideological differences.” Japan had recognized the USSR in 1925, but the invasion of Manchuria in September 1931 threw relations with Moscow into the deep freeze, with both sides arming heavily along the Siberia-Manchuria border. Japan’s ambassador to the USSR wrote to Tokyo (in a message intercepted by Soviet intelligence) that Japan “must be ready to declare war at any moment and to adopt a tough policy towards the Soviet Union.” As Stalin told his advisers in June 1932, “The Japanese are certainly (certainly!) preparing for war against the USSR, and we have to be ready for anything.”1

The most important diplomatic holdout was the United States. It had not escaped Stalin’s attention that American and Japanese troops had intervened against the Red Army in Siberia in 1918–1919, or that relations between those two powers had become increasingly strained. Japanese statesmen resented the construction limits for capital ships (battleships and cruisers) dictated by the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922, which imposed a tonnage ratio of three to five for Japan against both the United States and Britain. The US Immigration Act of 1924 had barred Japanese nationals (along with other Asians) from emigrating to America on racial grounds, an obvious insult. American officials led the way in condemning the Japanese occupation of Manchuria, now styled Manchukuo by the occupiers. US secretary of state Henry Stimson fumed against this “aggressive act by Japan.”2

In view of the growing antipathy between Washington and Tokyo, the prospect of American recognition of the USSR took on geopolitical importance. Although Russian moves in the Far East garnered little international attention, the truth was that the Soviets, despite their “anti-imperialist rhetoric,” were no less active interventionists in China than the Japanese. In 1926, Red Army troops had occupied the Tannu Tuva—an area of northwest Mongolia almost as large as Britain that had belonged to China since the early eighteenth century—to seize its plentiful gold mines (it remains Russian territory today). The botched, Soviet-supported Canton Uprising of 1927 was an outrage to Chinese nationalists. In 1929, after rejecting a Chinese request to evacuate Manchuria, Stalin deployed nearly one hundred thousand Soviet troops to secure the Chinese Eastern Railway there. After the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931, the Red Army remained poised at the border for years, ready to reinvade if Moscow sensed weakness from Japan. Consistent with this pattern of imperialist opportunism in China, in January 1932 Stalin cynically offered to sell the Chinese Eastern Railway to Japanese Manchukuo over Chinese objections. (Japan said no.)3

With an eye on the tense situation in Manchuria, Secretary of State Stimson commissioned a study of the “pros and cons” of US recognition of the USSR by the Far Eastern division of the State Department in spring 1932. Interestingly, Stimson concluded that recognition of Communist Russia during the ongoing Manchurian crisis was undesirable precisely because “the whole world, and particularly Japan, would jump to the conclusion that our action had been dictated solely by political expedience,” as “a maneuver to bring forceful pressure upon Japan.”4
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The lack of recognition restricted Soviet access to American capital. Many American firms and engineers had taken on commissions in the Soviet economy, but these deals were all done under the table, financed on the fly by Soviet gold exports and by illicit Soviet sales of artwork and antiquities in European and American auction houses. But the deepening of the Depression after 1931 severely dented the Soviet art-laundering business. Coupled with the Japanese threat in Manchuria and the galloping anti-Communism of Germany after Hitler came to power, the pinch in Soviet art sales left Moscow low on foreign reserves. So desperate was Stalin for outside support that he signed a nonaggression pact with Mussolini’s Fascist Italy in 1933.5

A glimmer of hope for Stalin had appeared in Washington in the presidential inauguration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt on March 4, 1933. Roosevelt, despite dropping hints, had made no firm commitment to recognize Russia during an election campaign that had focused mostly on domestic economic issues. Still, the mere fact that Roosevelt had won, and decisively at that (472 to 59 in the Electoral College, winning all but six states), was significant. Following twelve years in the political wilderness under Republican presidents, the Democrats were primed to shake things up in Washington. The nadir of the Great Depression, which hit the United States in the months preceding FDR’s inauguration, produced a compelling mandate for change.

Nonetheless, Roosevelt needed to tread carefully. While the handful of American industrialists who had signed concessions in Soviet Russia, along with most Democratic and pro-Roosevelt media organizations (like the New York Times and New York Herald Tribune), tended to favor recognition, most Republicans and the conservative press (notably the Chicago Tribune) remained opposed, lending the issue a partisan air that did not appeal to a president-elect trying to broaden his coalition. The outgoing president, Herbert Hoover, had warned Roosevelt of the “Moscow counterfeiting of millions of dollars in American currency,” an operation exposed in the New York Times on February 24, 1933. Most State Department professionals remained wary of Stalin. As the head of the Eastern European division, Robert F. Kelley pointed out to Roosevelt on July 27, 1933, “so long as the Communist regime continues to carry on in other countries activities designed to bring about … the overthrow of the Government and institutions of these countries, the establishment of genuine friendly relations between Russia and those countries is out of the question.” Before considering recognition, Kelley argued, the United States must demand “the abandonment by Moscow of direction, supervision, control, financing, et cetera, through every agency utilized for the purpose, of communist and other related activities in the United States.”6

Refraining from Comintern-directed revolutionary agitation was—or should have been—only the first essential precondition for recognition of the Soviet Union. As Kelley reminded Roosevelt, there was also the “question of repudiated debts and confiscated property” dating back to the Bolshevik default of 1918. The American share of annulled Russian state loans alone amounted to $298 million in principal, not including interest or inflation adjustment, of which $192,601,297 was owed to the US government and another $106,884,157 owed to private American citizens. American-owned property nationalized (that is, confiscated) by the Bolsheviks made up another $336,691,771. A conservative estimate would thus put Soviet obligations to expropriated American property and bondholders, circa 1933, at well over $600 million in principal—the equivalent of perhaps $60 billion today. Aside from the moral imperative of recovering some of these losses for Americans at a time of crippling economic hardship and suffering, Kelley reminded President Roosevelt that “the Government of the United States has a profound interest in the maintenance of the sanctity of international obligations.”7

Of course, it was unrealistic to expect American bondholders to get full value on the dollar. Nonetheless, the recognition question gave Roosevelt substantial leverage, as Soviet diplomats realized. While Russian estimates of American losses in the default were lower than Kelley’s, the Soviet foreign affairs commissar, Maxim Litvinov, was willing to concede, in a memorandum circulated to the Politburo, $284 million in defaulted state loans and $60.5 million in expropriated property, which might justify an American claim, including fifteen years of interest, of about $500 million. It was not that Stalin wanted to pay this sum. Rather, Litvinov wanted Soviet diplomats to be prepared for what he expected would be Roosevelt’s baseline demand.8

Litvinov need not have fretted so much. In a replay of the dynamic behind the Anglo-Soviet Trade Agreement of 1921, Roosevelt was blinded by the chimera of economic stimulus, thinking that the Soviet Union would provide a major new export market for American firms. As he boasted to his Treasury secretary, Henry Morgenthau, “If I could only, myself, talk to some one man representing the Russians, I could straighten out this whole question.” In Roosevelt’s mind, all it would take was the right meeting “in order to break the ice between the two countries and in that way gradually get the people of the United States used to doing business with Russia.”9

Like Lloyd George in 1921, Roosevelt mistakenly believed that irrational political tensions were holding up Russian imports of American goods, rather than the more prosaic explanation that Communism had so impoverished Russia that the Soviets had limited means to pay for them. There were plenty of American firms already operating in Russia: Soviet demand for US technology was almost insatiable. What the Soviets were after, as Morgenthau explained to Roosevelt, was access to the US bond market to obtain “large loans” to enable substantial purchases of American raw materials and industrial inputs. The real issue in 1933 was not “breaking the ice,” but deciding whether or not to demand a serious quid pro quo in exchange for recognition of Stalin’s tyrannical regime and for extending it new loans.10

All the leverage, in other words, was enjoyed by the United States. The Soviets desired recognition to win international prestige, enhance access to Western capital, and open new embassies and consulates offering legal protections for Soviet agents and Communists operating in North America. By contrast, US firms already had access to the Soviet market—limited, but only by the ability of the Soviets to pay. Any new loans to Stalin that the US government would guarantee might stimulate demand for US exports, but they would also come with a substantial risk of default, based on a clear pattern of Soviet behavior dating back to 1918. There were more serious risks too, evident in the record of Communist subversion of countries that had allowed Soviet agents to operate out of embassies, such as Germany, Britain, and China. The advantages of recognition were so lopsided in Stalin’s favor that Roosevelt could have set terms as steep as he liked, demanding repayment of the entire $600 million in lost principal, along with ironclad guarantees that the Soviet government cease subsidizing the Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA) and other agents on US soil. Litvinov came to Washington in November 1933 to plead for recognition, fully expecting that he would have to agree to repay, if not the $500 million he expected Roosevelt to ask for, then “at the very least a substantial sum of money.”11

Roosevelt, alas, did not have any idea how much leverage he enjoyed. Remarkably, his opening bid was not $600 million, nor the $500 million Litvinov expected, but $150 million, a mere fourth of the principal owed—and even that, he let Litvinov know, was not so much his own claim but the smallest sum that he “could persuade Congress to accept.” With the president signaling that he thought $150 million unreasonable, it was an easy trick for Litvinov to barter him down to a noncommittal figure “between $75 and $150 million.” With chutzpah, Litvinov then commissioned a study by the Soviet Ministry of Finance on Tsarist assets seized inside the United States in retaliation for the 1918 default, coughing up the figure of $143 million, which—after being adjusted for interest—allowed Litvinov to issue a counterclaim for $161 million. If accepted, it would nullify FDR’s own watered-down claim entirely.12

To twist the knife in, Stalin invited the New York Times correspondent in Moscow, Walter Duranty—notorious among more honest foreign journalists for his blanket denials of the Ukrainian famine earlier that year—to the Kremlin for a sympathetic Christmas Day interview. With sycophancy impressive even by his own abysmal standards, Duranty neglected to ask a single question about Soviet obligations to deposed American bondholders, instead lofting Stalin softballs such as “What do you think is the potential for Soviet-American trade?” and “How can you reassure foreign creditors about Soviet means to pay?” Stalin nearly slipped here, admitting that the Soviets had defaulted on German loans, but he claimed that this was not relevant, as “we are no longer dependent on German industry, but can manufacture our own equipment now.” An intelligent interviewer would have probed here to learn why—if the Soviets really no longer needed foreign imports or technology transfers for Stalin’s industrialization drive—they were so keen on securing American recognition and new loans from Wall Street. Instead, Duranty meekly asked, “So, what is your opinion of America?” Reeling in his target with flattery, Stalin replied that the new president was “a decisive and masculine leader.”13

