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This study of Stalin as warlord and peacemaker began life as an investigation of
the Soviet role in the Grand Alliance of the Second World War. The aim was to
explore how the Grand Alliance emerged and developed, the way Stalin,
Churchill, Roosevelt and Truman fought their diplomatic and political battles,
and why the coalition collapsed after the Second World War. That aim remains
a central strand of this book but in 2001–2002 I conducted a study of the battle
of Stalingrad that made me grapple more extensively with the military dimen-
sions of Stalin’s war leadership.1 I also became more interested in Soviet
domestic politics and in the social history of the Stalin regime in the 1940s. The
result is the present book – a detailed and sustained study of Stalin’s military and
political leadership in the final and most important phase of his life and career.

Baldly stated, my conclusions are threefold. First, that Stalin was a very
effective and highly successful war leader. He made many mistakes and
pursued brutal policies that resulted in the deaths of millions of people but
without his leadership the war against Nazi Germany would probably have
been lost. Churchill, Hitler, Mussolini, Roosevelt – they were all replaceable as
warlords, but not Stalin. In the context of the horrific war on the Eastern
Front, Stalin was indispensable to the Soviet victory over Nazi Germany.
Second, that Stalin worked hard to make the Grand Alliance a success and
wanted to see it continue after the war. While his policies and actions
undoubtedly contributed to the outbreak of the cold war, his intentions were
otherwise, and he strove in the late 1940s and early 1950s to revive détente
with the west. Third, that Stalin’s postwar domestic regime was very different
to the Soviet system of the prewar years. It was less repressive, more national-
istic, and not so dependent on Stalin’s will and whimsy for its everyday func-
tioning. It was a system in transition to the relatively more relaxed social and
political order of post-Stalin times. The process of ‘destalinisation’ began
while Stalin was still alive, although the cult of his personality reigned
supreme in the Soviet Union until the day he died.

Preface and Acknowledgements
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This portrait of Stalin as the greatest of war leaders, as a man who
preferred peace to cold war, and as a politician who presided over a process
of postwar domestic reform will not be to everyone’s taste. There are some
for whom the only acceptable image is Stalin the evil dictator who brought
nothing but woe to the world. This is the mirror-image of the Stalin cult –
the dictator as devil not deity. It is a picture of Stalin that pays perverse
homage to his abilities as a political leader. Certainly, Stalin was a skilled
politician, an intelligent ideologue and a superb administrator. He was also
a quietly charismatic figure who personally dominated everyone who came
into close contact with him. But Stalin was not superhuman. He miscalcu-
lated, misperceived, and allowed himself to be misled by his own dogma. He
was not always clear about what he wanted or how he wanted events to
develop. He was as capricious as he was calculating and frequently took deci-
sions that worked against his own best interests. The other thing this book
does is to cut Stalin down to human size. This is not to deny the tumultuous
times in which he lived nor to underrate the momentous or awful nature of
many of his actions. But I do suggest that Stalin was more ordinary, and
therefore all the more extraordinary in his impact, than either his devotees
or his denouncers imagine. This normalisation of Stalin carries with it the
danger of making his many crimes seem commonplace. That is not my
intention and I have tried to provide as many details as I can of the
murderous activities of Stalin and his regime. But this book is not a cata-
logue of Stalin’s crimes. Its goal is greater understanding of Stalin. As my
colleague Mark Harrison has argued, we can undertake that task without fear
of moral hazard and having achieved greater understanding we can
condemn Stalin even more if we want to.2 To me, however, the lesson of
Stalin’s rule is not a simple morality tale about a paranoid, vengeful and
bloodthirsty dictator. It is a story of a powerful politics and ideology that
strove for both utopian and totalitarian ends. Stalin was an idealist prepared
to use whatever violence it took to impose his will and achieve his goals. In
the titanic struggle with Hitler his methods were unpalatable but effective,
and perhaps unavoidable if victory was to be secured. Equally, Stalin’s ambi-
tions were limited; he was a realist and a pragmatist as well as an ideologue,
a leader prepared to compromise, adapt and change, as long as it did not
threaten the Soviet system or his own power.

As Robert H. McNeal, one of Stalin’s greatest biographers, said: there is no
point ‘in trying to rehabilitate Stalin. The established impression that he
slaughtered, tortured, imprisoned and oppressed on a grand scale is not in
error. On the other hand, it is impossible to understand this immensely gifted
politician by attributing solely to him all the crimes and suffering of his era,
or to conceive him simply as a monster and a mental case.’3 The aim of this
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book is not to rehabilitate Stalin but to re-vision him. In these pages you will
find many Stalins: despot and diplomat, soldier and statesman, rational
bureaucrat and paranoid politician. They add up to a complex and contradic-
tory picture of a highly talented dictator who created and controlled a system
that was strong enough to survive the ultimate test of total war. The failure in
the long run of the Stalinist system should not blind us to its virtues, not least
its vital role in winning the war against Hitler. Rather than trumpet the west’s
victory in the cold war we should remember the Soviet Union’s role in
preserving the long postwar peace.

A book such as this would not have been possible without the enormous
accretion of knowledge that has resulted from the opening up of the Soviet
archives in the last 15 years – directly in terms of archival access or through
the publication of thousands of new documents from the archives. Lytton
Strachey complained that ‘the history of the Victorian Age will never be
written: we know too much about it’.4 Faced with the mountain of new
evidence on Stalin and his era, I now know how he felt. Strachey’s solution
to his dilemma was to compose a series of debunking portraits of eminent
Victorians. I have adopted a similar strategy except that I want to demystify
Stalin rather than debunk him. This is not a conventional biography but it
does present an intimate portrait of Stalin as a political leader. I have also
tried to allow Stalin to speak with his own voice so that readers can form
their own impressions and judgements of him. Even so, the research task was
enormous. But, thankfully, there was help at hand from the galaxy of distin-
guished scholars who have tackled many aspects of Stalin and his times. I
include among their number people like McNeal who wrote in the pre-
archival era and relied mainly on public sources such as Stalin’s speeches,
newspaper articles and the bare record of events. One thing that my research
in the Russian archives has taught me is the importance of using the public
as well as the confidential Soviet sources. Most of what Stalin was thinking
and doing you can read all about in the Soviet newspapers. The challenge
facing historians is to integrate and combine such traditional sources with
the new ones from the Russian archives. That means, too, the resuscitation
of the vast body of scholarship from the days when the Soviet Union still
existed and archival access was blocked. The works of McNeal, Isaac
Deutscher, John Erickson, William McCagg, Paulo Spriano, Alexander Werth
and others are an invaluable resource that we cannot afford to ignore. The
old scholarship is venerable but not outdated.

My own research in the Russian archives concentrated on my specialist field
of foreign policy and international relations. My research in Moscow was
supported and facilitated by Professor Alexander Chubar’yan’s Institute of
General History in the Russian Academy of Sciences, in particular by my dear
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friends in the War and Geopolitics section, headed by Professor Oleg
Rzheshevskii and Dr Mikhail Myagkov. I owe very special thanks to Dr Sergey
Listikov who has helped me in innumerable ways during the past 10 years.

Among the many friends and colleagues working in the same field with
whom I have swapped ideas and materials are: Lev Bezymenskii, Michael
Carley, Aleksei Filitov, Martin Folly, David Glantz, Kathleen Harriman, David
Holloway, Caroline Kennedy-Pipe, Jochen Laufer, Mel Leffler, Eduard Mark,
Evan Mawdsley, Vladimir Nevezhin, Alexander Orlov, Vladimir Pechatnov,
Silvio Pons, Alexander Pozdeev, Vladimir Poznyakov, Robert Service, Teddy
Uldricks, Geoffrey Warner and the late Derek Watson. I am immensely grateful
to them all. Albert Resis read virtually the whole manuscript and tried to save
me from as many mistakes as he could. I hope I have not betrayed his magnifi-
cent labour on my behalf. I benefited greatly, too, from the comments of theYale
University Press reviewers. A big thanks to my friend and teacher, Svetlana
Frolova, for checking my transliterations and for advising on some translations.

In institutional terms I have, above all, to thank my employers University
College Cork for granting me the privilege of several terms of sabbatical leave
so that I could conduct research in Britain, the United States and Russia. The
Arts Faculty at UCC has been an indispensable source of funding for my
research trips, including the award in 2000 of the faculty’s coveted research
achievement prize. In September 2001 I made my first trip to the United
States, courtesy of a short-term grant from the Kennan Institute for Advanced
Russian Studies. This enabled me to do extensive research on the invaluable
Harriman Papers in the Library of Congress in Washington, DC. In 2004–2005
I was awarded a Senior Research Fellowship by the Irish Research Council for
Humanities and Social Sciences. During this sabbatical the Fulbright
Commission granted me an award that allowed me to spend three months at
Harvard University. At Harvard I was the guest of Mark Kramer and the Cold
War Studies Program of the Davis Center for Russian Studies. Mark’s prodi-
gious researches in Russia’s archives have been an inspiration to us all and his
program has accumulated thousands of reels of microfilm of Soviet archives,
many of which I was able to work on during my time at Harvard.

I have presented a number of conference and seminar papers on my
research, and special mention must be made of the annual meetings of the
British International History Group, occasions that have allowed me to share
my thinking with fellow International History specialists. The Moscow
conference circuit was opened up to me by Professor Gabriel Gorodetsky in
1995 and the benefit in terms of ideas and contacts has been immeasurable.
His own book on Stalin and 22 June 1941 is a classic study that illuminated
my path.5 In Moscow the two main archives I worked in were those of the
Foreign Ministry and the Russian State Archive of Social-Political History,
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where the communist party archives for the Stalin era are housed. I also spent
a lot of time reading Soviet newspapers in the Moscow State Public Historical
Library. I would like to thank the archivists and librarians for their patience
and persistence in dealing with me over the years. My mainstays in London
were, as always, the libraries of the London School of Economics and the
School of Slavonic and East European Studies.

The book is dedicated to the late Dennis Ogden. Dennis was of the genera-
tion of British communists who had to come to terms with the debunking of
the Stalin cult by Khrushchev in 1956. He was in Moscow at the time, working
as a translator, and attended a party meeting at his publishing house where the
‘secret speech’ was read out. He often recalled the dismay, disbelief, shock and
silence of those attending the meeting. When I met him in the 1970s he was
in the vanguard of the critical study of the Soviet experiment in socialism and
prominent in the public criticism of Soviet authoritarianism and repression
of dissidents. His independent, critical spirit has inspired me ever since.

This is the fourth book I have worked on with my publisher, Heather
McCallum. I continue to be impressed by her outstanding professionalism
and by her dedication to the publishing of history books that are both
scholarly and popular.

This is the eighth book I have worked on with my partner, Celia Weston.
Her input was intellectual as well as editorial, emotional as well as material.
No one has contributed to this book more than Celia. I really don’t know what
I would do without her.