By the time Litvinov and Stalin were done manipulating him, Roosevelt had agreed to reduce US claims, after subtracting Soviet claims of compensation for seized Tsarist assets, to a mere $75 million. And even this modest sum—in a trick the Germans were now painfully familiar with—would not be paid off immediately, but rather in a rolling installment plan via “excessive” interest due on a new $200 million US-government-guaranteed loan from the Export-Import Bank to Moscow, payable over twenty or twenty-five years. Rather than secure relief for American investors and bondholders robbed blind by the Bolsheviks at a time of great economic hardship, Roosevelt had instead promised Stalin a vast store of ready American capital, which would allow him to resume his rearmament drive at full blast.14

The only demands the president’s negotiating team, headed by Henry Morgenthau, levied in exchange for the diplomatic recognition they granted the USSR on November 16, 1933, was this nonbinding promise to pay off old debts via a large new loan, a vague understanding that the Soviets use this loan to purchase American products, and a nonbinding promise to “refrain from interfering in any manner in the internal affairs of the United States.” Except for the Soviet promise to buy US wares with Export-Import credits—that is, to enjoy the privilege of importing desperately needed goods with no cash down—there was never any intention, on Stalin’s part, of being true to the letter of Litvinov’s carefully worded declarations. Soviet officials haggled for months over repayment terms on American loans, threatening to place orders in Europe instead of the United States if interest rates were not reduced. As late as May 1935, the Soviets were still insisting on easy terms and a twenty-year loan, while promising nothing about paying old debts.15

Although they succeeded in burying American debt claims, the Soviets did not get everything they wanted. Negotiations over Russian debt repayment and new American loans were mooted when Congress enacted the Johnson Act on April 13, 1934, which prohibited foreign nations in default from marketing their bonds in US markets (this law remains in force today).fn1 Instead of establishing mutual trust, the financial impasse helped to poison US-Soviet diplomatic relations from the start. As Roosevelt’s first ambassador to the USSR, William Bullitt, informed the president soon after arriving in Moscow that April, “The honeymoon atmosphere has evaporated completely before I arrived …. Their underlying hostility to all capitalist countries now shows through the veneer of intimate friendship.”16

Litvinov and Stalin also did not obtain a binding agreement from Roosevelt on Japan, which helped explain why Bullitt received such a cold welcome in Moscow. At one point, Litvinov had asked Roosevelt what he thought “of an agreement with us [the USSR] on joint action in the event of a danger to peace,” only to be put off. But Litvinov’s coup in Washington did allow the USSR to escape diplomatic isolation at a dangerous time. Although Stalin crowed that US recognition was an act of “the most serious significance” for the international system, it did not entail bilateral security cooperation against the Japanese in Asia, if that was what the Soviets wanted. As Bullitt reported to Roosevelt on April 24, 1934, “The Russians are convinced that Japan will not attack this spring or summer,” and thus “they no longer feel that they need our immediate help.”17

As for Litvinov’s pie-crust promise to refrain from interfering in American politics, this was immediately broken. According to the American Communist D. H. Dubrowsky, Litvinov arrived at a CPUSA meeting after leaving the White House in November 1933 “all smiles” and stated, “Well, it is all in the bag; we have it. They wanted us to recognize the old debts that we owed them and I promised we were going to negotiate … but they did not know we were going to negotiate until doomsday.” Litvinov’s pledge not to interfere in US domestic affairs, he informed CPUSA leaders, did not bind the party, but only the Soviet government, and was anyhow “a scrap of paper which will soon be forgotten in the realities of Soviet-American relations.” Given a green light by Litvinov, the CPUSA published a statement reaffirming its commitment to revolutionary principles in the New York Times on November 19, 1933.18

This was no idle threat. In the years after Roosevelt recognized the USSR, dozens of Soviet agents and CPUSA members infiltrated the US government, helped along by the vigorous (and almost entirely un-vetted) bureaucratic expansion of FDR’s New Deal. Key targets for infiltration included the Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA), where a Communist cell run by Harold Ware provided entrée for notorious Soviet agents such as Whittaker Chambers, Elizabeth Bentley, and Nathan Silvermaster. Ware, though American born, had lived in Soviet Russia in the early 1920s, overseeing an experiment in mechanized-collectivist agriculture (Russian peasants mostly remembered him chasing them around threateningly with a baseball bat). Communists also infiltrated the Works Progress Administration, the National Labor Relations Board, and the Justice Department. The State Department, meanwhile, was honeycombed with Soviet agents such as Laurence Duggan (code name FRANK), Michael Straight (NIGEL), and Alger Hiss.19

The Communist penetration of the FDR administration after 1933 was noteworthy, because the public line of the CPUSA was harshly critical of the New Deal, suggesting that it was not enthusiasm for the president’s policies that motivated Communists to work for him. In July 1933, CPUSA head Earl Browder publicly denounced FDR’s Industrial Recovery Act as the “Industrial Slavery Act” and the labor-union-legalizing Wagner Act as “Roosevelt’s company-union club against the workers.” The CPUSA’s annual “May Day Manifesto” of 1934, in accordance with the Comintern doctrine that socialists were the real Fascists, denounced Rooseveltian “New Deal Fascism and War.” Recognizing the USSR in 1933 was not enough for Roosevelt to escape this kind of vituperation, until American Communists received instructions from Moscow to cease abusing him after Stalin’s new Popular Front doctrine, which instructed Communists to stop attacking socialists and cooperate with them, was promulgated in October 1935.20

What drove Communist penetration of the US government in the mid-1930s was not ideological affinity (at least until Stalin’s doctrinal about-face in 1935) but Soviet opportunism, enabled by the Roosevelt administration’s lax security. The most critical factor was the stamp of legitimacy the president had placed on the USSR by recognizing Stalin’s regime, which removed the stigma from Communist Party membership. Between recognition, in November 1933, and 1938, the ranks of card-carrying CPUSA members exploded from thirteen thousand to over eighty thousand. A large part of the reason there were so many Communists in the US government by the late 1930s was simply that there were so many more Communists around to draw on. By sheer critical mass, CPUSA members were able to throw their weight around in Washington.21

More important than all these party members put together was the rise of sympathizing agents of influence into the upper reaches of the Roosevelt administration. Among these were Hiss, who was whisked up from Harold Ware’s cell in the AAA (in 1933) to the Senate committee investigating the munitions industry (1934), the Office of the Solicitor General (1934–1936), and finally the Office of Special Political Affairs in the State Department (1936–1947), where he had access to classified material relating to US military strategy and substantial influence over policy. Though Hiss had plenty of defenders against the charges of espionage laid against him by Elizabeth Bentley and Whittaker Chambers after the war (Hiss was sentenced for perjury in 1950), decrypted Soviet telegrams (the Venona files) released to the public in the 1990s have confirmed that Hiss collaborated closely with Soviet military intelligence (the GRU), even if he never joined the CPUSA.22

More highly placed still was Harry Dexter White, a Harvard-educated economist who went to work for the Treasury Department in 1934 and rose rapidly to become the right-hand man of Henry Morgenthau, Roosevelt’s powerful secretary of the Treasury. Venona decrypts show that White began working for the GRU as early as 1935 under the Soviet spy code name KASSIR (later changed to JURIST), reporting initially to CPUSA members Whittaker Chambers and Nathan Silvermaster, and later directly to Soviet functionaries working for the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD), including successive Washington NKVD rezidenti (bureau chiefs) Iskhak Akhmerov, Boris Bazarov, and Vitaly Pavlov. Although White’s motivation for spying remains unclear—however sympathetic to Communism, he appears never to have joined the CPUSA—there is no longer any doubt that White regularly met with Soviet agents and shared sensitive information with them (in addition to the Venona decrypts, Pavlov later published a tell-all memoir about his work with White).23

By the end of the 1930s, there were hundreds of paid Soviet agents working inside the US government (either 221, according to contemporary Soviet records, or 329, according to the Venona decrypts), from the Departments of Agriculture and State to the Treasury and the US Army. Then there were the seventy-five-plus spies and informants working under Stalin’s spy leader, Shumovsky, who stepped up his activities still further after US recognition of the USSR allowed many Soviet nationals to operate perfectly legally under diplomatic cover. In 1935, Shumovsky brought a team of Soviet aviation experts large enough to occupy seven cars—led by Stalin’s most brilliant aircraft designer, Andrey Tupolev—on an open buying expedition of US aviation factories; Stalin gave Tupolev $600,000 to spend as he saw fit. Shumovsky’s penetration of US aviation was so thorough that, by 1938, a disgruntled American aeronautical engineer informed the US air attaché in London that “the Russian government has agents in practically all American [aircraft] factories.” There were hundreds more soft sympathizers like Hiss and White, placed highly enough to directly shape policies that affected the USSR, from technology transfer and bilateral trade protocols to US relations with Japan, with whose Kwantung Army in occupied Manchukuo Stalin’s regime remained in a state of undeclared hostilities all through the 1930s. A Soviet espionage ring in Tokyo led by Richard Sorge (code name RAMZAI)—a German correspondent with the Frankfurter Zeitung whose pose as a vociferously anti-Communist Nazi gave him entrée with both the German embassy and the Japanese government—furnished Stalin with invaluable intelligence about Japanese intentions vis-à-vis the Soviet Far East and the United States. As Whittaker Chambers’s Soviet handler reported proudly to Moscow, “We have agents at the very center of government, influencing policy.” The Soviet embassy in Washington was a critical strategic foothold for Stalin as he prepared his Communist empire for war.24




4

Behind the Popular Front

DIPLOMATIC RECOGNITION IN Washington was an important milestone in Soviet efforts to improve the position of Communism abroad. The advent of a rival totalitarian regime in Berlin after Hitler’s ascension to power in January 1933, followed by the brutal Nazi crackdown against Communists in the wake of the Reichstag fire of February 28, offered Stalin an ideological foil to polish his own image. A symbiotic relationship developed between Nazi Germany and Communist Russia, with both sides exploiting the other’s atrocities for propaganda while quietly collaborating behind the scenes on matters of mutual interest, as in the turning over of political opponents for arrest or the exchange of VIP prisoners. In a striking episode of cooperation, Hitler’s government arranged a special plane out of Germany for Giorgi Dimitrov, one of the Communist defendants charged with setting the Reichstag fire, after Dimitrov was acquitted in a Leipzig court in December 1933. Exonerated by the Nazis after a courtroom clash with Hitler’s Prussian minister-president and Gestapo chief, Hermann Göring (which some suspect to have been staged), Dimitrov returned in triumph to Moscow in 1934, whereupon Stalin promoted him to general secretary of the Comintern.1