This is a narrative history. It tells the story of Stalin’s thinking, decisions and
actions during the Second World War and in the cold war more or less
chronologically. But the book begins by setting the scene with an overall
picture and assessment of Stalin at war.
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1939

23 August Nazi–Soviet Pact
1 September German invasion of Poland
3 September Britain and France declare war on Germany
17 September Red Army invades eastern Poland

Soviet Union declares its neutrality in the European war
28 September Soviet–German Boundary and Friendship Treaty

Soviet–Estonian Treaty of Mutual Assistance
5 October Soviet–Latvian Treaty of Mutual Assistance
10 October Soviet–Lithuanian Treaty of Mutual Assistance
30 November Soviet attack on Finland

1940

5 March Politburo resolution authorising the execution of 20,000
Polish POWs

12 March Soviet–Finnish peace treaty signed
9 April Germany invades Demark and Norway
10 June Italy enters the European war
22 June France surrenders to Germany
25 June USSR proposes spheres of influence agreement in the

Balkans
28 June Bessarabia and Northern Bukovina annexed by the USSR
21 July Baltic States agree to incorporation in the USSR
27 September Germany, Italy and Japan conclude tripartite pact
12–14 November Molotov–Hitler–Ribbentrop talks in Berlin
25 November Soviet proposal for a four-power pact with Germany,

Italy and Japan
18 December Hitler directive on Operation Barbarossa

Chronology of Major Events
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1941

25 March Soviet–Turkish statement on neutrality
5 April Soviet–Yugoslav Treaty of Friendship and Non-Aggression
6 April German invasion of Yugoslavia and Greece
13 April Soviet–Japanese neutrality pact
4 May Stalin appointed Chairman of the Council of People’s

Commissars
5 May Stalin speech to the graduates of the Red Army staff

academies
13 June Tass statement on Soviet–German relations
22 June Operation Barbarossa

Molotov radio broadcast on the German invasion
23 June Establishment of Stavka
28 June Fall of Minsk
30 June Establishment of the GKO (State Defence Committee)
3 July Stalin radio broadcast on the German invasion
10 July Stalin becomes Supreme Commander
12 July Soviet–British Agreement on joint action against

Germany
16 July German capture of Smolensk
19 July Stalin appointed People’s Commissar for Defence
14 August Atlantic Charter
6 September Leningrad surrounded
19 September Germans capture Kiev
1 October Anglo-American–Soviet supplies agreement
2 October Germans launch Operation Typhoon to capture Moscow
16 October Fall of Odessa
6–7 November Stalin speeches in Moscow
5 December Moscow counter-offensive by Red Army
7 December Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor
11 December Hitler declares war on the US
15–22 December Eden trip to Moscow

1942

1 January Declaration of the United Nations
5 April Hitler directive on Operation Blau
19–28 May Battle of Kharkov
22 May–11 June Molotov trip to London and Washington
26 May British–Soviet Treaty of Alliance
11 June Soviet–American agreement on mutual aid

CHRONOLOGY OF MAJOR EVENTS xvii
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12 June Anglo-Soviet–American communiqués on the opening
of a second front in 1942

26 June Vasilevskii appointed Chief of the General Staff
28 June Beginning of German summer offensive in the south
4 July Sebastopol falls to the Germans
12 July Formation of the Stalingrad Front
23 July Rostov captured by the Germans

Hitler orders capture of Stalingrad and Baku
28 July Stalin Order 227 (‘Not a Step Back’!)
12–15 August Churchill–Stalin conference in Moscow
25 August State of siege declared at Stalingrad
26 August Zhukov made Deputy Supreme Commander
10 September Germans reach the Volga
8 November Operation Torch begins in North Africa
19 November Operation Uranus (Stalingrad counter-offensive by the

Red Army)
23 November German 6th Army surrounded in Stalingrad

1943

10 January Launch of Operation Ring at Stalingrad
18 January Leningrad blockade broken
24 January Casablanca declaration on unconditional surrender
31 January German 6th Army surrenders at Stalingrad
14 February Rostov recaptured by the Red Army
6 March Stalin appointed Marshal of the Soviet Union
13 April Germans announce discovery of mass graves at Katyn
26 April USSR breaks off diplomatic relations with the Polish

government in exile in London
22 May Publication of resolution proposing the dissolution of the

Comintern
5–13 July Battle of Kursk
26 July Mussolini falls from power
3 September Allied invasion of Italy
25 September Smolensk recaptured by the Red Army
13 October Italy declares war on Germany
19–30 October Moscow Conference of Foreign Ministers
6 November Kiev recaptured by the Red Army
28 November– Tehran Conference 

1 December
12 December Soviet–Czechoslovak Treaty of Friendship, Mutual Aid

and Postwar Co-operation
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1944

27 January Leningrad blockade completely lifted
10 April Odessa recaptured by the Red Army
10 May Sebastopol recaptured by the Red Army
6 June D-Day landings in Normandy
23 June Beginning of Operation Bagration to liberate Belorussia
3 July Minsk recaptured by the Red Army
20 July Attempt on Hitler’s life
1 August Beginning of Warsaw Uprising
21 August– Dumbarton Oaks conference

28 September
5 September Soviet–Finnish ceasefire

USSR declares war on Bulgaria
9 September Soviet–Bulgarian ceasefire
12 September Romania surrenders
19 September Finland surrenders
2 October End of the Warsaw Uprising
9–18 October Churchill–Stalin conference in Moscow
20 October Red Army enters Belgrade
28 October Bulgaria surrenders
2–10 December De Gaulle visit to Moscow
10 December Franco-Soviet Treaty of Alliance
16–24 December German Ardennes offensive

1945

4 January USSR recognises the Polish Committee of National
Liberation as the Provisional Government of Poland

12 January Vistula–Oder operation begins
17 January Warsaw captured by the Red Army
27 January Auschwitz captured by the Red Army
4–11 February Yalta conference
13 February Budapest falls to the Red Army
5 April USSR renounces its pact of neutrality with Japan
11 April Soviet–Yugoslav Treaty of Friendship, Mutual Aid and

Postwar Co-operation
12 April Roosevelt dies; Truman becomes President
13 April Vienna falls to the Red Army
16 April Red Army’s Berlin Operation begins
25 April– San Francisco conference on the foundation of the UN

26 June

CHRONOLOGY OF MAJOR EVENTS xix
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30 April Hitler commits suicide
2 May Berlin surrenders to the Red Army
7–8 May Germany surrenders unconditionally
9 May Red Army captures Prague
24 May Stalin’s toast to the Russian people
24 June Victory parade in Red Square
28 June Stalin proclaimed Generalissimo
17 July– Potsdam conference

2 August
17 July US tests atom bomb
24 July Truman informs Stalin about the atom bomb
6 August Atom bomb dropped on Hiroshima
8/9 August USSR declares war on Japan
9 August Atom bomb dropped on Nagasaki
14 August Japan agrees to surrender

Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and Alliance
2 September Japan signs treaty of capitulation
11 September– First meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers (CFM)

2 October in London
16–26 December Moscow conference of American, British and Soviet

foreign ministers

1946

10 January– First session of the UN General Assembly
14 February

9 February Stalin’s election speech
10 February Elections to Supreme Soviet
5 March Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech in Fulton, Missouri
25 April– CFM meeting in Paris

16 May
15 June– CFM meeting in Paris

12 July
29 July– Paris Peace Conference

15 October
7 August USSR demands joint control of the Black Sea Straits with

Turkey
16 August Zhdanovshchina begins
4 November– CFM meeting in New York

12 December
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1947

10 February Signing of peace treaties with Bulgaria, Finland, Hungary,
Italy and Romania

10 March– CFM meeting in Moscow
24 April

12 March Truman speech to US Congress
5 June Marshall Plan speech
27 June– Paris conference on the Marshall Plan

2 July
22–28 September Founding conference of the Cominform
25 November– CFM meeting in London

15 December

1948

25 February Communist coup in Czechoslovakia
24 June Beginning of Berlin blockade
28 June Yugoslavia expelled from the Cominform

1949

4 March Vyshinskii replaces Molotov as Foreign Minister
4 April Signing of NATO treaty
8 May Establishment of West German state
12 May Lifting of Berlin blockade
23 May– CFM meeting in Paris

20 June
29 August Soviet atom bomb test
1 October Chinese People’s Republic proclaimed in Peking
7 October Establishment of East German state

1950

14 February Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Aid
25 June North Korea invades South Korea
19 October Chinese forces cross the Yalu into North Korea

1951

5 March– Paris conference of the deputy foreign ministers of the
21 June USSR, France, the UK and the USA

8 July Peace talks begin in Korea

CHRONOLOGY OF MAJOR EVENTS xxi
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1952

10 March ‘Stalin note’ on the terms for a peace treaty with Germany
9 April Second ‘Stalin note’ on the German question
5–14 October 19th Congress of the Soviet communist party
21 December Stalin’s last public statement welcomes the idea of

negotiations with the new Eisenhower administration

1953

5 March Death of Stalin

xxii CHRONOLOGY OF MAJOR EVENTS
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In the pantheon of twentieth-century dictators Joseph Stalin’s reputation for
brutality and criminality is rivalled only by Adolf Hitler’s. Yet when he died in
March 1953 his passing was widely mourned. In Moscow weeping crowds
thronged the streets and there were displays of mass public grief throughout
the Soviet Union.1 At Stalin’s state funeral, party leaders queued up to eulogise
their dead boss in reverential tones that suggested the passing of a saint, not a
mass murderer. ‘The deathless name of Stalin will always live in our hearts, in
the hearts of the Soviet people and of all progressive humanity,’ claimed
Vyacheslav Molotov, the Soviet foreign minister. ‘The fame of his great deeds
in the service and happiness of our people and the workers of the whole world
will live forever!’2 None of this was particularly surprising. During the last 20
years of his life the cult of Stalin’s personality had ruled supreme in Soviet
Russia. According to cult mythology Stalin was not just the great helmsman of
the Soviet state, the political genius who had led his country to victory in war
and to superpower status in peace, but the ‘father of the peoples’.3 He was, the
slogan went, the ‘Lenin of today’, and, fittingly, Stalin’s body was laid alongside
that of the founder of the Soviet state in his mausoleum on Red Square.

But Stalin’s reputation soon began to take a battering in the Soviet Union.
Only three years later, in February 1956, Nikita Khrushchev, the new Soviet
leader, denounced the cult of personality as a perversion of communist prin-
ciples and depicted Stalin as a despot who had executed his comrades, deci-
mated his military commanders, and led the country to one disaster after
another during the Second World War.4

Khrushchev’s speech was delivered to a secret session of the 20th congress of
the Soviet communist party but within a few months a resolution of the
party’s central committee ‘On Overcoming the Cult of Personality and its
Consequences’ gave many of the critical themes a public airing.5 At the 22nd

party congress in 1961 Khrushchev returned to the attack on Stalin, this time
in public, and he was joined by a number of other speakers. The congress
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voted to remove Stalin’s body from Lenin’s mausoleum, one delegate in the
debate on this resolution claiming that she had ‘sought Ilich’s advice, and it was
as if he stood before me alive and said: It is unpleasant for me to be beside
Stalin, who has brought so much harm to the Party’.6 Stalin’s body was duly
taken from Lenin’s side and buried in a modest grave beside the Kremlin wall.

After Khrushchev’s fall from power in 1964 the new Soviet leadership found
it expedient to partly rehabilitate Stalin. The problem with the Khrushchevite
critique was that it raised dangerous questions about the failure of the party
to control Stalin’s dictatorship and about the culpability of other members of
the Soviet military and political elite in his wrongdoings. Stalin continued to
be criticised in the post-Khrushchev era, but negative assessments were
balanced by a positive appraisal of his achievements, particularly his role in
the socialist industrialisation of the USSR.7

In the late 1980s a new phase of condemnation and criticism of Stalin
began in the Soviet Union. But this time the critique of Stalin became linked
to a more general rejection of the Soviet communist system. The original
sponsor of this anti-Stalin campaign was the reform communist leader
Mikhail Gorbachev, who encouraged critical discussion of the Soviet past as a
weapon in his struggle against opponents of political change.8 Gorbachev
failed to reinvigorate Soviet communism but his reform programme desta-
bilised the political system sufficiently to precipitate its collapse in 1991. By
the end of that year the multinational Soviet state had fallen apart, Gorbachev
had resigned as President of the now defunct Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics, and Boris Yeltsin was the leader of a post-Soviet Russia. In the
Yeltsin era discussion of the Stalin question knew no bounds and was fuelled
by the opening of party and state archives which revealed for the first time the
details of the means and mechanisms of his dictatorial rule.

It might have been expected that the 1990s would see Stalin’s reputation in
Russia reduced to the same level as Hitler’s in Germany: he would continue to
be worshipped by a neo-Stalinist cult but the general verdict would be that his
impact on Russia and the world was mostly negative. But that did not happen.
For many Russians the material deprivations of the forced transition from
authoritarian communism to unbridled capitalism during the Yeltsin years
made Stalin and his era seem more attractive, not less.9 Among historians
there was condemnation and criticism of Stalin aplenty, but his regime had
defenders as well as detractors, particularly among those who argued that he
had played an indispensable role in defeating the Nazis’ attempt to impose
their racist empire on Russia and Europe.

By the early twenty-first century, with the former KGB officer Vladimir
Putin in power, Stalin was more alive in Russia than at any time since his
death. The Moscow bookshops were full of tomes debating his life and legacy.
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Posthumously published memoirs of Stalin’s cronies, or the recollections of
their children, were among the best-selling works.10 Russian television showed
endless documentaries about Stalin and his inner circle. Post offices sold
postcards reproducing classic paintings and graphics of the Stalin cult, while
stalls and kiosks on Red Square offered sweatshirts and other memorabilia
emblazoned with his image.

On the 50th anniversary of his death Russian public opinion was much less
enamoured of Stalin than it had been in the cult era, but his reputation was still
riding high. An opinion poll of 1,600 adults in the Russian Federation,
conducted in February–March 2003, revealed that 53 per cent approved of
Stalin overall, while only 33 per cent disapproved. Twenty percent of those
polled thought that Stalin was a wise leader, while a similar number agreed that
only a ‘tough leader’ could have ruled the country in the circumstances of the
time. Just 27 per cent of respondents agreed that Stalin was ‘a cruel, inhuman
tyrant responsible for the deaths of millions’, while a similar percentage
thought that the full truth about him was not yet known.11

In the west the political and historical treatment of Stalin followed a similar
trajectory. When he died in 1953 the cold war was at its height but newspaper
coverage of Stalin’s death was respectful and the obituaries mostly balanced.
At this time Stalin was still seen as a relatively benign dictator, as a statesman
even,12 and in popular consciousness an affectionate memory lingered of
‘Uncle Joe’, the great war leader who had led his people to victory over Hitler
and helped save Europe from Nazi barbarism.

Equally, it was no secret that Stalin had been responsible for the deaths of
millions of his own citizens: peasants deported or starved to death during the
forced collectivisation of Soviet agriculture; party and state officials purged
during hunts for ‘enemies of the people’; ethnic minorities condemned as
wartime collaborators of the Nazis; and returning Soviet POWs suspected of
cowardice, treason and betrayal. Yet still the commentators found much to
commend in Stalin’s life and career. One of his first serious biographers, Isaac
Deutscher, argued that Stalin had used barbarous methods to drive backward-
ness and barbarism out of Russia.‘The core of Stalin’s genuine historic achieve-
ment,’wrote Deutscher in 1953 just after the dictator’s death,‘lies in the fact that
he found Russia working with the wooden plough and left her equipped with
atomic piles.’13 Deutscher, it should be noted, was a former adherent of Stalin’s
great rival, Trotsky (murdered by a Soviet security agent in Mexico in 1940),
and was not personally sympathetic to the communist dictator.

While Khrushchev’s ‘secret speech’ to the 20th party congress remained
unpublished in the Soviet Union until the Gorbachev era, a copy was leaked
to the west14 and soon became one of the key texts of western historiography
of the Stalin era. But many western historians were sceptical about
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Khrushchev’s efforts to lay all the blame for past communist crimes on Stalin
and the cult of his personality. Khrushchev himself was a member of Stalin’s
inner circle and a participant in many of the policies and events that he now
found it expedient to condemn. It became apparent, too, that one set of myths
was being replaced by another when there developed a minor cult of
Khrushchev’s personality.15

While western historians did not go along with the 1960s rehabilitation of
Stalin, the rebalancing of the Soviet discussion about his regime offered new
evidence and perspectives. Particularly valuable was the contribution of Soviet
military memoirs.16 After 1956 these memoirs had been mainly devoted to
embellishing and elaborating Khrushchev’s critique of Stalin’s wartime
record. After Khrushchev’s fall in 1964 the memoirists were free to provide a
more positive account of Stalin’s role and to correct the simplistic and often
incredible assertions of the secret speech; for example, that Stalin had planned
military operations using a globe of the earth!17

Both in Russia and the west much of the discussion of Stalin’s life and
legacy has centred on his role during the Second World War. Stalin’s biography
encompasses several very different phases – years of illegal political activity in
Tsarist Russia, participation in the Bolshevik seizure of power in 1917 and in
the ensuing civil war, the inner-party leadership struggles of the 1920s, the
industrialisation and collectivisation drives of the 1930s, and the cold war
conflict with the west in the 1940s and 1950s. But the central episode in his
life was what the Soviets called the Great Patriotic War.18 The war tested to the
limit both Stalin’s leadership and the system he had done so much to create
and shape. ‘For our country this war was the most cruel and difficult of all the
wars experienced by our motherland . . . The war was a sort of test of our
Soviet system, our state, our government, our communist party,’ said Stalin in
a speech of February 1946.19

The Red Army’s recovery from the devastating blow of the German inva-
sion of June 1941 and its victorious march to Berlin by May 1945 was the
greatest feat of arms the world had ever seen. The Soviet victory in the war led
to the spread of communism to Eastern Europe and to other parts of the globe
and provided new sources of legitimacy for the communist system and for
Stalin’s leadership. For the next 40 years the Soviet system was seen as a viable
alternative to western liberal democratic capitalism, a state that competed
effectively with the west, economically, politically and ideologically during the
cold war. Indeed, at the peak of the Soviet challenge in the 1950s and 1960s it
seemed to many that Stalin’s vision of the global triumph of the communist
system would eventually be realised.20

While the Second World War had fateful political consequences for the
communist system it was a catastrophe for the Soviet people. During the war
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70,000 Soviet cities, towns and villages were laid waste. Destroyed were 6
million houses, 98,000 farms, 32,000 factories, 82,000 schools, 43,000
libraries, 6,000 hospitals and thousands of miles of roads and railway track.21

In terms of casualties, during Stalin’s lifetime the official Soviet figure was 7
million fatalities. Later this figure was raised to ‘over 20 million’. In post-Soviet
times numbers as high as 35 million war-related deaths were quoted, but the
generally accepted figure is about 25 million, two-thirds of them civilians.22

To what extent was Stalin responsible for the disastrous impact of the war
on the Soviet Union? Khrushchev’s critique of Stalin’s war record focused, in
particular, on his responsibility for the disaster of 22 June 1941 when the
Germans were able to launch a successful surprise attack on Russia that took
their armies to the gates of Moscow and Leningrad. This theme was taken up
by many western historians, who broadened it to include a more wide-ranging
critique of the controversial Nazi–Soviet non-aggression pact of 1939–1941.

The Nazi–Soviet Pact

When Hitler invaded Poland in September 1939 he did so secure in the knowl-
edge that while he might face war with Britain and France in the west, his
eastern flank was safeguarded by Soviet neutrality in the form of a non-
aggression pact agreed with Stalin on 23 August 1939. Stalin concluded this
pact in return for a secret agreement guaranteeing a Soviet sphere of influence
in Eastern Europe. Stalin’s decision to do this deal with Hitler on the very eve
of a new European war was a dramatic, last-minute improvisation. Only a few
days before this radical turn in Soviet policy Stalin had been negotiating the
terms of military alliance with Britain and France, but he feared London and
Paris were manoeuvring to provoke a Soviet–German war that would allow
them the luxury of standing aside while the Nazis and the communists
slugged it out on the Eastern Front. Stalin’s pact with Hitler was designed to
turn the tables on the western powers and to give him freedom of manoeuvre
in the coming war. 23

After the outbreak of war Stalin moved to occupy eastern Poland, allocated
by the pact to the Soviet sphere of influence. The Baltic States of Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania were next on Stalin’s list, as was Finland. While the Baltic
States acceded to Soviet demands to site military bases on their territory and
signed mutual assistance pacts with the USSR, the Finns refused. So at the end
of November 1939 the Red Army invaded Finland. Contrary to Stalin’s expec-
tations of a quick and easy victory, the war with Finland dragged on and
proved to be very costly, diplomatically as well as militarily. The greatest
danger to Stalin came when Britain and France began assembling an expedi-
tionary force to Finland with the aim of using the ‘Winter War’ as an excuse
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to occupy the iron ore fields of northern Sweden. In those circumstances the
Germans would have intervened to protect raw materials vital to their war
economy and the Soviet Union would have been dragged into the greater
European war. The Finns were also fearful of an escalation of the war and sued
for peace. Under the terms of the peace treaty signed in March 1940 Finland
conceded the Soviet territorial demands but retained its independence as a
state.

The only state to back the Soviet Union diplomatically during the war with
Finland was Germany, an action that constituted one aspect of extensive
Soviet–German political, economic and military co-operation in 1939–1940.
In summer 1940, however, the Stalin–Hitler alliance began to crack under the
impact of mutual suspicion of the other’s intentions and war re-emerged as
the most likely scenario in Soviet–German relations. But Stalin continued to
believe that war could and would be delayed until 1942. It was this miscalcu-
lation that led him to restrain Soviet military mobilisation until the very last
minute. Only when Hitler’s armies were flooding across Soviet borders did
Stalin finally accept that war had definitely come.

The controversy about Stalin’s pact with Hitler is fundamentally an argu-
ment about the costs and benefits of that unholy alliance. On one side are
those who contend that Stalin turned his back on an anti-German alliance
with Britain and France in August 1939 and thereby facilitated the Nazi
takeover of most of continental Europe. The price of this miscalculation was
the devastating blow of 22 June 1941 and the near success of the German inva-
sion of the Soviet Union. On the other side are those who argue that the USSR
was not ready for war with Germany in 1939 and that Stalin as well as Hitler
made a number of strategic gains from the pact which, crucially, bought the
Soviets time to prepare their defences.

In the 1990s the debate about the Stalin–Hitler pact took a new turn when
a number of Russian historians began to argue that the root cause of the
disaster of June 1941 was not Stalin’s efforts to maintain peace with Hitler but
his preparations to launch a pre-emptive strike against Germany.24 According
to this view the main reason for the initial Soviet defeats was that the Red
Army was deployed for attack, not defence. The Soviet military were not so
much caught napping as caught in the middle of preparations for their own
attack on Germany. The novelty of this interpretation was its utilisation of
new evidence from Russian archives, including the Soviet war plans of
1940–1941, which indicated that the Red Army did indeed intend to wage an
offensive war against Germany. But the proffered analysis of why Stalin might
want to launch an attack on Germany was of a much older vintage.
Throughout the 1920s and 1930s anti-communist commentators had high-
lighted the so-called ‘war–revolution nexus’:25 the idea that Stalin was plot-
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ting to precipitate a new world war that – like the First World War – would
open the way to revolutionary upheavals throughout Europe. Taking up this
theme, Nazi propagandists claimed the German invasion of Russia was a pre-
emptive strike against an imminent Soviet attack and depicted the war as a
crusade in defence of civilised Christian Europe from the Asiatic Bolshevik
hordes.