There was much for each dictator to learn from the other. Hitler shocked world opinion by having leading members of his party’s paramilitary Sturmabteilung murdered on the Night of the Long Knives of June 30, 1934, in order to reassure the commanders of the German Army that he would respect its preeminence. Stalin then unleashed his own terror in the wake of the murder of Leningrad Communist Party boss Sergei Kirov on December 1, 1934, which ultimately engulfed the upper ranks of the Communist Party leadership and secret police. Hitler and Stalin also quietly revived trade ties in May 1933, renewing the Berlin treaty of April 1926, which ensured that the Soviets would continue to pay down bills incurred for German imports during the Rapallo era.2

In the battle for world opinion, the relationship was less evenly balanced. The Nazis made little effort to conceal their crimes against human decency—from the notorious book burnings of May 1933 to the post-Reichstag-fire mass internments of Communists and socialists, to increasingly overt Nazi attacks on Jews and Jewish-owned businesses, to the creation of the first concentration camp to house Hitler’s political enemies at Dachau. Hitler even voluntarily withdrew Germany from the League of Nations in October 1933 in defiance of its refusal to allow Germany to rearm on equal terms with other Great Powers. Germany was replaced, in a sense, by the USSR, which joined the league in September 1934 on the strength of US diplomatic recognition and French lobbying to rope Stalin into a mutual assistance pact against Hitler.3

By contrast, the Soviet government made no public acknowledgment of the concentration camps in which it had been interning enemies of the people since 1918, much less of the burgeoning Gulag forced-labor network—which dwarfed the embryonic Nazi camps in scale and economic importance—or of the Ukrainian or Kazakh famine-genocides, or, at first, of Stalin’s post-Kirov-affair purges (until the public show trials began in August 1936).fn1 While some Russians lucky enough to escape Stalin’s prison state, and a few Western visitors brave enough to question the claims of their regime-provided minders, published probing critiques of the Soviet famine-genocide of the early 1930s and the Great Terror, these accounts were overshadowed by the lies of Stalin-friendly journalists like the New York Times’ Walter Duranty and fellow travelers such as George Bernard Shaw. There was a double standard when it came to public exposure of the crimes of Hitler and Stalin that began in 1933 and continues on, in the historical literature, to this day.4

The contrast in perceptions of Nazi and Soviet foreign policy was just as extreme. As with domestic repression, Hitler scarcely bothered to conceal his designs: overturning the Versailles Treaty of 1919 and the reparations burden it imposed on Germany, pursuing German rearmament, and revising Germany’s truncated post–World War I borders in the East. Combined with Nazi brutality at home, Hitler’s rearmament drive and assertive foreign policy allowed Stalin and his commissar of foreign affairs, Maxim Litvinov, to pose as principled opponents of German aggression, winning broad international sympathy despite scant evidence of any real change in Soviet behavior abroad. Remarkably, despite the frequent boasting of American and European Communists that they were the most principled anti-Fascist opponents of Nazi Germany, it was not until more than two years after Hitler’s ascension to power that Stalin finally jettisoned the Comintern’s “class against class” doctrine, which had been imposed in 1928, and instructed Communists everywhere to impugn socialists as “social fascists,” more dangerous than real Fascists like Mussolini and Hitler.5

Nonetheless, when Stalin finally did change the doctrine, at the Seventh Comintern Congress held in Moscow in July and August 1935, the impact was dramatic. The new Popular Front strategy enabled socialists and Communists to cobble together winning anti-Fascist electoral coalitions in France and Spain in 1936, which brought Moscow-loyal Communist Party members into the cabinets of both countries for the first time ever. The new doctrine proved a political gold mine for Stalin. In the United States, the dubious idea that Stalin’s anti-Fascist USSR was the most principled opponent of Hitler’s Germany seduced thousands into joining the movement, whether as sympathizers who might attend a few meetings or as paid informants.6

Even for those in the political mainstream, such as President Roosevelt himself, it was hard not to see the Soviet Union as a likeable protagonist once Hitler started throwing his weight around Europe. Although the president’s hands were tied, owing to strong congressional and public opposition, from deepening strategic ties with Moscow, Roosevelt did everything he could to improve relations with Stalin. In November 1936, he appointed a Soviet sympathizer, Joseph Davies, as his ambassador in Moscow, after Bullitt had become too openly critical of Stalin. Davies warmed US-Soviet relations during the Popular Front era, largely because he stopped criticizing Stalin’s policies, whether out of ideological sympathy for Communism or, as some critics suspected, because of the favored access Stalin gave Davies’s breakfast-cereal-heiress wife, Marjorie Merriweather Post, to looted Russian artworks she acquired in Moscow at steep discounts (these paintings now grace the walls of the Hillwood museum in Washington, DC).7

It is worth pausing here to examine the views that cost Bullitt his position as ambassador. Whereas Roosevelt wanted to believe that the shift in Comintern doctrine and the opening of Soviet talks of an anti-German alliance with France signaled a genuine desire on Stalin’s part for reconciliation with the capitalist world, Bullitt reported in July 1935, when the Popular Front was being announced, that “contrary to the comforting belief which the French now cherish, it is my conviction that there has been no decrease in the determination of the Soviet Government to produce world revolution.” Bullitt based this conclusion on the fact that every single Soviet and Comintern official he had spoken to had “expressed his belief in the necessity of world revolution.” For this reason, Stalin’s diplomatic overtures toward “friendly states” such as (in the current instance) France were, in Bullitt’s view, “a merely tactical policy” akin to “armistice relations”—a temporary cease-fire in the battle between Communism and capitalism. As for the prospect of a new European war, Bullitt did not doubt that current Soviet policy was “peaceful,” but this was only because Stalin had not yet completed his armament drive. “It is the primary object of the Soviet Foreign Office,” Bullitt concluded, “to maintain peace … until the strength of the Soviet Union has been built up to such a point that it is entirely impregnable to attack and ready, should Stalin so desire, to intervene abroad.”8

Where Ambassador Bullitt had seen deception and guile in Stalin’s foreign policy, his successor saw unicorns. In a typical Kremlin encounter in June 1938, Joseph Davies fawned over Stalin with compliments (“You are a greater leader than Catherine the Great, than Peter the Great, a greater leader even than Lenin”), informed him that “I know you are a man of peace,” and offered to share sensitive intelligence about American naval deployments in the Pacific. Inviting Stalin to intervene in US politics, Davies warned the Vozhd that, although Roosevelt was favorably disposed toward him and the Soviet Union more generally, the president was “surrounded by reactionary elements” in Washington, who would, Davies hoped, be sidelined.9

Davies took the lead for Stalin, urging the president to clean house in the State Department. Roosevelt had been suspicious of the division of Eastern European affairs ever since its head, Robert F. Kelley, had written long memoranda opposing recognition of the USSR back in 1933. Whereas the Western European division was marked by the dilettantism of America’s well-born diplomatic establishment, Kelley’s division conducted actual research. Budding Soviet experts such as Loy Henderson, Ray Atherton, Charles “Chip” Bohlen, and George Kennan—all of whom served tours of duty in Moscow—had put together what Henderson proudly called “the best Soviet library in the United States.” Unhappy with the diligent reporting of these experts on the Moscow show trials and Great Terror, which sat awkwardly with Davies’s courtship of Stalin, Roosevelt had his trusted undersecretary of state Sumner Welles, a school friend who had attended Groton and Harvard with the president, conduct a thorough purge in 1937. The East European affairs division was subordinated into the West European division, and Kelley was shipped off to Turkey. Even the division’s library, which contained incomparable material on Soviet history and government, including editions of Pravda and Izvestiya going all the way back to the Russian Revolution, was dismantled—an act of virtual book burning that did away with two decades’ worth of institutional knowledge of Soviet affairs in Washington.10

In Britain, despite the suspicious, Bullitt-esque posture toward the USSR of the conservative-led governments of Stanley Baldwin (1935–1937) and Neville Chamberlain (1937–1940)—US ambassador Davies denounced the latter to Stalin as “reactionary”—Popular Front–style agitprop still provided fertile ground for the recruitment of Soviet spies. The most famous were the “Cambridge five”: Anthony Blunt, Guy Burgess, John Cairncross, Kim Philby, and Donald Maclean. Another Cambridge man, James Klugmann, was the head of the British Communist Party’s propaganda and education department, in effect Stalin’s recruiter in chief at Cambridge and Oxford. Modern research has established that the Cambridge five numbered nine at least. These elites, accompanied by less glamorous recruits, infiltrated the top ranks of the British government and media establishment, including the Foreign Office (Donald Maclean); the Secret Intelligence Service, or MI6 (Kim Philby and Guy Burgess); the BBC (Burgess again); and British Army intelligence (James Klugmann). An Oxford recruit, Tom Wylie (code name MAX), supplied classified information from the War Office to Burgess and Philby. By decade’s end, as MI6 historian Christopher Andrew writes, “the volume of high-grade intelligence these men supplied was to become so large that Moscow sometimes had difficulty coping with it.” In a typical year, more than nine thousand classified British government documents were passed on to Moscow.11

The diplomatic catchword after 1935 was “collective security.” The idea, assiduously promoted by Maxim Litvinov and swallowed uncritically by apologists like Joseph Davies, was that the USSR must be an essential part of any coalition to contain Hitler. France, the country most directly threatened by Hitler’s rearmament campaign, fell hardest for Stalin’s propaganda. Despite skepticism in the French high command about the value of a military alliance with Stalin, French diplomats negotiated a Franco-Soviet Pact of Mutual Assistance even before the election of a Popular Front government in June 1936. A draft was signed as early as May 1935 and ratified by the French parliament in February 1936. In the case of the “threat or the danger of aggression on the part of a European state,” the pact stated with Germany in mind, France and the USSR would proceed to “an immediate mutual consultation” and “lend each other reciprocal aid and assistance.”12

The repercussions of the Franco-Soviet Pact were serious, though unintended. The agreement bore resemblance to the Franco-Russian Alliance of 1894, which had confirmed the division of Europe into two hostile military blocs and lent credence to German fears of encirclement. Still, the agreement of 1894, however dangerous in its provocation of Germany, had real teeth: France and Russia had committed themselves to mobilize simultaneously in case of war, with tight coordination. In theory, this could have deterred the Germans, even if, in practice in 1914, it did not. The Franco-Soviet Pact brought with it all the sorry diplomatic consequences of the earlier one—confirming Hitler’s complaints about the unjustness of the Versailles system—while containing no binding military clauses whatsoever. It was all provocation and no deterrence, as Hitler showed within days of its ratification when, on March 7, 1936, citing the Franco-Soviet Pact as pretext, he ordered German troops to march into the Rhineland—overturning that region’s demilitarization mandated by the Versailles Treaty—and nothing happened.

In defense of France’s beleaguered diplomats, there was a good reason the Franco-Soviet Pact had been left militarily toothless. If the Quai d’Orsay had signed a genuine military accord with Stalin, this would have complicated France’s defense agreements with Hitler’s eastern neighbors. True, Czechoslovakia had signed its own (equally toothless) mutual assistance pact with the USSR in May 1935, but there were reasons to doubt that the Czechs truly wanted to invite in the Red Army to deter German aggression and that the Soviets would be able to get there if Prague asked. Because the USSR shared no land borders with Czechoslovakia or Germany, any military collaboration with France or Czechoslovakia against Hitler, as the French General Staff observed in January 1936, would require the Red Army to transit Poland and Romania, two countries that had active border disputes with Soviet Russia. Poland, at the time, had more reason to fear the USSR than Germany, as shown in the nonaggression pact it had signed with Hitler in January 1934. As the French General Staff report noted ruefully, “[Our] military alliance with Poland [which dated to 1921] would appear to be incompatible with a Russian military alliance. One must choose between them.”fn2 By refusing to make a clear choice between Poland and Stalin’s Russia, France simultaneously provoked German aggression and estranged key allies in Eastern Europe. By affixing a seal of approval to Stalin’s totalitarian regime, the Franco-Soviet Pact also alarmed the conservative-led government of France’s ally Great Britain. For these reasons, the French General Staff hated the Franco-Soviet Pact, but was forced to swallow it anyway.13

There was clearly an element of buyer’s remorse on the French side. As Pierre Laval, the slippery statesman responsible for negotiating the pact, confessed to Soviet diplomats in July 1936, he had been “basically alone” in the French government in favoring a genuine Soviet alliance. The ratification of the pact, which Moscow had hoped that France would sign in summer 1935 to publicize the Popular Front, was delayed for months. There were even ominous signs, picked up by Soviet intelligence, that Laval—a later Vichy collaborator—was meeting regularly with Hitler’s right-hand man, Hermann Göring, while the Franco-Soviet Pact was still on hold in the French Senate. Soviet diplomats had genuine grounds for doubting French good faith.14
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Compounded by the failure of the West to stand up to Hitler when he remilitarized the Rhineland, France’s reluctance to enter into a real military alliance with the USSR played into Stalin’s pose as the only counterweight to Hitler in Europe. Litvinov, who was Jewish, was a perfect front man for Stalin’s charm offensive, talking up collective security in every capital he visited. Abused in Nazi anti-Semitic screeds as “Finkelstein,” Litvinov was recognized in the West as a sincere, principled opponent of Hitler. After Hitler absorbed Austria into the German Reich in the Anschluss of March 1938, Litvinov issued a public statement demanding that “the Great Powers … take a firm and unambiguous stand.” This is exactly what those powers famously failed to do at Munich in September 1938, when Neville Chamberlain leaned on French premier Édouard Daladier to appease Hitler by offering him the Czech Sudetenland. Litvinov, uninvited to Munich, could only fume from the sidelines.15

Genuine as Litvinov’s hatred of Hitler may have been, there are good reasons to doubt Stalin’s sincerity about collective security. In the Short Course, a kind of bible of Communism published in 1938 as the Czechoslovakia crisis was breaking, the term “collective security” does not appear. Stalin instead spoke of a “new period” in European and world affairs, declaring that the “Second Imperialist War has actually begun.” The loose mutual assistance pacts Litvinov had signed with Czechoslovakia and France, as more perceptive ambassadors like Bullitt had intuited, entailed no genuine Soviet obligation to defend these countries against aggression by declaring war on Germany. Litvinov himself stated plainly to the director general of the Czechoslovak Foreign Office, Arnost Heidrich, shortly before the Munich conference of 1938, that


Soviet Russia would not repeat the mistake of Czarist Russia in 1914 …. We know that the Western Powers would like to have Hitler liquidated by Stalin and Stalin by Hitler, but in that they will not succeed. While in 1914–1917 the Western Powers, sparing their forces, watched the bloody struggle between Germany and Russia, this time we shall observe the contest between Germany and the Western Powers and shall not intervene in the conflict until we ourselves feel it fit to do so in order to bring about the decision.16



Despite the public fanfare, Soviet foreign policy had not magically changed in 1935 from fanatical hostility toward the capitalist world to principled cooperation based on shared antipathy toward Hitler. Nor did the USSR stand in any way alongside Britain, France, and France’s Eastern European partners against territorial revisionism, as the Czechoslovaks had convinced themselves when they signed a pact with Moscow in 1935. The Soviet Union had been born in armed hostility to the Entente powers after World War I and had lost huge swaths of formerly Russian land—from newly independent Finland and the Baltic states, to former Ukrainian and Belorussian territory in what was now eastern Poland, to Romanian Bessarabia along the Black Sea littoral. The USSR was just as revisionist as Italy and Nazi Germany in seeking to overturn the postwar settlement. For now, though, Stalin was artfully concealing his own territorial ambitions.17

Stalin provided clues about these ambitions in 1937 and 1938, although few Western diplomats were paying close attention. In May 1937, Litvinov was quietly removed from the European desk in the Soviet Foreign Ministry and replaced by Vice Commissar of Foreign Affairs V. P. Potemkin, even while Litvinov remained foreign affairs commissar—that is, front man. In February 1938, Potemkin hinted to the Bulgarian minister in Moscow that Stalin might be interested in a partition of Poland. In April 1938, Potemkin wrote ominously in a Soviet theoretical journal, Bol’shevik, that “Hitler aims to let Poland loose against the Soviet Union …. Let the Polish army be shattered. Let [Poland] again, as in 1920, begin to tremble under the hooves of the Soviet columns …. [Hitler] is preparing [Poland’s] fourth partition. Let history be repeated.” So blatant were Potemkin’s hints about dismembering Poland in tandem with Germany that they reached the French ambassador in Moscow, Robert Coulondre, in October 1938. The next month, another mouthpiece of the Kremlin, Izvestiya, openly mooted the idea of partitioning Poland—the northeastern section joining Soviet Belorussia, eastern Galicia being annexed to Soviet Ukraine, and the area west of the Vistula (Weichsel) being assigned to Germany.18

Stalin had dropped another hint about his revisionist foreign policy aims in April 1938, between the Anschluss and Munich, when he sent a special envoy, Boris Yartsev, to Helsinki without Litvinov’s knowledge to demand the right to build Soviet military bases on Finnish territory. After Yartsev was rebuffed, Stalin sent an NKVD officer to Helsinki to demand a thirty-year Soviet lease on the island of Suursaari and four smaller islets in the Gulf of Finland. The only difference between this and Hitler’s moves in Austria and Czechoslovakia that year was that Stalin’s Finnish gambit failed. Pushing neighbors around and dropping hints about partitioning Poland was a far cry from “collective security.”19

The ultimate aim of Soviet foreign policy—the weakening of capitalist regimes by any means necessary and the concomitant global expansion of Communism—remained the same. War between Hitler and the Western democracies might break out over Hitler’s claims on the Czech Sudetenland, or it might not; in either case, it was best not to intervene militarily until it served Soviet interests to do so. As Stalin privately told his military intelligence chiefs, “There are immediate enemies and potential enemies,” and the Czechs were, at the time, “the enemies of our enemies, nothing more.” Far from fearing that the Sudetenland crisis would lead to European war, Stalin was disappointed that the Western betrayal at Munich on September 30 deprived him of “a pretty little war which others would fight,” as the German ambassador in Moscow, Count Friedrich-Werner von der Schulenburg, reported to Berlin on October 3, adding that such a war “would have brought so much joy to Moscow.” After observing that Poland, too, had exploited Munich to slice off bits of Czech territory, Soviet propagandists cackled in Pravda on October 1 that “the Poles [are] digging a grave for Poland’s independence.”20

Stalin’s purging of the Soviet armed forces in 1937–1938 had seriously hampered Soviet military credibility in the short run, whatever his intentions were at the time of Munich. Although the Communist Party and secret police had been targeted soon after the Kirov murder in December 1934, it was the spectacular downfall of M. N. Tukhachevsky, Russian Civil War hero and marshal of the Soviet Union, after the May Day parade in 1937 that truly marked the onset of Stalin’s Great Terror. Tukhachevsky—a dashing ex-nobleman officer resented by Stalin ever since the two had crossed swords in the Polish-Soviet War in August 1920—was a perfect foil for jealous rivals such as Communist Party hack Kliment “Klim” Voroshilov, a crony of Stalin’s who had teamed up with him to do away with ex-Tsarist officers appointed by Trotsky at Tsaritsyn (the future Stalingrad) in 1918. In November 1938, Voroshilov boasted that he had personally purged forty thousand Soviet officers, including three of five field marshals, fifteen of sixteen field army commanders, sixty of sixty-seven corps commanders, and thousands of lower-ranking officers. Meanwhile, he had promoted nearly one hundred thousand new men to replace them. During this time of violent churn in the officer corps, the USSR was hardly ready to fight a major European war. Despite all Litvinov’s talk of collective security, the refusal of the Western powers to invite him to Munich shows that responsible statesmen had a more realistic appraisal of Soviet war readiness and the real nature of Stalin’s foreign policy.21

We can get a better idea of genuine, rather than professed, Soviet foreign policy priorities from Stalin’s actions in the two armed conflicts of the Popular Front era, the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) and the Sino-Japanese War, which erupted in 1937. On the surface, the advent of a Popular Front government in Madrid in February 1936 offered a proving ground for Soviet anti-Fascism after General Francisco Franco’s nationalist forces rebelled in July 1936. But the guiding principle of Stalin’s intervention in Spain, historians discovered after the opening of the Soviet archives, was not so much anti-Fascism as opportunism. The Madrid government possessed, in 1936, the fourth-largest gold reserve in the world. Unlike Hitler and Mussolini, who allowed Franco to purchase arms on credit, thus giving them a vested interest in him winning the war (so that they could recoup payment), Stalin insisted on payment up front. By the end of 1936, Stalin had secured $518 million in Spanish gold, or 463 tons of bullion. In exchange, the Soviets sent to Spain 320 warplanes, 350 tanks, 1,900 guns, 15,000 machine guns, 500,000 rifles, 250 grenade launchers, and ammunition.22

This was not nothing, but it was hardly the kind of all-out commitment Spanish Republican forces might have expected after handing the country’s gold reserves over to Moscow. Soviet supplies largely dried up after the first war winter of 1936–1937. A better idea of Stalin’s real commitment to the Republican cause can be gleaned from his sending to Madrid only 2,082 Soviet troops and military technicians—a mere fraction of the military manpower that Hitler’s Germany (16,000) and Mussolini’s Italy (70,000) devoted to Spain. As the head of the Soviet military mission in Madrid, the former chief of Soviet Army intelligence Jan Berzin (code name DONIZETTI or STARIK, meaning “old man”), complained to Stalin on December 12, 1936, that he did not have “enough rifles to equip 12 brigades,” he was short of “tanks, bombers, fighters, and artillery.”23