In truth, far from plotting war and revolution, there was nothing that Stalin
feared more than a major military conflict. War offered opportunities – and
Stalin certainly took them when they came along – but also posed great
dangers. While the First World War had led to the Russian Revolution of 1917,
it was followed by a civil war in which the communists’ enemies almost
succeeded in strangling Bolshevism at birth. Included among the Bolsheviks’
opponents in the civil war were the great capitalist powers – Britain, France
and the United States – who aided anti-communist forces in Russia and
imposed an economic and political blockade – a cordon sanitaire – to contain
the contagion of Bolshevism. The Bolsheviks were able to survive the Russian
civil war and in the 1920s to break out of international isolation, but for the
next two decades they feared the revival of a grand capitalist coalition dedi-
cated to crushing the Soviet socialist system. By the early 1940s Soviet Russia
was much stronger and Stalin was confident about the Red Army’s ability to
defend the socialist motherland, but the nightmare scenario of involvement in
a war against a united front of hostile capitalist states still persisted. Even as
radical a realignment of states as an Anglo-German alliance against Russia was
not ruled out by Stalin in 1940 and 1941. For this reason, while some of
Stalin’s military commanders were urging the preparation of a pre-emptive
strike against Germany, the Soviet dictator himself calculated that such an
action could provoke a premature war and he decided to gamble everything
on the possibility of maintaining peace with Hitler.

Stalin as Warlord

Alongside debate on the Nazi–Soviet pact the other sustained focus of histor-
ical discussion has been Stalin’s military and political leadership during the
Great Patriotic War. During the war Stalin was Supreme Commander of the
Soviet armed forces, head of the State Defence Council and People’s
Commissar for Defence, as well as the head of government and the leader of
the communist party. He signed all the major directives and orders to the
armed forces. His speeches and statements were major milestones in the
declaration of Soviet military strategy and political aims and played an impor-
tant role in boosting popular morale. Stalin represented the country at
summit meetings with the Soviet Union’s wartime allies, Great Britain and
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the United States,26 and corresponded on a regular basis with the British
Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, and the American President, Franklin
Delano Roosevelt.27 Before 1939 Stalin had received few foreigners, apart from
fellow communists, but during the Second World War he became a familiar
figure to a stream of visiting dignitaries, diplomats, politicians and military
men. In Soviet wartime propaganda Stalin was depicted as the central, stead-
fast symbol of the country’s unity in the struggle against the Germans. Paeans
for Stalin’s military genius filled the pages of the Soviet press during the latter
stages of the war and when at the end of the war Stalin was crowned
‘Generalissimus’ – the superlative General – it seemed only appropriate.28

To outside observers Stalin appeared as both the key figure and the linchpin
of the Soviet war effort. This contemporary perception was summed up in
Deutscher’s 1948 biography of Stalin:

Many allied visitors who called at the Kremlin during the war were
astonished to see on how many issues, great and small, military, political
or diplomatic, Stalin took the final decision. He was in effect his own
commander-in-chief, his own minister of defence, his own quartermaster,
his own minister of supply, his own foreign minister, and even his own
chef de protocole . . .Thus he went on, day after day, throughout four years
of hostilities – a prodigy of patience, tenacity, and vigilance, almost
omnipresent, almost omniscient.29

Sixty years later Deutscher’s appraisal has been amply borne out by new
evidence from Russian sources which now provides a detailed picture of
Stalin’s policies, decisions and activities during the war. In Stalin’s appoint-
ments diary we can see who visited him in his Kremlin office and how long
they stayed.30 We have access to thousands of military, political and diplo-
matic reports and briefings that flowed into Stalin’s office. We have a nearly
complete record of Stalin’s political and diplomatic conversations during the
war, including those with foreign communist leaders, with whom he was
generally the most frank. We have the transcripts of many of Stalin’s tele-
phone and telegraphic conversations with his military commanders on the
front line. We have the memoirs and diaries of some of his closest associates.
This new body of evidence is far from complete; there is still limited
evidence of Stalin’s most private thoughts and calculations.31 But we now
know a considerable amount about Stalin’s detailed conduct of the Soviet
war effort and about the context in which he formulated and took his
military and political decisions.

Averell Harriman, the American ambassador in Moscow from 1943 to 1945,
probably had more direct dealings with Stalin than any other foreigner during
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the war. In an interview given in 1981 he made this assessment of Stalin’s war
leadership:

Stalin the War Leader . . . was popular, and there can be no doubt that he
was the one who held the Soviet Union together . . . I do not think anyone
else could have done it, and nothing that has happened since Stalin’s death
induces me to change that opinion . . . I’d like to emphasize my great admi-
ration for Stalin the national leader in an emergency – one of those histor-
ical occasions when one man made such a difference. This in no sense
minimizes my revulsion against his cruelties; but I have to give you the
constructive side as well as the other.32

In the same interview Harriman presented a fascinating sketch of the quali-
ties that, in his eyes, made Stalin such an effective war leader. In Harriman’s
view Stalin was a man of keen intelligence, by no means an intellectual, but
a smart operator, a practical man who knew how to use the levers of power
to good effect. As a personality Stalin was very approachable, albeit blunt
and prepared to use shock tactics as well as flattery to get his way in negoti-
ations. On social occasions Stalin showed concern for everybody and drank
toasts with everyone, but – unlike some of his associates – never got drunk
or lost his self-control. Harriman was at particular pains to deny that Stalin
was paranoid (as opposed to just ‘very suspicious’) or that he was a ‘mere
bureaucrat’:

He had an enormous ability to absorb detail and to act on detail. He was
very much alert to the needs of the whole war machine . . . In our negotia-
tions with him we usually found him extremely well informed. He had a
masterly knowledge of the sort of equipment that was important for him.
He knew the caliber of the guns he wanted, the weight of the tanks his roads
and bridges would take, and the details of the type of metal he needed to
build aircraft. These were not characteristics of a bureaucrat, but rather
those of an extremely able and vigorous war leader.33

Stalin the social charmer, Stalin the master of his brief, Stalin the effective
negotiator; above all, Stalin the determined but practical man of action – these
themes of Harriman’s recur time and again in the reports of those who
worked with the Soviet dictator during the war.

Among historians the retrospective verdict on Stalin is more mixed but
even his most severe critics accept that the war was an exceptionally positive
period in his life and career. A common view is that while Stalin’s rule was
generally horrific, the vices of his dictatorship became the virtues of his war
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leadership. Richard Overy, for example, offered this assessment of Stalin in his
classic text, Why the Allies Won:

Stalin brought a powerful will to bear on the Soviet war effort that moti-
vated those around him and directed their energies. In the process he
expected and got exceptional sacrifices from his besieged people. The
personality cult developed around him in the 1930s made this appeal
possible in wartime. It is difficult to imagine that any other Soviet leader at
that time could have wrung such efforts from the population. There is a
sense in which the Stalin cult was necessary to the Soviet war effort . . . reve-
lations of the brutality of the wartime regime should not blind us to the fact
that Stalin’s grip on the Soviet Union may have helped more than it
hindered the pursuit of victory.34

Apart from his closest political associates,35 the group that had the most
intense and frequent contacts with Stalin during the war were the members of
his High Command. Accounts by Stalin’s generals provide an intimate
portrait of the Soviet dictator’s daily routine during wartime.36 Stalin – a man
in his sixties – was a hard taskmaster who worked 12–15 hours a day
throughout the war and demanded the same of his subordinates. He was
briefed on the strategic situation three times a day by his General Staff offi-
cers. He expected accurate, unblemished reporting and was quick to spot
inconsistency and error. He had a phenomenal memory for facts, names and
faces. He was prepared to listen to arguments but expected proponents to stick
to the point and kept his own contributions short and decisive.

However, the main focus of Soviet military memoirs is not these personal
abilities but Stalin’s performance as Supreme Commander, as a military
leader. As Seweryn Bialer pointed out, what impressed westerners was Stalin’s
grasp of grand strategy and his control of the technical and tactical details of
the Soviet war effort.37 But what mattered to his generals was Stalin’s opera-
tional art – his ability to direct big battles and control large-scale military
operations. In this respect Soviet military memoirs report many mistakes by
Stalin: ill-conceived, costly offensives; refusal to order strategic retreats in the
face of enemy encirclement; and the mishandling of major battles. Other
complaints concern Stalin’s excessive meddling in frontline operations, his
loss of composure during critical situations, and the scapegoating of others
for his own mistakes. Above all there is the criticism that Stalin was profligate
with men and materiel and that the Soviet victory over Germany was achieved
at too high a cost.

During the course of the Eastern Front war the Soviets destroyed more than
600 enemy divisions (Italian, Hungarian, Romanian, Finnish, Croat, Slovak
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and Spanish as well as German). The Germans alone incurred 10 million
casualties on the Eastern front (75 per cent of their total wartime losses),
including 3 million dead, with Hitler’s Axis allies losing another million. The
Red Army destroyed 48,000 enemy tanks, 167,000 guns and 77,000 aircraft.38

However, Soviet losses were two to three times greater than those of the
Germans. Soviet military casualties, for example, totalled about 16 million,
including 8 million killed.39

Marshal Georgii Zhukov, Stalin’s Deputy Supreme Commander during the
war, fiercely contested the idea that the Soviet High Command was profligate
with men and materiel, arguing that while it is easy to claim in retrospect that
fewer forces could have been used and fewer casualties suffered, on the field of
battle conditions are immeasurably more complex and unpredictable.40

Arguably, the major proportion of the Red Army’s casualties was the result of
two factors. First, the massive losses incurred during the catastrophic first few
months of the war, which included the encirclement and capture of millions
of Soviet troops by the Germans, most of whom then died in Nazi captivity.
Then, during the second half of the war, there were the high costs of large-
scale offensive action against an enemy that conducted a ferocious and highly
skilled retreat all the way back to Germany. As late as April 1945, during the
battle of Berlin, the Wehrmacht was still capable of inflicting 80,000 fatalities
on the Red Army.

While there is no evidence that Stalin suffered even the slightest remorse
about sending millions of his citizens to death in battle, he was not without
emotion. He wore the mask of command very well and was ruthless in pursuit
of victory but his hatred of the Germans was plain and he was genuinely
shocked by Hitler’s war of annihilation on the Eastern Front, a war whose aim
was the complete destruction of the communist system, the razing of the
USSR’s cities, and the mass murder or enslavement of millions of Soviet citi-
zens. ‘If the Germans want to have a war of extermination, they will get it,’
warned Stalin in November 1941.41 Throughout the war Stalin favoured the
imposition of a punitive peace on Germany, one that would provide a guar-
antee against the rise of another Hitler. Although Stalin consistently distin-
guished between Nazi war guilt and that of the German people as a whole, he
displayed no pity for the enemy and only ever restrained the revenge of his
armies when it suited his political or economic purposes. In public he never
betrayed any emotion about the death of his son, Yakov – who died in German
captivity during the war – but the loss united him in bereavement with
millions of his fellow citizens who lost loved ones.

One of Stalin’s most emotive and revealing outbursts about Germany and
the Germans was contained in a statement to a visiting Czechoslovak delegation
in March 1945:
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Now we are beating the Germans and many think the Germans will never
be able to threaten us again. This is not so. I hate the Germans. But that
must not cloud one’s judgement of the Germans. The Germans are a great
people. Very good technicians and organisers. Good, naturally brave
soldiers. It is impossible to get rid of the Germans, they will remain. We are
fighting the Germans and will do so until the end. But we must bear in
mind that our allies will try to save the Germans and come to an arrange-
ment with them. We will be merciless towards the Germans but our allies
will treat them with kid gloves. Thus we Slavs must be prepared for the
Germans to rise again against us. 42

One of the sternest critics of Stalin’s war leadership was his ‘glasnost’ biogra-
pher, General Dmitrii Volkogonov. Joining the Red Army in 1945, Volkogonov
worked in the armed forces propaganda department for 20 years and then
became head of the Soviet Institute of Military History. Because of his back-
ground and position, Volkogonov was able, particularly during the Gorbachev
years, to gain access to a wide range of Soviet military, political and intelli-
gence archives.43 His 1989 biography of Stalin was widely regarded as the first
serious and genuinely critical treatment of the Soviet dictator published in the
USSR. Volkogonov’s verdict on Stalin as a warlord was that he ‘was not the
military leader of genius depicted in countless books, films, poems, mono-
graphs and stories’ and that ‘he had no professional military skills’ and ‘came
to strategic wisdom only through blood-spattered trial and error’. At the same
time, Volkogonov was not blind to the positive aspects of Stalin’s warlordship,
in particular the Soviet leader’s ability to see ‘the profound dependence of the
armed struggle on an entire spectrum of other, non-military factors:
economic, social, technical, political, diplomatic, ideological and national’.44

Since the publication of Volkogonov’s book, opinion among Russian mili-
tary historians has swung back in Stalin’s favour, although many authors
continue to argue that it was Stalin’s generals who won the war and that without
his leadership victory could have been secured at a much lower cost. 45

The detailed reconstruction and interpretation of Stalin’s war record is the
main subject of this book, as is the validity of this continuing critique and
counter-critique, but some general points are in order here.

Stalin was no general but he did have experience of high command in the
field and of serving in the combat zone, although not on the front line. During
the Russian civil war he served as a political commissar, a representative of the
communist party’s central committee responsible for securing and main-
taining supplies for the Red Army, a job that involved him in high-level mili-
tary decision-making. Stalin’s most famous action during the civil war was his
role in the successful defence of Tsaritsyn in 1918 – a city renamed Stalingrad
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in his honour in 1924. Located in the southern USSR at a crucial point on the
River Volga, Tsaritsyn guarded the route to Moscow’s food and fuel supplies
from the Caucasus. In the 1920s and 1930s Stalin maintained an interest in
military affairs and became a persistent critic of what he called the civil war
mentality, insisting that the Red Army had to constantly modernise its
doctrines and arms and resist the temptation to bask in former glory.

Especially salient to his role as a warlord during the Second World War was
Stalin’s experience of defeat and near catastrophe in 1919–1920. At the height
of the civil war the Bolsheviks were besieged by counter-revolutionary White
Armies attacking from every direction and were barely able to hang on to the
territory they controlled in the central part of the country. Stalin also
witnessed General Pilsudski’s blocking of the Red Army’s march on Warsaw in
1920 and the successful Polish counter-offensive that resulted in the Soviet
loss to the newly created Polish state of Western Belorussia and Western
Ukraine.46 These experiences of severe setback should be borne in mind when
considering Stalin’s extraordinary faith in victory during the Second World
War, which never wavered even when the Germans occupied half his country
and besieged Leningrad, Moscow and Stalingrad.

During the Great Patriotic War Stalin assumed the role of general but he
showed no inclination (unlike Churchill) to witness the military struggle at
first hand or (unlike Hitler) to direct operations close to the front line. He
made only one brief visit to a combat zone. He preferred to exercise supreme
command in his imagination, within the confines of his Kremlin office or at
his dacha (country house) just outside Moscow.

Any criticism of Stalin’s operational errors has to be balanced by a recogni-
tion that he got things right too, often contrary to the advice of his profes-
sional military advisers. That was especially true when operational issues
overlapped with matters of morale, politics and psychology. As Volkogonov
noted, Stalin’s ‘thinking was more global, and it was this that placed him above
the others in the military leadership’.47

It should not be assumed that all the criticisms levelled against Stalin are
either accurate or true. In many instances Stalin was acting on the advice of
his military commanders and the responsibility for mistakes must be shared.
Nor is it wise to assume that because mistakes can be identified in retrospect
they were rectifiable at the time. Quite often the knowledge and foresight
required to avoid costly errors simply was not available to anyone at the
time. Like armchair generals all over the world, Soviet military memoirists
have not been immune to the temptation to re-fight battles after the event,
when the winning is so much easier, and cost-free.

Finally, although it would be easy to accumulate and quote critical
comments on Stalin from the pages of Soviet military memoirs, to do so
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would distort the main impression they convey – that of a leader who learned
from his mistakes and got better at his job as the war progressed. This was
certainly the view of his two closest military associates during the war,
Marshals Alexander Vasilevskii and Georgii Zhukov.

Vasilevskii, chief of the Soviet General Staff for most of the Eastern Front
war, was involved in the planning and direction of all the Red Army’s major
operations. He was in daily contact with Stalin, either in person or on the tele-
phone, and was frequently dispatched to the front line as the Supreme
Commander’s personal representative. In his memoirs, published in 1974,
Vasilevskii distinguished between two periods of Stalin’s war leadership: the
first few months of the war when his ‘inadequate operational and strategic
training was apparent’ and the period from September 1942 when – with the
battle of Stalingrad at its height – he began to listen to and accept professional
advice and tutoring and as a result gained a ‘good grasp of all questions relating
to the preparation for and execution of operations’. In sum, it was Vasilevskii’s

profound conviction that Stalin, especially in the latter part of the war,
was the strongest and most remarkable figure of the strategic command.
He successfully supervised the fronts and all the war efforts of the country
. . . I think that Stalin displayed all the basic qualities of a Soviet general
during the strategic offensive of the Soviet Armed Forces . . . As Supreme
High Commander, Stalin was in most cases extremely demanding but just.
His directives and commands showed front commanders their mistakes
and shortcomings, taught them how to deal with all manner of military
operations skillfully.48

While Vasilevskii is generally seen as one of the brains behind the Red Army’s
war effort, Zhukov is usually regarded as its greatest frontline general. He
directed the successful defence of Moscow in autumn 1941 – the first great
turning point of the Eastern Front war – and played a key role in the battles
of Stalingrad (1942), Kursk (1943) and Berlin (1945). From August 1942 he
served as Stalin’s Deputy Supreme Commander and in June 1945 led the
victory parade in Red Square. His reputation is as a determined, wilful and
ruthless commander, one of the few Soviet generals willing to challenge
directly Stalin’s judgements on military matters and to stand his ground in the
ensuing rows. After the war Zhukov fell from Stalin’s favour, was demoted, and
posted to a regional military command. After Stalin’s death Zhukov returned
from the wilderness and served as Minister of Defence but then fell out with
Khrushchev and was forced to resign in 1957. After Khrushchev’s fall from
power Zhukov was again rehabilitated and in the mid-1960s published a series
of seminal studies of the major battles of the Great Patriotic War.49
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Zhukov’s memoirs, published in 1969, presented a flattering portrayal of
Stalin’s abilities as Supreme Commander:

Is it true that Stalin really was an outstanding military thinker, a major
contributor to the development of the Armed Forces and an expert in tactical
and strategic principles? . . . Stalin mastered the technique of the organisa-
tion of front operations and operations by groups of fronts and guided
them with skill, thoroughly understanding complicated strategic questions
. . . He had a knack of grasping the main link in the strategic situation so as
to organise opposition to the enemy and conduct a major offensive opera-
tion. He was certainly a worthy Supreme Commander. Of course Stalin had
no knowledge of all the details with which troops and all command eche-
lons had to deal meticulously in order to prepare for an operation properly
by a front or group of fronts. For that matter, this was something he didn’t
need to know . . . Stalin’s merit lies in the fact that he correctly appraised the
advice offered by the military experts and then in summarised form – in
instructions, directives and regulations – immediately circulated them
among the troops for practical guidance.50

These two laudatory portraits of Stalin as a very able Supreme Commander
are hardly surprising given the closeness of the two marshals to Stalin. They
were appointed and promoted by him. They were loyal servants of the Soviet
state. They were true believers in communism, subscribers to the Stalin cult
and they had shared in the glory of the Soviet victory in the Great Patriotic
War. Above all they had survived Stalin’s bloody purge of the Soviet military
in 1937–1938.

Stalin’s Terror

Stalin’s prewar purge of the Soviet armed forces began in dramatic fashion. In
May 1937 the deputy People’s Commissar for Defence, Marshal M.N.
Tukhachevskii was arrested and accused of treason and involvement in a
conspiracy with Nazi Germany to overthrow the Soviet government.
Promoted to Marshal by Stalin in 1935, Tukhachevskii was the Red Army’s
most innovative and eloquent strategic theorist and a vigorous proponent and
organiser of the Red Army’s modernisation and re-equipment.51 Arrested at
the same time as Tukhachevskii were seven other high ranking generals and in
June all the accused were tried in secret, found guilty and shot. The verdict
and the sentence were announced in the Soviet press and within ten days of
the trial another 980 officers had been arrested.52 By the time the purge had
run its course more than 34,000 officers had been dismissed from the armed
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forces. While some 11,500 of these officers were eventually reinstated, the
great majority were executed or died in prison.53 Among those who perished
were 3 marshals, 16 generals, 15 admirals, 264 colonels, 107 majors and 71
lieutenants. The category of officer that suffered most losses was that of
political commissar, thousands of whom perished in the purges.54

After Stalin’s death the purge was repudiated by the Soviet military and
political leadership and its victims exonerated and rehabilitated.55

Subsequently a debate developed about the impact of the purge on the mili-
tary performance of the Red Army, especially during the early stages of the
war with Germany. Among those purged were some of the most experienced
and talented members of the Soviet officer corps. It was argued that the purge
stymied military innovation, initiative and independence and that it resulted,
said some, in the complete subordination of the Red Army and its High
Command to Stalin’s will – with the price being paid in the blood of millions
of Soviet citizens who died because of the Soviet dictator’s unrestrained
military errors and miscalculations.

If Stalin’s aim was to cow his High Command, then he certainly succeeded:
even in the face of complete disaster in 1941, there was no challenge to Stalin’s
authority from his generals, nor any dissent when he blamed military failures
on incompetent commanders and had them shot.56 But it would be
misleading to say that Stalin dominated a High Command consisting of a
cohort that had stepped trembling into the bloodstained shoes of their purged
predecessors. When they had gained battle experience and learned from their
mistakes Stalin’s wartime commanders performed outstandingly and devel-
oped a positive, collaborative relationship with the Soviet dictator in which
they displayed initiative, flair and a good deal of independence. Whether or
not their purged colleagues would have done any better in the circumstances
remains a matter of speculation. What is certain is that the purged officers
were innocent and that the purge meant an important loss of command
expertise precisely at a time when the Soviet armed forces were undergoing a
massive expansion in preparation for war. From a 10 per cent share of the
national budget in 1932–1933 defence spending increased to 25 per cent in
1939 and army numbers grew from under a million to more than four
million.57 By 1941 the Red Army was the largest and most extensively
equipped force in the world and that process of re-equipment, retraining and
reorganisation of the armed forces continued until the outbreak of war with
Germany later that year.