Meanwhile, the $518 million in gold Stalin wrested from Madrid gave him his pick of promising new aviation technology in France, Germany, Italy, and the United States. The Soviet DB-3 bomber was developed in a million-dollar deal by the Glenn L. Martin Company of Baltimore. Stalin also purchased a Soviet license to build both DC-2 and DC-3 transport planes from the Douglas Aircraft Company for $130,000 and $207,500, respectively. The DC-3, when redesigned by Boris Pavlovich Lisunov, became the Soviet Li-2 transport. Because of the lack of US government contracts in an era when Congress was reluctant to authorize military spending, some American aviation firms, such as Vultee Aircraft of Los Angeles, which specialized in light dive-bombers designed for infantry support in ground attack, became positively dependent on Soviet orders; the Il-2 Shturmovik, designed by Sergei Ilyushin, was based on Vultee prototypes. Stalin also ordered a sixty-two-thousand-ton American aircraft carrier and a number of other capital ships in 1938 (although these orders were later blocked, owing to US obligations to Britain under the London Naval Treaty) and placed lucrative orders with leading European firms such as Renault (warplanes and aviation engines), Ratier-Figeac (aviation propellers), and Hotchkiss (machine guns).24

It was not that Stalin did not want his side to win the war in Spain. Rather, in exchange for material support, Stalin demanded political control of the government fighting the war—a higher priority than military victory. Coinciding with the violent purges in the Soviet Union, Spain furnished Stalin a tableau to expand the Great Terror to Europe. This was the era of the middle-of-the-night knock on the door by NKVD brute squads, of death quotas and deportations of suspicious foreigners to Soviet concentration camps. Although the Moscow show trials and Red Army purges generated the most attention outside Russia, some nine-tenths of Great Terror victims were targeted as ethnic minorities, predominantly Ukrainians and Poles. The bizarre notion advanced by Soviet apologists—that a regime undergoing a genocidal paroxysm of xenophobia at home was devoted to international law, the sanctity of borders, and principled collective security abroad—has distorted the diplomatic history of the period.25

Likewise, the cause of Republican anti-Fascism in Spain, however appealing to volunteers from Europe and North America, is hard to reconcile with Stalin’s use of the civil war as a killing ground for alleged enemies of the USSR. In May 1937, an NKVD team, led by the ruthless Aleksandr Orlov, arrived in Barcelona to carry out a bloody sectarian purge—a searing episode first chronicled by George Orwell in Homage to Catalonia. After sending “Old Man” Berzin back to Moscow—STARIK had complained that Stalin was not sending enough arms to help the Republicans win the war—Orlov established a tribunal of espionage and high treason in Barcelona, which was soon working at full blast. Orlov’s victims included foreign volunteers too.26

Soviet-directed purges significantly undermined Republican morale. Even as Stalin’s agents tightened the political corkscrew, more Soviet advisers returned home every month. By 1938, the Soviet military presence in Spain had fallen to 250 men and Soviet arms shipments had slowed to a trickle. The fallout was predictable. Franco’s forces went from triumph to triumph, reaching the Mediterranean in April 1938 and splitting Republican Spain in two. Stalin responded not by cutting Madrid off but by recalling fifty more Soviet officers and doling out just enough aid to keep Juan Negrín’s government on life support. A cynic might conclude that Stalin’s goal in the Spanish Civil War had been not so much winning it as prolonging the fighting for as long as possible.27

In the case of China, we can say this without hesitation. New research in Soviet archives has unearthed the critical role Stalin played in reigniting the Sino-Japanese War in 1937. Tensions between Japan’s Kwantung Army and the Russians in the Far East had eased during the cease-fire years since 1933, despite periodic border incidents and covert Soviet support for anti-Japanese partisans in Manchukuo (occupied Manchuria). In March 1935, Stalin even agreed to sell Japan Russia’s old Manchurian Railway concession (which dated back to Tsarist times) for 140 million yen. The pause in fighting on the Japanese front had allowed Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalists to concentrate their fire on the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) forces, with the Kuomintang’s fifth encirclement campaign of September 1933 pushing the Communists into their Long March, which, though weakening Communist forces in the short run, made the reputation of Mao Zedong. In November 1935, Mao was named the new leader of the CCP, now based deep in the interior at Yan’an. The Manchurian war that had dominated the headlines in the early 1930s seemed, by 1936, to have devolved into a debilitating Chinese civil war—a war both the Soviets and the Japanese were content to observe from the sidelines.28

Then Stalin took a hand. On the surface, the Comintern’s new Popular Front doctrine offered the prospect of an Asian realignment, with Moscow brokering a truce between Chiang and Mao to unite China against Japanese aggression. Mao, weaker and more isolated, was willing to parley. He wrote to Chiang on August 25, 1936, proposing an “all-Chinese united government of national defense.” But Chiang, a former Soviet client who had broken with Stalin in 1927, rejected Mao’s olive branch. On December 12, 1936, Chiang was arrested (or kidnapped) by his own officers at Xi’an (Sian), who held him hostage and opened negotiations with Mao’s envoy, Zhou Enlai. Informed of Chiang’s capture, Mao sent a telegram to Moscow rejoicing at news of “the arrest of the mother of all criminals.” On December 15, the CCP requested that the Kuomintang mutineers “hand Chiang over to a people’s tribunal.” But Stalin insisted on Chiang’s release after Chiang agreed to release Communist prisoners and open a “second united front” against Japanese Manchukuo. In a pointed rejoinder to the Anti-Comintern Pact signed by Germany and Japan on November 25, 1936 (Italy would sign the following year), Stalin’s coup ensured, as S. C. M. Paine argues in a new study, that “Chinese not Russian soldiers would die fighting Japan.”29

If this was Stalin’s objective in December 1936, he succeeded brilliantly. Japan took the bait, responding to the united front—which appeared, in Japanese eyes, to herald a Communist takeover of China—by invading the Chinese mainland after a bloody skirmish at the Marco Polo Bridge on the outskirts of Beijing on July 7, 1937. By November, Japan had incurred 40,000 casualties (9,115 dead and 31,257 wounded). Chinese losses were heavier still, amounting to 187,200 in the first four months, including 70 percent of Chiang’s officers. Just as Stalin had hoped, it was the nationalists who did the fighting and dying against Japan, not Mao’s Communists.

Both Mao and Chiang had expected, reasonably enough, that the Red Army—250,000 strong in Mongolia and the Soviet Far East—would intervene after Stalin had helped reignite the war. But they badly misread Stalin’s foreign policy. His aim in opening a Chinese united front was not to waste his own strength fighting Japan, but to preserve it by prolonging the Sino-Japanese War. As Nelson T. Johnson, the US ambassador in China, observed in February 1938, with a far keener grasp of Soviet foreign policy than his gullible counterpart in Moscow, “Communist Russia expects to profit by the chaos that Japan is creating, and sees safety for itself in a Japan that is exhausting itself in China.”30

Just as in Spain, Stalin sent just enough arms and supplies to China to keep the war going. These included expendable Soviet-made fighters, heavy guns, machine guns, trucks, and even eighty-two light and medium tanks. But a more substantial commitment to Chiang, let alone outright Soviet military intervention, was not to be. By the time Shanghai fell to Japan in November 1937, Chiang’s diplomats in Moscow had grown desperate, demanding that Stalin intervene before it was too late. But the Vozhd, who had his own sleeper agent in Chiang’s camp (Commander General Chang Chih-Chung), saw no cause for desperate measures. On November 18, 1937, Stalin promised to send troops only if the collapse of the Chinese government was imminent.31

He was good to his word. Whenever nationalist forces were on the run, the Red Army would draw off enough Japanese forces to allow Chiang to recover; then Stalin would withdraw and let the Chinese and Japanese go back to slaughtering each other. Thus, after the Japanese swept up the Yangtze and threatened Wuhan, forcing Chiang to withdraw his headquarters and government upriver to Chungking, Stalin authorized an incursion south of Vladivostok, at the Soviet-Korean border town of Zhanggufeng. The Zhanggufeng incident of July 1938 spiraled into a real battle, pitting twenty-one thousand Red Army troops against three thousand Japanese. The Japanese held out for a month, long enough to force a postponement of their Yangtze campaign, before ceding the town. Stalin celebrated his victory at Lake Khasan, as the Russians called the battle, by deporting two hundred thousand Koreans from the region to Kazakhstan.32
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The same pattern emerged the following spring, after a series of Japanese victories threatened to open new flanks threatening Chungking from the north and south. Once again, Stalin authorized a limited incursion against Japanese Manchukuo in May 1939, this time on the western side of Soviet Mongolia.fn3 The initial Soviet provocation was small: a Mongolian cavalry regiment crossed the Khalkin-Gol River to graze their horses on the steppe, advancing twenty kilometers to the village of Nomonhan, before the Kwantung Army forced it back to the river. Before crossing back over to Soviet territory, the Mongolians opened fire. The Red Army’s Fifty-Seventh Special Corps brought in tanks and warplanes and, before long, a real firefight was underway.33

The border clash the Russians refer to as the Battle of Khalkin-Gol raged all summer 1939, though it was largely ignored by the Western press. Stalin took the battle seriously enough that he entrusted command to a brilliant young Tukhachevsky protégé, Georgii Zhukov. By late July, Zhukov had assembled a lethal mechanized force of fifty-eight thousand men, including hardened veterans of the Spanish Civil War, which deployed 500 tanks (mostly T-26s used in Spain and a few prototypes of modern Soviet BT-7 and T-34 tanks), 385 armored cars, and 400 warplanes. The Kwantung Army, commanded by General Michitarō Komatsubara, attacked Zhukov’s forces on July 1 and 23, both times failing. Zhukov then launched his own assault on August 20. Although the Japanese defenders inflicted heavy losses, Komatsubara had no anti-tank guns and little armor (one Japanese battalion commander tried to mount a Soviet BT-7 tank, kamikaze-style, with a sword; he did not succeed). In all, the Kwantung Army suffered 20,000 dead and 41,000 injured or captured out of 75,000 deployed—a casualty rate of 79 percent—against heavy but lesser Soviet losses of 7,974 killed and 15,251 wounded. Although war had never been declared, on September 15, 1939, Tokyo sued for peace. Zhukov was summoned to Moscow and awarded the “gold star of Hero of the Soviet Union.”34