Stalin’s purge of the armed forces was not an isolated phenomenon. After
the assassination of Sergei Kirov, the head of the Leningrad Communist Party,
in December 1934, thousands of party members were arrested, suspected of
involvement in a plot to kill Soviet leaders.58 In the mid-1930s there was a
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series of public political show trials of former leading members of the
Bolshevik party who were accused of being spies, saboteurs and plotters
against Stalin.59 Then came the so-called Yezhovshchina – named after Stalin’s
security chief, Nikolai Yezhov – a frenzied hunt for the alleged ‘enemy within’
that resulted in mass arrests and executions of party and state officials. These
events are known collectively as the ‘Great Terror’, an intense period of polit-
ical repression and violence in which millions were arrested and hundreds of
thousands shot, mostly in 1937–1938.60

Neither the extent nor the full ramifications of the Great Terror became
known until much later but there was no secret about this hunt for ‘enemies of
the people’. The terror was a public spectacle, a mass participation event in
which everyone was encouraged to denounce and inform on anyone suspected
of political heresy, economic sabotage, or involvement in the machinations of
foreign governments. Widespread belief in the guilt of the victims of repression
fuelled popular enthusiasm for the process and was reinforced by the multipli-
cation and intensification of international threats and tensions, particularly
after Hitler came to power in January 1933. Soviet society really did seem to be
under siege from its external and internal enemies.61

But what did Stalin believe? What were his motives for the Great Terror and
the decapitation of his High Command? This is a question that goes to the
heart of the debate about Stalin and the nature of his regime.

Broadly, there are two schools of thought among historians. First, that
Stalin used the Terror to consolidate his dictatorship and system of power.
This view tends to be associated with explanations of Stalin’s actions based
on one or other of his personality traits: that he was paranoid, vengeful,
sadistic, bloodthirsty, driven by a will to power. The second view is that Stalin
saw the terror as necessary for the defence of the Soviet system against a
potentially lethal combination of internal subversion and external threat.
This latter interpretation tends to be associated with a view of Stalin which
stresses that he was an ideologue – a true believer in communism and
convinced by his own propaganda about the class enemy.

These two analyses of Stalin are not wholly incompatible. In order to
conduct the terror Stalin needed the character to authorise the execution of
hundreds of thousands of his citizens and imprison many millions more. But
that does not mean the process was driven by his psychological traits or by
purely personal ambitions. Equally, while Stalin was a true believer in the
virtues of communism he came to identify the interests of the Soviet system
as synonymous with the strengthening of his own personal power position
and used the Great Terror to that end.

However, perhaps the most important key to Stalin’s motivations lies in the
realm of ideology. The leitmotif of Soviet communist ideology in the 1920s
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and 1930s was class struggle – the inbuilt antagonism between mutually
incompatible economic interest groups. This conflict between contending
class forces was seen as a struggle waged between states as well as within states.
Stalin’s particular contribution to this class-conflict ideology was his emphasis
on the intensification of the class struggle that takes place between capitalist
and socialist states in an international epoch of imperialist wars and revolu-
tionary upheavals. The Soviet Union, according to Stalin, was the target of
imperialist intrigue because it was a threatening, alternative social system to
capitalism that had to be subverted by espionage, sabotage and murderous
conspiracies directed against its communist leadership.

Stalin’s apocalyptic vision of the communist–capitalist class struggle at the
state level reached its apotheosis in February–March 1937 at a plenum of the
party’s central committee:

The wrecking and diversionary-spying work of agents of foreign states has
touched to one degree or another all or almost all of our organisations,
administrative and party as well as economic . . . agents of foreign states,
including Trotskyists, have penetrated not only into the lower organisation,
but even into certain responsible posts . . . Is it not clear that as long as capi-
talist encirclement exists we will have wreckers, spies, diversionists and
murderers sent to the interior by agents of foreign states?

We must smash and throw out the rotten theory that with each forward
movement we make the class struggle will die down more and more, that in
proportion to our successes the class enemy will become more and more
domesticated . . . On the contrary, the more we move forward, the more
success we have, then the more wrathful become the remnants of the beaten
exploiter classes, the more quickly they turn to sharper forms of struggle,
the more mischief they do the Soviet state, the more they grasp at the most
desperate means of struggle . . .62

Stalin’s frequent repetition of this theme, both publicly and privately, suggests
that he really did believe he was waging an authentic struggle against the capi-
talist subversion of the Soviet system. According to the recollections of
Molotov, Stalin’s closest political associate, the object of the Great Terror was
to get rid of a potential fifth column in advance of the inevitable war between
the Soviet Union and the capitalist states.63

While it strains credibility to suggest that Stalin genuinely believed the
absurd treason charges levelled against Tukhachevskii and the other generals,
the potential for such a military conspiracy against his leadership was not so
far-fetched. Tukhachevskii was a very strong personality with ideas about
rearmament, strategic doctrine and civil–military relations that did not
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always chime with those of Stalin. Tukhachevskii clashed personally with his
immediate chief, People’s Commissar for Defence and long-time Stalin
crony, Kliment Voroshilov, and there was a background of tension between
the Red Army and the communist party which placed a question mark over
the military’s political loyalty in times of severe crisis.64

Apparently unreliable elements in the military and the communist party
were not the only groups targeted by Stalin as part of his preparations for war.
Living in the borderlands of the Soviet Union were a number of ethnic groups
considered potentially disloyal in the event of war. Along the western border
were Ukrainians, Poles, Latvians, Germans, Estonians, Finns, Bulgarians,
Romanians and Greeks. In the Near East there were Turks, Kurds and Iranians
and in the Far East there were Chinese and Koreans. Integral to the Great
Terror was a process of ethnic cleansing involving the arrest, deportation and
execution of hundreds of thousands of people living in border areas.
According to one estimate, up to a fifth of those arrested and a third of those
executed during the Yezhovshchina were members of such ethnic minorities.65

According to another estimate 800,000 non-Russians were deported to Soviet
Central Asia between 1936 and 1938. While the mass repression of party
members, state officials and military officers came to an end in 1939, Stalin
continued his ethno-political cleansing of borderland populations. After the
Soviet invasion of eastern Poland in 1939, 400,000 ethnic Poles were arrested,
deported and/or executed; among those shot were 20,000 Polish POWs –
victims of the infamous ‘Katyn massacre’ of April–May 1940.66 The Red
Army’s occupation of the Baltic States in summer 1940 led to the deportation
of several hundred thousand Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians. After the
outbreak of the Soviet–German war in June 1941 Stalin’s ethnic cleansing
reached new heights of frenzy in the face of feared collaboration with the
enemy. During the course of the Great Patriotic War 2 million members of
ethnic minorities – Volga Germans, Crimean Tartars, Chechens and other
Transcaucasian populations – were deported to the Soviet interior.67

Soviet Patriotism

Stalin’s war against his borderland populations represented not so much
personal as political paranoia – a fear of the threat that nationalist seces-
sionism could pose to the survival of the Soviet state in time of war. But
repression was not his only weapon against perceived separatist or disloyal
tendencies among the ethnically mixed Soviet population. His other tactic was
to reposition the Soviet state as the patriotic defender of Russia against foreign
exploitation and occupation. This did not entail abandoning communist
ideology or revolutionary internationalism or the socialist goals of the Soviet
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state. Rather it meant the adoption by Stalin and the Soviet system of a patri-
otic as well as a communist identity. One label for this repositioning is
‘national bolshevism’,68 another is ‘revolutionary patriotism’.69 Stalin’s own
term was simply ‘Soviet patriotism’, which referred to the dual loyalty of citi-
zens to the Soviet socialist system and to a Soviet state that represented and
protected the various national traditions and cultures of the USSR. The multi-
national USSR was ‘proletarian in content, national in form’, declared Stalin:
it was a class-based state that fostered national cultures and traditions as well
as those of the proletariat. The agency integrating and organising this dual
loyalty and identity was the communist party led by Stalin.

Stalin was ideally suited to personify the multiple identities and loyalties
expected of Soviet citizens. He was a Georgian who ostentatiously valued his
native traditions but also embraced Russian culture, language and identity.
His humble origins as the son of a cobbler denoted a plebeian class identity
but like millions of others he had benefited from the Bolshevik Revolution
and the social mobility resulting from the socialist reconstruction of Russia.
Stalin was a man of the borderlands who stood for a strong, centralised Soviet
state that would defend all the peoples of the USSR. In short, Stalin was a
Georgian, a worker, a communist and a Soviet patriot.70

An early sign of this patriotic repositioning of the communist party and of
his own persona came in a much-quoted speech by Stalin in February 1931 on
theurgencyof theneedtoindustrialiseandmodernise,aspeechwhichillustrates
his deft handling and melding of class-political and patriotic themes:

The history of old Russia consisted, among other things, in her being cease-
lessly beaten for her backwardness. She was beaten by the Mongol khans.
She was beaten by the Turkish beys. She was beaten by the Swedish feudal
rulers. She was beaten by the Polish-Lithuanian lords. She was beaten by the
Anglo-French capitalists. She was beaten by the Japanese barons. Everyone
gave her a beating for her backwardness. For military backwardness, for
cultural backwardness, for state backwardness, for industrial backwardness,
for agricultural backwardness. They beat her because it was profitable and
could be done with impunity. You remember the words of the pre-revolu-
tionary poet: ‘You are wretched, you are abundant, you are mighty, you are
powerless, Mother Russia’ . . . Such is the law of the exploiters: beat the
backward, you are weak – so you are in the wrong and therefore you can be
beaten and enslaved . . . We have fallen behind the advanced countries by
fifty to a hundred years. We must close that gap in ten years. Either we do
this or we’ll be crushed. This is what our obligations before the workers and
peasants of the USSR dictate to us.71
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Together with Lenin, Stalin had been the architect of the Soviet nationalities
policy.72 Before 1917 Stalin had authored the main Bolshevik theoretical
analysis of the so-called national question73 and after the revolution served as
People’s Commissar for the Nationalities.74 As revolutionary internationalists
Lenin and Stalin believed in working-class unity across and superseding
national boundaries and opposed nationalist separatism as a matter of prin-
ciple. However, they recognised both the continuing appeal of national senti-
ment and the possibility of utilising native cultures and traditions in the
political struggle against Tsarism and in the construction of a socialist state.
Bolshevik ideology was adapted to take on board the project of fostering
cultural and linguistic nationalism among the nationalities and ethnic groups
of the USSR while at the same time struggling for the class-based political
unity of all Soviet peoples. The USSR’s first constitution, adopted in 1922, was
highly centralist but also theoretically federalist and ostensibly based on a
voluntary union of national republics.