Zhukov’s victory achieved a number of critical strategic objectives for Stalin. First, by providing relief to Chiang’s nationalist forces, it ensured that the Sino-Japanese War would continue. Chiang even launched a new offensive along the Yangtze River that winter (with predictable cynicism, after Zhukov’s victory Stalin curtailed Soviet arms shipments to China). Second, Komatsubara’s humiliating defeat all but finished off the Japanese Army faction that favored a northern strategy focused on Soviet Russia as the main enemy. The army’s “strike north” scheme, its main operational plan since the 1920s, had envisioned a “rapid conquest of Siberia as far west as Lake Baikal” in order to “eliminate the Communist threat to Asia.” This plan was now moot. The Japanese cabinet responsible for the Khalkin-Gol debacle fell on September 3, 1939.35

With Stalin disengaging, the Sino-Japanese War drew in other powers concerned about Japanese expansion, including Britain and the United States. This, in turn, strengthened the case of the Japanese Navy faction favoring a “strike south” strategy targeting British, Dutch, and American colonies in Southeast Asia. As Bullitt had written Roosevelt before being sacked, “It was the heartiest hope of the Soviet Government that the United States will become involved in a war with Japan.” By making obvious the failure of the army’s northern strategy and strengthening the hand of the navy faction in Tokyo, Zhukov’s triumph made such a war far more likely.36

By removing the Japanese threat to Siberia, Zhukov’s triumph also allowed Stalin to concentrate his forces in the west as war clouds gathered over Europe. Even as Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany had been fighting a proxy war in Spain and exchanging ideological salvos in public, Stalin and Hitler had maintained contact through back-channel intermediaries. At the Eighteenth Party Congress in Moscow on March 10, 1939, Stalin mocked the passive nonintervention policy of the Western capitalist powers in what he called the “Second Imperialist War.” The real reason Britain and France had offered Hitler the Sudetenland at Munich, Stalin argued, was “as the price for [Germany] to wage war against the Soviet Union.” A great “hullaballoo” was being raised in the Western press that Nazi Germany would soon be “marching on Soviet Ukraine.” But the Germans, Stalin guffawed, “are refusing to meet their bills [i.e., to invade the USSR] and are sending them to Hades.” To Hitler, Stalin declared defiantly that “we are not afraid of the threats of aggressors.” But to the Western capitalist powers—Britain, France, and the United States, which were all trying, in Stalin’s view, to maneuver him into war against Hitler—he issued a pointed warning that the USSR would not be “drawn into conflicts by warmongers who are accustomed to have others pull the chestnuts out of the fire for them.”37

Five days after Stalin’s “chestnuts” speech, Hitler ordered German troops to occupy Prague and the rest of Czechoslovakia. Enraged by Hitler’s betrayal of his Munich promise not to move beyond the Sudetenland, British opinion turned decisively against appeasement. On March 31, 1939, Chamberlain extended a security guarantee to Poland, endorsed by France. Just as Lenin had foretold, the rival capitalist blocs stood on the precipice of war. It would not be difficult for Stalin to make them turn their daggers against each other.
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II.



“HUGE AND HATEFUL”

The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact




5

Courting Hitler

IT WAS NO accident that Stalin distanced himself from collective security in March 1939, just as Britain got serious about it. The closer the Western powers and Hitler drew toward war over Poland, the harder it would be for Stalin to pretend that bringing about such a conflict was not his most cherished foreign policy objective. Litvinov’s collective security chatter had served a diplomatic purpose, but only as long as Stalin had not had to pledge the Soviets to intervene in a real armed conflict against Hitler—as Britain would surely now demand that he do—and to help Poland, one of Russia’s traditional enemies and a serious Soviet military opponent as recently as 1920.

A hint of the true face of Soviet foreign policy was provided immediately after Prime Minister Chamberlain proclaimed his fateful guarantee of “Polish independence” in the House of Commons on March 31, 1939—not, that is, of Poland’s territorial integrity, as neighbors with designs on Polish territory noticed. Chamberlain’s statement has received opprobrium over the years, much of it deserved. Hitler read the loose guarantee of Polish “independence” as a green light for adjusting Poland’s borders, even as Poland’s foreign minister, Józef Beck, took Chamberlain’s declaration as a “British blank check”—a solemn vow to intervene militarily if Germany threatened Poland’s independence. Both interpretations suffered from wishful thinking, enabled by Chamberlain’s poor choice of words. The upshot was the simultaneous encouragement of German diplomatic bullying and the stiffening of Polish resistance to it, which ratcheted up the odds of war.1

In fairness to Chamberlain, there were good reasons for the subtle wording. To have guaranteed the entirety of Polish territory—as Chamberlain’s critics have often insisted he should have done—would have been to recognize the opportunistic Polish seizure of Teschen from the Czechs two days after Munich—an act of territorial larceny that, like Hungary’s seizure of southern Slovakia, had played a role in the destruction of Czechoslovakia that Hitler had just completed.fn1 Poland, as Chamberlain knew, had signed a nonaggression pact with Nazi Germany in January 1934 as a hedge against Soviet aggression. Foreign Minister Beck had visited the Führer’s mountain retreat at Berchtesgaden as recently as January 5, 1939, where Hitler had proposed a deal to compensate Warsaw with more territory at Czech expense (Carpatho-Ruthenia, in today’s Ukraine) in exchange for Poland turning over Danzig (Gdańsk) and the Polish corridor to Germany. Beck, though happy to pocket Teschen in the wake of Munich, was now having second thoughts, and he refused. However alarming Hitler’s recent behavior had been—from his bullying of Chamberlain at Munich, to the brutal, state-enabled Kristallnacht pogrom against Jews and Jewish-owned businesses carried out across Germany on November 9–10, 1938, to the occupation of Prague on March 15—Poland was not blameless in the Czechoslovakian tragedy.2

Personally affronted as he was by Hitler’s move into Prague, Chamberlain had to consider opinion in the cabinet and the Commons. The Liberal and Labour opposition, however wary of Hitler and Nazism, were reluctant to be drawn into war against Germany by a Tory government. The Tories in Chamberlain’s cabinet, including the foreign secretary, Viscount Halifax, were no less leery. An unconditional guarantee of Poland’s integrity would have pleased the gung-ho Winston Churchill, but his belligerent anti-Hitler stance was still a minority position in the party, as had been made clear by Churchill’s exclusion from the last two Tory cabinets (including this one). Moreover, a commitment to defend Poland at all costs would—like an invitation for Churchill to join the cabinet—have been understood by Hitler as a virtual commitment to fight. For this reason, Chamberlain could not have issued one without risking the collapse of his government.
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Seeking political and diplomatic cover, Chamberlain had tried to enlist not only French but also Soviet support for a statement guaranteeing Polish independence. Despite his own misgivings about Stalin, Chamberlain had arranged a meeting with Ivan Maisky, the Soviet ambassador to London, in the hope of extracting a Soviet endorsement. Carefully, Maisky had told Chamberlain that he might say “on his own authority” that the USSR “appreciated the principles” embodied in a statement regarding Poland, so long as he did not quote Maisky, Litvinov, or Stalin as having done so on the record. But even this qualified endorsement of Chamberlain’s Polish guarantee was rescinded when Litvinov informed the British ambassador to Moscow, Sir William Seeds, on April 1, 1939, that Maisky had been “misunderstood” and that Chamberlain’s statement on Poland was “not at all appreciated.” Britain, Litvinov told Seeds, “could pursue [its] own policy: the Soviet Government would stand aside.” As if to underscore Moscow’s distance from the Western powers over Poland, three days later the Soviet news agency TASS emphatically denied a French news report “that the Soviet Union has undertaken or promised to undertake to supply Poland in the event of war with war materials and to deny its raw materials market to Germany.” The truth was that “the Soviet Union has given no such promise and assumed no such obligation.” So much for the supposed Soviet commitment to collective security.3

Still, despite his own deep-seated hostility toward Poland, for diplomatic reasons Stalin could not simply cast off all disguise. On April 17, 1939, he authorized Litvinov to discuss the possibility of a mutual assistance pact with Britain and France. Significantly, however, Litvinov instructed Maisky to “leave the initiative to the British and French.” In a sign of the bad faith with which he viewed the Western powers, Stalin that very same day authorized his ambassador in Berlin, A. F. Merekalov, to visit the German Foreign Ministry in order to reassure the German state secretary, Richard von Weizsäcker, that Stalin’s foreign policy was in no way anti-German. Weizsäcker assured Merekalov that there was “no reason why [Russia] should not live with us on a normal footing. And from normal [our] relations might become better and better.”4

For all that Neville Chamberlain has been abused for naiveté in his reading of Hitler, it is worth noting here that the British prime minister was perfectly justified in his wariness of Stalin. Soviet Russia, Chamberlain wrote his sister on March 26, was “both hated and respected by many of the smaller States, notably by Poland, Romania, and Finland.” After the Russians disowned his March 31 statement on Poland, the prime minister concluded, with justification, that the USSR did not have “the same aims and objects as we have, or any sympathy with democracy as such. She is afraid of Germany and Japan, and would be delighted to see other people fight them.”5

The beleaguered Édouard Daladier government in Paris received no better treatment in Moscow. France’s military attaché in the city, Colonel August Antoine Palasse, had been trying to cultivate contacts in the Soviet high command for two years. Although France had been, theoretically, a Soviet ally since 1935, Palasse was not even allowed to attend Red Army maneuvers. As a disgruntled Colonel Palasse reported to Paris, Stalin’s spy chief Lavrenty Beria had placed him under “round the clock NKVD surveillance” in June and July 1938 because, to furnish intelligence requested in Paris as the Czechoslovak crisis was breaking, he had been asking too many questions about the Soviet military posture. On April 13, 1939, as the showdown over Poland was heating up, Palasse visited the Soviet Defense Ministry to request an urgent audience. He was rebuffed without explanation. After being rebuked by his superiors for failing to furnish decent intelligence on the Red Army, Palasse reminded the French high command, in a plaintive report filed on April 19, that “I assumed my post here in an atmosphere of revolutionary terror, a terror which has still not ceased today, and which renders it all but impossible to enter into genuine relations with Soviet military personalities.” Palasse added drily that “relations between our two countries have not been, in general, of a nature tending to facilitate my mission.”6

Although Stalin’s government had been dropping lumps of coal into French and British laps all winter, the first sign of a genuine revolution in Soviet foreign policy came on April 27, 1939, when Litvinov and Maisky were summoned to Moscow for consultation. A dramatic scene was enacted in the Kremlin, as Litvinov came in for vicious abuse at the hands of Vyacheslav M. Scriabin (Bolshevik name Molotov, meaning “hammer”), the chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars. The hammer to Stalin’s “steel” during the Great Terror years, Molotov had worked closely with the Vozhd, drawing up purge lists and death quotas: they cosigned 3,167 execution orders on a single day (November 12, 1938). “The atmosphere,” Maisky later recalled, was “as tense as it could get. Molotov became violent, colliding with Litvinov incessantly, accusing him of every kind of mortal sin.” Stalin “puff[ed] at his pipe” during Molotov’s tirade, making clear to Maisky that Molotov, an Old Bolshevik and unsentimental foreign policy opportunist, was now in favor.7

Next week, the hammer came down. On the night of May 3, 1939, the Soviet Foreign Ministry on Kuznetsky Most was surrounded by NKVD troops in a blunt coup that saw Litvinov and his top appointees physically removed from the premises, along with virtually all Jewish employees. As Molotov recalled, Stalin had ordered him to “purge the [Foreign] Ministry of Jews.” Not only was Stalin jettisoning Litvinov’s policy of anti-Hitler collective security, but he was extending an anti-Semitic olive branch to the Nazis by purging Jews from the Soviet foreign policy establishment and turning it over to a gentile, Molotov. Stalin was courting Hitler.8

Hitler got the message. On May 5, Hitler’s propaganda chief, Joseph Goebbels, issued instructions that Nazi journalists should suspend their “sharp attacks on the Soviet Union until they received new instructions.” Addressing his army commanders on May 23, Hitler hinted at a possible deal with Stalin but warned that “economic relations with Russia would only be possible, once political relations have improved.” Ideally, Hitler wanted an improvement in political relations without having to give away anything in return, such as a renunciation of the Anti-Comintern Pact with Italy and Japan. Yet, as the German ambassador in Moscow, Schulenburg, informed State Secretary Weizsäcker on May 22, Molotov had already made clear to him that merely reopening trade talks “was not a sufficient political gesture and that he wanted a thorough-going offer of a political nature from us.”9

Stalin was careful not to seem too eager. Meeting Hitler halfway, Molotov declared himself willing to open talks, so long as they appeared to be purely economic—and thus should be conducted by Stalin’s trade commissar, the Armenian Old Bolshevik Anastas Mikoyan—rather than political, which would have been his own responsibility. In this way, Molotov could preserve plausible deniability that he was dealing with Hitler and maintain flexibility vis-à-vis Britain and France. Far from welcoming Molotov’s hot potato, Mikoyan was even cooler to the Germans, laying down strict conditions before he would open state-level trade negotiations. These conditions, he informed Stalin on June 19, 1939, the Germans had yet to satisfy.10

German-Soviet trade discussions were no mere red herring. In economic terms, both countries needed each other, and the stakes were high. Stalin’s armament drive had stimulated voracious demand for machine tools and engineering know-how, areas in which German firms excelled. Hitler’s own armament efforts had ratcheted up German demand for oil, manganese, cotton, and grain, all of which the Soviets produced in abundance. Rubber stocks were perilously low in Germany, sufficient for only two to three months in case of war. Although Russia did not produce rubber, it had ready access to Asian supplies, which might prove critical in the case of a British blockade of Germany. It was the same story with steel and nickel: if supplies of iron ore from the Gällivare mines of Sweden and the Petsamo nickel combines in Finland were disrupted across the Baltic, German mass production of panzers and warplanes would be impossible. Little wonder the German Office for Economic Development concluded that “making our greater economic sphere blockade-proof can only be achieved through close economic cooperation with Russia.”11

Mikoyan and Molotov were playing hard to get. Behind the scenes, though, Stalin was moving toward a genuine political realignment with Berlin. Molotov instructed his diplomats to drop hints that Stalin might be interested in territorial changes after all. Thus on June 15, Georgi Astakhov, the Soviet chargé d’affaires in Berlin, mooted a Polish partition to the Bulgarian minister in Berlin, Parvan Draganov, who was known to be friendly with the Germans. On several occasions that June, Soviet diplomats asked their British and French counterparts about their attitude toward Soviet encroachment into the three Baltic states—Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania—the idea being that sending in the Red Army might help deter Hitlerian aggression. On June 2, Molotov handed the British and French ambassadors a draft agreement, under which the Soviets might provide mutual assistance to smaller European states under “threat of aggression by a European power.” To deter Stalin, on June 7, Latvia and Estonia signed nonaggression treaties with Germany, joining Lithuania, which had signed one back in March. On three separate occasions that June, Soviet officials in the Berlin embassy broached the subject of Bessarabia—the area of coastal Romania abutting the Danube delta that had belonged to Tsarist Russia—with German diplomats. The hint was not subtle: Stalin was in the market for territory.12

Still, he was in no rush. As summer wore on, it became clear that Germany’s ardor for a deal was much stronger than Russia’s. Every day brought a possible armed clash with Poland closer for Hitler, and dry summer weather would not last forever (the Wehrmacht’s ideal launch date was August 26). Hitler’s Polish war plans, along with his acute economic vulnerability, were well known to Stalin, who had a highly placed mole in the German embassy in Warsaw. Meanwhile, although the battle raging at Khalkin-Gol kept Soviet forces tied down all summer, the dramatic failure of Japan to break through on July 23 eased the strategic pressure on Moscow. The longer the diplomatic picture in Europe was unclear, the greater leverage Stalin enjoyed over Hitler.13

Emboldened by Zhukov’s stand in Manchuria, Stalin authorized a tentative approach to the Germans in Berlin. On July 26, Astakhov, the Soviet chargé d’affaires, met with the German legation counselor and trade expert Karl Schnurre at a Berlin restaurant. Astakhov became animated as he assailed German forward policy in “the Baltic states, Finland, and Romania,” which “left the Soviet government with the feeling of being under threat.” As Schnurre reported, the Russian had shown “especially strong interest in the Romanian question.” Astakhov also asked if Germany had designs on the “Galician and Ukrainian” parts of Poland. Schnurre assured Astakhov that Germany had “no policy on the Ukrainian question which threatened Soviet interests.” Schnurre proposed a three-stage plan: a new commercial treaty, followed by “the normalization and improvement of political relations,” and then a Rapallo-style alliance treaty. Astakhov promised that he would “report this to Moscow.”14

The Germans interpreted Astakhov’s remarks as an invitation. With Stalin expecting to receive a British-French delegation in August, the clock was ticking. The stakes were high enough that Hitler’s trusted Nazi foreign minister, the former champagne salesman Joachim von Ribbentrop, stepped in to speed things along. If Stalin negotiated with Hitler in good faith, Ribbentrop told Astakhov over dinner on August 2, “there was no problem from the Baltic to the Black Sea that could not be solved between the two of us.” Unlike the democratic powers, Ribbentrop boasted, Nazi Germany “did not need to pay heed to vacillating public opinion” and could settle foreign affairs “on solid ground.” In this spirit, Ribbentrop assured the Russian that “there was room for two of us on the Baltic.” Ribbentrop also “dropped a gentle hint at coming to an agreement with Russia on the fate of Poland.” The next move was up to Stalin.15

In a sign of the convergence of thinking in Berlin and Moscow, Molotov called on Ambassador Schulenburg the next day, even before Schulenburg had learned of Ribbentrop’s meeting with Astakhov in Berlin. Schulenburg, a career diplomat, was less frank than Ribbentrop, promising simply that Soviet interests in Poland would be respected, along with the “integrity” of the Baltic states. This time, it was Molotov’s turn to be blunt. “At the mention of the Baltic states,” Schulenburg reported to Ribbentrop, “Molotov was interested in learning what States we meant by the term and whether Lithuania was one of them.” Molotov and Ribbentrop were both mooting a carve up of Eastern Europe.16

Even so, Stalin was in no hurry. With the German desperation for a deal now clear, the Russians could use Paris and London to ratchet up pressure on Berlin. Although rumors were swirling around the Moscow embassy circuit, the evidence we have suggests that the Chamberlain and Daladier governments had no idea how close the two dictators were to working out a deal. If they had, they would surely have shown more urgency in dispatching their joint diplomatic mission to Russia, headed by the British admiral Reginald Drax and French general Joseph Doumenc. Significantly, Drax and Doumenc did not fly to Moscow, traveling instead aboard an old steamer called the City of Exeter, which took six days to reach Russia.17

Because the Allied mission was unhurried and relatively low-level, it is usually dismissed by historians as unserious, with its amateurishness confirming Stalin’s contemptuous view of the Western powers and giving him strategic (if deeply amoral) grounds for negotiating with Hitler. But this is not really fair to the Allies, and certainly not to the French, who took the mission more seriously than the British did. Unlike his British counterpart Drax, Doumenc was given full legal authority by the French government to negotiate a binding military agreement with Moscow. Prior to leaving for Russia on August 5, Doumenc was briefed by Prime Minister Daladier, Foreign Minister Georges-Étienne Bonnet, and the chief of the General Staff, General Maurice Gamelin. What France needed in case war broke out with Germany over Poland, Gamelin informed Doumenc, was for the USSR to “undertake nothing against Poland [or] Romania … but rather to aid these, our allies, or rather our future allies, if they request [this aid]—that is, by offering aerial support, fuel, and logistical support.” In other words, France wanted Stalin to help Russia’s neighbors instead of invading them. That he felt the need to emphasize this point suggests that Gamelin suspected Stalin was more likely to exploit a conflict by invading Poland and Romania than to aid them.18

These suspicions were brutally confirmed after Doumenc and Drax arrived in Moscow on August 12, when Stalin and Molotov refused even to receive them. The task was left instead to Stalin’s defense commissar, Marshal Kliment Voroshilov, a political hack who had personally signed 185 death lists during the Great Terror. Voroshilov approached the talks in bad faith but good humor. Abandoning any pretense about collective security, Voroshilov demanded, over and over, permission to send Soviet troops into northern and southern Poland and into Romania if the French and British declared war on Germany because Hitler invaded Poland—basically to invade the USSR’s western neighbors. Doumenc tried to finesse things by predicting that Poland and Romania, if invaded by Germany, “would readily assent if you came to their aid.” At this, Voroshilov scoffed that “it is not at all clear that [Poland and Romania] will consent.” When Drax conceded that Stalin would indeed need permission from the Poles before invading Poland, Voroshilov said he was “very sorry to learn that the military missions of Britain and France did not pose these questions themselves and have not brought us a definitive answer.” Doumenc was game enough to send an envoy to Warsaw on August 17 to ask if the Poles would permit Stalin to invade Poland if Germany attacked (the answer was no). The unfortunate fact, Doumenc reported to Gamelin, was that Stalin would not “consider any military agreement” until permission was granted for Soviet troops “to enter Polish and Romanian territory.”19

Exploiting his visitors’ desperation, Voroshilov pumped them for information on Allied military dispositions. Drax and Doumenc dutifully shared with the Russian marshal a detailed map of France’s Maginot Line and the mobilization timetable of England’s underwhelming expeditionary force to Europe. When Doumenc asked, on August 14, for reciprocal intelligence about Soviet dispositions, Voroshilov refused unless the Allies told him whether Stalin would “be allowed to send troops through the Vilensky corridor”—by which he meant the diagonal strip of the Vilna (Vilnius) district in northeastern Poland, although claimed by Lithuania—“and through Galicia [into southern Poland], and into Romania.” Absent such guarantees, the discussion would remain “of no immediate importance,” giving no cause for Voroshilov to volunteer sensitive military information.20