In the 1920s the Bolsheviks’ nationalities policy had two main practical
prongs: ‘nativisation’ – the appointment of members of ethnic minorities to
official positions in their localities; and fostering cultural and linguistic
nationalism among the peoples of the USSR, including some who had no
discernible national identity before the Soviet era. But one section of the
population remained exempt from the nativisation policy and cultural
nationalism: the Russians. The Russian population was larger than all the
other Soviet nationalities put together. Lenin and Stalin feared that, because of
their size and cultural sophistication, the Russians would dominate the other
nationalities and that encouraging Russian national consciousness would
unleash chauvinist tendencies. In the 1930s, however, Stalin’s attitude towards
the Russians underwent a radical change. A specifically Russian patriotism
was rehabilitated and Russian patriotic heroes from the pre-revolutionary
past were admitted into the Bolshevik heroic pantheon. The Russians were
now depicted as the core group of the historic gathering of the peoples that
constituted the Soviet multinational state. In cultural terms Russians were
deemed first among equals of the Soviet nations – the cement of the USSR’s
‘friendship of the peoples’. Politically, the Russians were seen as the group
most committed to the communist cause and the most loyal to the Soviet
state.

Before the revolution the Bolsheviks had campaigned against Tsarist russi-
fication policies. By the end of the 1930s Russian had been returned to its
status as the dominant language of education, the armed forces and the state,
while Russian music, literature and folklore formed the backbone of a newly
invented Soviet cultural tradition.75 Among the many reasons for this ‘Russian
turn’ in Stalin’s nationalities policy was that with war coming a degree of
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russification was now seen as necessary to bind together the hundred or so
nationalities that made up the USSR. Appeals to patriotism were also seen as
a useful means of popular political mobilisation for the construction of the
socialist state, and most of that modernisation and industrialisation was
taking place in Russia. Above all, Stalin saw the powerful political appeal of a
populist historical narrative that linked Russia’s endeavours in the past with
the struggles of the Soviet present. As Stalin put it in a toast at a private party
at Voroshilov’s dacha in November 1937:

The Russian tsars did much that was bad. They robbed and enslaved the
people. They led wars and seized territory in the interests of the
landowners. But they did one good thing – they put together an enormous
Great Power. . .We inherited this Great Power. We Bolsheviks were the first
to put together and strengthen this Great Power, not in the interests of the
landowners and capitalists, but for the toilers and for all the great peoples
who make up this Great Power.76

Stalin’s vision of the Soviet state as the inheritor of Russia’s struggle to attain
the power that could protect its peoples had an obvious utility in a feverish
atmosphere of foreign threat, international crisis and approaching war. When
war came in 1941 Stalin was able to mobilise the Soviet Union, particularly its
Russian population, in a patriotic war of national defence against the latest in
a long line of foreign invaders. As Stalin told Harriman in September 1941, ‘we
know that the people won’t fight for world revolution and they won’t fight for
Soviet power, but perhaps they will fight for Russia’.77 In a war as closely
fought as the Soviet–German one, Stalin’s ability to draw upon national senti-
ment and patriotic loyalties as well as political commitment to the Soviet
system was of critical importance. At the same time strenuous efforts were
made to propagate the idea of a distinct Soviet patriotism that bound together
all the nations and peoples of the USSR. Russian nationalism and Soviet patri-
otism were supplemented by concepts of a broader Slavic solidarity and iden-
tity and by Stalin’s search for an alliance of Slavic states to combat any future
German menace.78

The new patriotic identity of Stalin’s Russia had an important bearing on
what happened after the war. Having won a great victory Stalin expected his
just rewards in the form of an expansion of Soviet power and influence,
including the attainment of such traditional objectives of Tsarist foreign
policy as control of the Black Sea Straits and warm water ports for an ocean-
going navy. But Stalin’s ambitions were frustrated by Britain and the United
States – his partners in the Grand Alliance that defeated Hitler – who saw
Soviet expansionism in the Black Sea, the Mediterranean and the Pacific as a
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threat to their own national strategic and political interests. In December 1945
Stalin complained to Ernest Bevin, the British Foreign Secretary, that ‘as he
saw the situation, the United Kingdom had India and her possessions in the
Indian Ocean in her sphere of interest; the United States had China and Japan,
but the Soviet Union had nothing’.79

However, Stalin’s main strategic interest lay in Soviet expansion into
Central and Eastern Europe so he backed away from confrontation with the
western powers in peripheral areas. He refused to support the communist
insurgency in Greece after the war, drew back from the demand for control of
the Black Sea Straits, and acquiesced in the British and American refusal to
give him a share of defeated Italy’s North African colonies. But the damage to
Soviet patriotic pride and prestige inflicted by his erstwhile allies remained
and contributed to a pronounced xenophobic turn in Stalin’s foreign and
domestic policy after the war.

Publicly the first major manifestation of this new trend in Stalin’s postwar
policy was a speech by his ideology chief A.A. Zhdanov in August 1946 criti-
cising Soviet journals and writers for their obsequiousness in the face of
western literature and culture. This speech launched what became know as the
Zhdanovshchina – an ideological campaign against western influence that
extolled the unique virtues of Soviet science and culture. Zhdanov’s speech
was heavily edited by Stalin and the campaign itself conducted at his behest.80

Privately, Stalin had already berated his inner circle for their ‘liberalism’ and
‘servility’ towards the west and urged his Foreign Minister, V.M. Molotov, to
concede nothing in diplomatic negotiations with the United States and Great
Britain.81 In 1947 Stalin talked to Sergei Eisenstein about his new film, Ivan the
Terrible, and advised him that

Tsar Ivan was a great and wise ruler . . . Ivan the Terrible’s wisdom rested on
the fact that he stood for the national point of view and did not allow
foreigners into his country, shielding the country from foreign influence . . .
Peter the First was also a great ruler, but he related to foreigners too liber-
ally, opened the gate too wide to foreign influence and allowed the
Germanification of the country. Catherine allowed even more. After that –
was Alexander I’s court really a Russian court? Was the court of Nicholas I
really a Russian court? No, they were German courts.82

The Cold War

The emergence and development of the Zhdanovshchina was intimately linked
to the emerging cold war struggle with the west. Although the cold war did
not get under way until 1947 the rift between Stalin and his Grand Alliance

INTRODUCTION: STALIN AT WAR 23

01 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  15:56  Page 23



partners began to develop almost as soon as the war ended. While there were
a number of diplomatic disputes with the west – about Poland, the occupa-
tion regime in Japan, the control of atomic energy – most worrying for Stalin
were developments on the ideological front. During the war the Soviet Union,
the Red Army and Stalin’s leadership had received exemplary and laudatory
coverage in the western press. Indeed, the Stalin cult in the USSR had
branches in Britain, the United States and the other countries of the allied
camp. When the war ended, however, Stalin’s propaganda chiefs complained
about the inauguration of a wide-ranging anti-Soviet campaign in the
western media. The Soviets believed this campaign was linked to the postwar
re-emergence of anti-communist political trends in Britain, the United States
and Western Europe that augured an anti-Soviet turn in western foreign
policy.83 An early manifestation of this sinister development was Winston
Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech in Fulton, Missouri in March 1946. While
Churchill spoke of the need for continued co-operation with the Soviet Union
his main theme was a clarion call to an anti-communist crusade. Although
Churchill was no longer British Prime Minister, Stalin felt it necessary to issue
a lengthy public reply printed on the front page of Pravda, denouncing him as
an inveterate anti-communist and warmonger.84 In general, however, Stalin
exercised restraint in his public pronouncements on relations with the west,
emphasising the possibility of continued coexistence and co-operation. The
reason for Stalin’s public moderation and reticence was, quite simply, that he
did not want a cold war with the west and hoped for continued negotiations
with Britain and the United States about the postwar peace settlement. As he
told the visiting Republican politician Harold Stassen in April 1947:

The economic systems of Germany and the USA are the same but never-
theless there was war between them. The economic systems of the USA and
the USSR are different but they fought side by side and collaborated during
the war. If two different systems can collaborate in war, why can’t they
collaborate in peacetime?85

As Albert Resis has argued, ‘although Stalin’s crimes were numberless, one
crime was falsely charged to him; that he bears sole responsibility for starting
what came to be called the “Cold War”. In fact he neither planned nor desired
it.’86 But Stalin’s own actions and ambitions did contribute to the outbreak of
the cold war. At the end of the Second World War the Red Army occupied half
of Europe and Stalin was determined to establish a Soviet sphere of influence
in the states that bordered European Russia. There was also a great political
swing to the communist parties across the continent and Stalin had visions of
a people’s democratic Europe – a Europe of left-wing regimes under Soviet
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and communist influence. Stalin did not see this ideological project as incom-
patible with prolonged postwar collaboration with his partners in the Grand
Alliance, including an equitable division of interests across the globe.87 He did
muse on the possibility of a future war with the western powers but saw such
a conflict as remote. ‘I am completely certain that there will be no war, it is
rubbish. They [the British and Americans] are not capable of waging war
against us,’ Stalin said to the Polish communist leader Wladyslaw Gomulka in
November 1945. ‘Whether in thirty years or so they want to have another war
is another issue.’88

Apart from establishing a Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe,
Stalin’s priorities after the war were economic reconstruction, postwar secu-
rity arrangements – above all the future containment of German power – and
the establishment of a mutually beneficial long-term détente with Britain and
the United States. The cold war disrupted all his plans. It came about because
the west saw Stalin’s political and ideological ambitions as presaging unlim-
ited Soviet and communist expansionism. Hence Britain and the United
States resisted what they saw as Stalin’s attempt to establish Soviet hegemony
in Europe, making him in turn fear that his former allies were trying to roll
back his wartime gains.

While western leaders spoke of Soviet expansionism, Stalin complained of
Anglo-American globalism. Stalin could not understand why the west felt so
threatened by Soviet actions in Europe when he considered them to be
natural, defensive and limited. He was also blinded by his ideological convic-
tion that the postwar swing to the left in Europe was an aspect of an
inevitable and irreversible historical process leading towards socialism. But
Stalin was also realistic and pragmatic enough to see that in an open polit-
ical and ideological contest with the west he was likely to be the loser. As the
Grand Alliance fell apart and the cold war approached he increasingly chose
to close off the USSR and the Soviet sphere in Eastern Europe from western
influence. Domestically, Stalin again played the patriotic card, this time with
an even more pronounced xenophobic emphasis than in the 1930s. In the
international arena Stalin’s ideological banner became the defence of the
national independence of European states from British and American
domination.

The cold war itself broke out in 1947 with Truman’s announcement in
March of a worldwide struggle against communist aggression and expan-
sionism and then, in June, the unveiling of the Marshall Plan for the political
and economic reconstruction of postwar Europe. Stalin responded by
imposing complete communist and Soviet control of Eastern Europe and by
announcing through a speech of Zhdanov’s in September 1947 that two
conflicting trends in postwar international politics had solidified into a split
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into two camps – a camp of imperialism, reaction and war, and a camp of
socialism, democracy and progress.89

But even after this mutual declaration of cold war Stalin still hoped to avert
a complete split with the west and to keep the door open to negotiation and
compromise. He was particularly concerned about the revival of the German
threat. At the end of the war Germany had been divided into Soviet and
American, British and French occupation zones. Stalin’s fears that the western
zones of Germany would become the mainstay of an anti-Soviet bloc
prompted him to provoke the first great crisis of the cold war – the Berlin
airlift of 1948–1949. Berlin had been divided in 1945, too, but it lay deep in
the Soviet zone of occupation in eastern Germany. In order to force further
negotiations about the future of Germany, Stalin cut off land supply routes to
the western sectors of Berlin. But he was thwarted by the airlift of supplies to
West Berlin and had to back down. If anything, the Berlin crisis accelerated
the process leading to the establishment of an independent West German state
in May 1949 and the signing a month earlier of the NATO treaty – an
American-led military and political alliance pledged to defend Western
Europe from Soviet attack or intimidation.