So uninterested were the Russians in what Drax and Doumenc were offering that as early as August 14, on the second day of talks with the British and French, Molotov issued instructions for his diplomats to open talks with the Germans on not only “the pending economic negotiations” but also “the Polish question.” Significantly, he insisted that these talks take place in Moscow.21

Molotov’s proposal to open political talks shows that Stalin was just as interested in a deal as Hitler, even if the latter was more pressed for time by his military timetable. At 8 p.m. on August 15, Ambassador Schulenburg called on Molotov. His instructions from Berlin were blunt and broad. In addition to what Ribbentrop had told the Russians earlier about German willingness to settle questions pertaining to “the Baltic Sea, the Baltic area, Poland,” Ribbentrop added the hint of an agreement on Romania (under the heading “Southeastern questions, etc.”) and asked that Molotov request “an audience with Stalin” for the German foreign minister. To all this Molotov assented, while adding a twist. With an eye on the influence Germany might be able to exert on Japan, whose forces were locked in battle with Zhukov at Khalkin-Gol, Molotov asked “where things stood with the idea of [the USSR] concluding a Non-Aggression Pact [with Japan]? Was the German government sympathetically inclined towards the idea?” Schulenburg reported these remarks verbatim to Ribbentrop in Berlin.22

Hitler was delighted. On August 16, Ribbentrop wired Schulenburg that “Germany is ready to conclude a nonaggression pact with the Soviet Union, and, if the Soviet Government so desires, one which would be irrevocable for a term of twenty-five years.” Ribbentrop promised to settle Baltic questions to Stalin’s satisfaction and to “exercise influence for an improvement … of Russian-Japanese relations.” He was ready to “come by plane to Moscow any time after Friday, August 18, to deal on the basis of full power from the Führer with the entire complex of German-Russian questions and, if the occasion arises, to sign the appropriate treaties.”23

Stalin needed only Hitler’s word to move forward. After receiving a preliminary German draft on August 18 for a nonaggression pact lasting twenty-five years, Molotov prepared a counter draft on August 19 that, in a sign of Stalin’s strategic restlessness, shortened the duration to five years. Hinting at possible Soviet designs on neighboring countries, Molotov added a clause stipulating that Germany and the USSR must refrain from supporting any “third country” pressed into hostilities with either power. Molotov concluded his counter draft by stipulating that the nonaggression treaty must be made conditional on the signing of a “special protocol … covering the points in which the High Contracting Parties are interested in the field of foreign policy.”24

In Molotov’s August 19 draft lies a critical clue to Stalin’s thinking. Whereas Hitler, with a Polish war on the horizon, wanted as simple and sweeping a nonaggression pact as possible, Stalin wanted to keep his foreign policy options open, by shortening the pact’s duration (by a factor of five) while also demanding a heavy price up front. Far from wishing to forestall a European war between Germany and the Western powers, Stalin’s aim was to ensure that it would break out. According to a controversial transcript of Stalin’s remarks on this very day, first published in translation in 1939 and later discovered in the Russian archives, the Vozhd told Molotov that, if he cut a deal with England and France, “Germany will back off and seek a modus vivendi with the Western Powers.” By contrast, if Molotov “accept[ed] Germany’s proposal and conclude[d] a nonaggression pact with her,” Stalin predicted that Germany “will certainly attack Poland, and the intervention of England and France is then unavoidable.” From the Communist perspective, the latter scenario—a bloody war in which the capitalist power blocs sought to destroy each other—was much better than peace. It was, Stalin explained, “in the interests of the USSR, the Land of the Toilers, that war breaks out between the Reich and the capitalist Anglo-French bloc.” The only danger was that one bloc might defeat the other too quickly, before they had bled each other sufficiently. “Everything should be done,” Stalin continued, “so that [the war] drags out as long as possible with the goal of weakening both sides.” Viewing the Western capitalist powers, led by arch-imperialist Britain, as the stronger side, Stalin argued that the “task” of Soviet foreign policy, for now, “consists in helping Germany”—that is, signing a pact with Berlin. With the Japanese conflict in the Far East still unsettled, the USSR should strive to stay out of the European war for as long as possible, “while being able to hope for our own timely entrance into war.”fn2, 25

With Molotov having given the green light for Ribbentrop to come to Moscow, all that remained to work out was the timing. True to Molotov’s formula, a German-Soviet economic agreement was inked first, at 2 a.m. on Sunday, August 20, under which the Soviets would supply Hitler with at least 240 million Reichsmarks’ worth of raw materials over the next two years (mostly oil, cotton, manganese, and rubber), in exchange for an equivalent value in German manufactures and technology transfer. This sum was a mere baseline: the goal was to ramp up bilateral trade to 1 billion Reichsmarks per year. Sunday afternoon, Hitler requested that Ribbentrop be received in Moscow on either Tuesday or the following day. In a wire to “the Chancellor of the German Reich” sent Monday evening, Stalin welcomed “the assent of the German Government to the conclusion of a non-aggression pact” and agreed to receive Ribbentrop on Wednesday, August 23.26

The scene at Moscow’s Khodynka Aerodrome that day was striking. Along the runway, swastikas fluttered alongside the ubiquitous hammer and sickle banners of the Soviet Union. The swastikas had been requisitioned, as Roger Moorhouse notes in The Devils’ Alliance, from “local film studios, where they had recently been used for anti-Nazi propaganda films.” No less jarring was the musical accompaniment, with a Soviet military band serenading Ribbentrop with “Deutschland über alles,” before switching over to the socialist “Internationale.” More ominous were the handshakes of secret policemen. As one German diplomat observed, “Look how the Gestapo officers are shaking hands with their counterparts of the NKVD and how they are all smiling at each other. They’re obviously delighted finally to be able to collaborate. But watch out! This will be disastrous, especially when they start exchanging files.”27

The Russians spared no expense laying out the welcome mat for Ribbentrop. The greatest honor was the presence of Stalin, who almost never received foreign visitors. In a revealing contrast with the feeble show put on for the British and French envoys, still cooling their heels up the road,fn3 Soviet-German talks began immediately after the Germans arrived at the highest level, with Stalin and Molotov receiving Schulenburg and Ribbentrop. Hitler, camped out by the phone in Berchtesgaden and planning to move against Poland within days, needed a deal as soon as possible. Stalin, knowing the leverage was his, was inclined to give it to Hitler—for a price.28

Booze flowed freely as the four men worked out the details of their pact. Molotov drank to Ribbentrop’s health, Ribbentrop to Stalin’s, and Stalin proposed a toast to Hitler, assuring his guests that “I know how much the German people loves its Führer.” In a revealing aside, Molotov traced the diplomatic revolution of the present moment back to Stalin’s “chestnuts” speech to the Eighteenth Party Congress in March—a speech that, he realized now, had been “well understood in Germany.” Everyone agreed heartily with Stalin’s cynical jibe that the Anti-Comintern Pact had “frightened principally the City of London and the small British merchants.” Ribbentrop chimed in that “Stalin will yet join the Anti-Comintern Pact.” As to the conclusion of a nonaggression pact, the only disagreement was over the duration, with Ribbentrop angling for a symbolic number like one hundred years and Stalin whittling him down to a more plausible ten.29

As for the fate of Poland and Eastern Europe, there was surprisingly little friction. Molotov and Stalin raised no objection when Ribbentrop informed them ominously that “the German people would no longer put up with Polish provocation.” All the Russians wanted was their fair share of territory “in the event of a territorial and political rearrangement of the areas belonging to the Polish state,” with the dividing line “bounded approximately by the line of the rivers Narew, Vistula, and San.” Far from a token sliver of Poland, the Soviet zone was larger than the German one (although the share of Poland’s population was smaller). The Baltic area was divided, in the pact’s “secret protocols,” into “spheres of influence.” In a sign of Stalin’s superior leverage, the Soviet sphere included all of Finland, Estonia, and Latvia; the German one had only Lithuania. Stalin and Molotov declared a Soviet “interest” in Bessarabia. “The Führer accepts,” Ribbentrop declared, “that the eastern part of Poland and Bessarabia as well as Finland, Estonia, and Latvia, up to the river Dvina, all fall within the Soviet sphere of influence.” There was some haggling over the Soviet-German frontier on the Baltic; Stalin insisted he needed Libau (Liepāja) and Windau (Ventspils). Hitler, by telephone from Berchtesgaden, agreed. The only discord came when Ribbentrop proposed a flowery expression of Nazi-Soviet friendship. “Do you not think we should take a little more account of public opinion in both our countries?” Stalin asked, reminding Ribbentrop that “for many years now, we have been pouring buckets of shit over each other’s heads.”30

In this way, the destinies of millions of people, from the Arctic Ocean to the Danube delta, were settled by four tipsy men in the Kremlin. Seldom has a nonaggression pact been more transparent in furthering armed aggression. The territorial protocols of the Moscow Pact signed by Molotov and Ribbentrop on August 23, 1939, to be sure, remained secret. But the nonaggression clauses were published proudly in Pravda the next morning and trumpeted aloud in Berlin, suggesting that Poland was in serious danger—although only from German attack; the idea that Stalin might also invade was scarcely suspected, least of all in Warsaw.fn4 While Hitler kept Britain and France occupied after they declared war on Germany and vice versa, the USSR could expand its borders westward, at small risk of outside intervention, while enjoying immense economic leverage over the Germans. Small wonder Stalin told Zhukov that he “had twisted Hitler around his finger.”31

It was true that the price of Stalin’s strategic coup was an unsightly agreement with Hitler, which Molotov was now enjoined to justify. In a speech before the Supreme Soviet on August 31, 1939, laying down the Comintern line, Molotov blamed the European war about to break out on the British, who had tried—but, mercifully, failed—to “embroil Germany and Soviet Russia in war, in order to kill two birds with one stone.” Instead, the Soviets had turned the table on the Western imperialist powers with their “peaceful” nonaggression pact. Anyone who criticized this pact, Molotov instructed Communists all over the world to say, was a “warmonger, trying to bring about a global bloodbath.”32

Despite the degree of difficulty involved in dissembling like this, the benefits of the Moscow Pact for Communism were obvious. The capitalist world would soon be embroiled in a terrible war, and the USSR would be able to spread its territory substantially westward against seemingly helpless foes. All Stalin needed to do was ensure that neither Germany nor its opponents secured a decisive advantage. Once the two sides had exhausted themselves in a death struggle, the path would be clear for the armies of Communism to march in and seize the capitalist world by the throat.
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