The Soviet failure in relation to Germany was one of Stalin’s many miscal-
culations during the cold war. The most costly and dangerous was the Korean
War. Urged on by the North Korean leader Kim-Il Sung, Stalin authorised an
attack on South Korea in June 1950. At first all went well and within weeks
North Korean forces occupied most of the country. However, an American-led
military intervention under the auspices of the United Nations rapidly
reversed the tide of war. Kim-Il Sung’s army was pushed back north and it was
only the reluctant intervention of communist China that saved his regime
from complete collapse. This development led to a souring of relations
between Stalin and the Chinese leader Mao Tse-tung and the war itself proved
to be very costly militarily, politically and economically.

These foreign setbacks were counterbalanced by some positive develop-
ments. Stalin was able to consolidate his grip on Eastern Europe, although his
power was challenged by Tito and this led to a split in 1948 with communist
Yugoslavia – hitherto the most loyal of Soviet allies. In August 1949 the Soviet
Union tested its first atomic bomb, and in October Mao’s communists came
to power in China. Most important, despite the tense international atmos-
phere, a direct military clash with the west was avoided and in the late 1940s
and early 1950s Stalin strove to regain the political initiative by launching an
international peace campaign.

No amount of foreign difficulties could threaten Stalin’s position at
home. His victory in the war made his leadership unquestionable and
unchallengeable, while popular adulation reached new heights of absurdity.
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Stalin’s domestic policy after the war is often characterised as a return to
communist ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘normalcy’ and there is some truth in this. During
the war Stalin had adapted his mode of rule to the needs of the situation. He
accepted the need for more flexibility in military, cultural and economic
affairs and was prepared to permit a greater diversity of voices to express
themselves in the Soviet press. In the context of the Grand Alliance he opened
up the country to external influences. However, neither Stalin nor the
communist party – his main instrument of power – was well  suited to the
continuation of this style of leadership in peacetime and the deteriorating
international situation also encouraged a return to orthodoxy in both
ideology and political methods. But the war had changed everything and the
system Stalin presided over was not the same as before. The communist
system now had a new source of legitimacy – the Great Patriotic War – but it
also had to deal with a new set of popular expectations about the future.
Millions of returning war veterans had to be integrated into party and state
structures. Nor could the nationalist genie easily be put back into the bottle.
The mobilisation of Russian national sentiment helped to win the war but it
also provoked counter-nationalisms among other ethnic groups in the USSR
that had to be combated, both by political means and by repression.90

Stalin’s most impressive feat during the war was the way he changed both
the style of his leadership and the functioning of the system he presided over.
Stalin’s power and popularity at the end of the war meant that he had a
number of choices open to him, but the complex and challenging situation he
faced at home and abroad made reversion to a strong form of communist
authoritarianism a likely outcome. The tragedy of the cold war was that it
provided Stalin with an incentive to consolidate his personal dictatorship
rather than continue to explore the possibilities of a more pluralistic regime
glimpsed during the war. It may be that Stalin was personally incapable of
making any other choice, but the flexibility and creativity that he displayed in
wartime suggested otherwise. Moreover, there was no return to the mass
terror of the 1930s. Instead, there was a significant reduction in the overall
level of political repression. Stalin’s postwar regime was a system in transition
and its destination was the more relaxed Soviet political order that emerged
after his death in 1953.

Age and the strains of war caught up with Stalin in 1945 and he took to
spending several months each year on vacation at one of his dachas on the
Black Sea.91 He gave up trying to run and interfere with everything, concen-
trating mainly on foreign affairs and on calculated interventions to keep his
entourage on their toes. One description of Stalin’s system of postwar rule is
that it was neopatrimonial. Like his Tsarist predecessors, or any other powerful
autocrat, Stalin through his patrimony controlled and, in a sense, owned the
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state. Before and during the war he had exercised his ‘ownership’ by involving
himself in making a myriad of decisions and in detailed supervision of the
day-to-day activities of the government. In the postwar years he became more
restrained, allowing much government business to be conducted by commit-
tees and commissions headed by his Politburo colleagues. This resulted in a
much more orderly conduct of government and party affairs, albeit heavily
bureaucratised and highly conservative as no one wanted to upset the ‘boss’.
Still, notwithstanding his unlimited power and increasing caprice, Stalin’s
postwar leadership was much more modern and rational than previously.92

At the 19th party congress in October 1952 – the first such gathering since
1938 – Stalin did not even bother to deliver the main political report,
entrusting this task to Politburo member G.M. Malenkov.93 Stalin’s own inter-
vention at the congress was restricted to a few brief, concluding remarks
aimed at visiting fraternal delegates. Significantly, he harped again on the
patriotic theme:

Previously the bourgeoisie was considered the head of the nation, the
defender of the rights and independence of the nation . . . Now there is no
sign of the ‘national principle’. Now the bourgeoisie will sell the rights and
independence of the nation for dollars. The banner of national independ-
ence and national sovereignty has been thrown overboard. Without doubt,
this banner must be raised by you, the representatives of the communist
and democratic parties, and carried forward, if you want to be the patriots
of your country, if you want to become the leading force of the nation.94

‘Victors are not judged’ goes the old Russian saying, often attributed to
Catherine the Great. Stalin knew better than his Tsarist predecessor, and said
so in his February 1946 speech:

They say that victors are not judged, that they should not be criticized or
controlled. This is wrong. Victors may and must be judged, they may and
must be criticized and checked up on. That is useful not only for the work
but for the victors themselves; there will be less presumption, there will be
more modesty.95

The need to learn from one’s mistakes was a recurrent theme of Stalin’s public
and private discourse, but he knew that the only judgement that would really
matter while he lived would be his own. Even outside the Soviet Union the
judgement of most people in the immediate aftermath of the war – those on
the winning side, at any rate – was that Stalin’s victory, despite its high cost,
had been worth it. A barbaric threat to European civilisation had been
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thwarted, and that was good enough for most people. The cold war had yet to
begin in earnest and many hoped that Stalin’s dictatorship would evolve into a
more benign regime, one worthy of the sacrifices of the Soviet people and of
the great victory over Nazi Germany. These hopes were dashed by the outbreak
of the cold war and by Stalin’s abandonment of wartime liberalisation in
favour of the consolidation of communist authoritarianism.

But Stalin continued to occupy an uneasy, contradictory place in Soviet and
western discourse about the war. For some, Stalin was the reason for victory;
for others the cause of catastrophe. He was deemed the greatest of war leaders
and the most disastrous. His path to victory was terrible but perhaps unavoid-
able. He had created a repressive and terroristic system that massacred
millions, but maybe it was the only system that could have won the titanic
struggle against Hitler.
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The Nazi–Soviet pact of August 1939 was not Stalin’s first foray into the field
of foreign affairs but it was by far his most significant and dramatic since
coming to power in the 1920s. On the very eve of the Second World War the
enmity that had bedevilled relations between Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany
since Hitler came to power in 1933 was declared dissolved as the two states
signed a treaty pledging non-aggression, neutrality, consultation and the
friendly resolution of disputes.

The first public inkling of this extraordinary turn of events was the
announcement on 21 August 1939 that Joachim von Ribbentrop, the Nazi
Foreign Minister, was to fly to Moscow for negotiations about a
German–Soviet non-aggression treaty. Ribbentrop arrived in the Soviet
capital on 23 August and the deal was struck later that day. On 24 August
Pravda and Izvestiya carried news of the pact, complete with the now infa-
mous front-page picture of Soviet foreign commissar, Vyacheslav Molotov,
signing the treaty with a smiling Stalin looking on.

‘The sinister news broke upon the world like an explosion,’ wrote Winston
Churchill. ‘There is no doubt that the Germans have struck a master blow,’ the
Italian Foreign Minister, Count Ciano, recorded in his diary; ‘the European
situation is upset.’ The Berlin-based American journalist William L. Shirer
spoke for millions when he recalled that he ‘could scarcely believe it’ and ‘had
the feeling that war was now inevitable’.1

The reason for the shock and surprise was that for the previous six months
Stalin had been negotiating an anti-Hitler alliance with the British and
French. These negotiations had begun after the Nazi occupation of
Czechoslovakia in March 1939 and were prompted by the German threat to
Poland, Romania and other East European states. In April the Soviets
proposed a full-blown triple alliance between Britain, France and the USSR –
a military coalition that would guarantee European security against further
German expansion and, if necessary, go to war with Hitler. By the end of July
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agreement had been reached on the political terms of the alliance and the
negotiations moved into their final phase with the opening of military talks in
Moscow.

The triple alliance negotiations were conducted in private, but there was
little of their content that did not leak to the press. When the Anglo-French
military delegation arrived in Moscow on 10 August it was greeted with suit-
able public fanfare and the talks were conducted in the sumptuous splendour
of the Tsarist Spiridonovka Palace. Hopes were high that a triple alliance
would be formed and that Hitler would be deterred from turning the dispute
with Poland over Danzig and the ‘Polish Corridor’ into a new European war.
But after a few days the military negotiations broke down and on 21 August
were adjourned indefinitely, destined never to be resumed.2

The ostensible reason for the breakdown was the Soviet demand that the
British and French guarantee that Poland and Romania would allow the Red
Army passage through their territory upon the outbreak of war with
Germany. The problem was that Poland and Romania – two authoritarian,
anti-communist states, both with territorial disputes with the USSR – dreaded
Soviet intervention almost as much as they feared German invasion and were
unwilling to concede the Red Army an automatic right of passage in the event
of war. The Soviets insisted, however, that their military plans depended on
advancing through Poland and Romania to repulse a German attack and that
they had to know now where they stood. For the Soviets a triple alliance with
Britain and France meant, above all, a co-ordinated military plan to fight a
common war against Germany. Without such a military agreement there was
no point to a political front against Hitler, who would not be deterred from
war by any diplomatic agreement, or so the Soviets believed.

Beyond the issue of Soviet right of military passage across Romania and
Poland, there was a deeper reason for Moscow’s decision to halt the triple
alliance negotiations: Stalin did not believe that the British and French were
serious about fighting Hitler; he feared, indeed, that they were manoeuvring
to get him to do their fighting for them. As Stalin later told Churchill, he ‘had
the impression that the talks were insincere and only for the purpose of intim-
idating Hitler, with whom the Western Powers would later come to terms’.3 On
another occasion Stalin complained that Neville Chamberlain, the British
Prime Minister, ‘fundamentally disliked and distrusted the Russians’ and
stressed that ‘if [I] could not get an alliance with England, then [I] must not
be left alone – isolated – only to be the victim of the victors when the war
was over’.4

When Stalin ended the triple alliance negotiations he was not certain what
would happen next, notwithstanding the pact with Hitler he concluded a few
days later. For months the Germans had been hinting that they could offer
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better terms than the British and French. In early August these overtures
reached a crescendo when Ribbentrop told the Soviet diplomatic representa-
tive in Berlin, Georgii Astakhov, that ‘there was no problem from the Baltic to
the Black Sea that could not be solved between the two of us’.5 Until now Stalin
had not given Ribbentrop any encouragement and Astakhov remained unin-
structed about how to respond to the increasingly extravagant promises made
by his German contacts. The Germans were obviously trying to disrupt the
triple alliance negotiations and while Stalin did not trust the British and
French, he trusted Hitler even less. As an ideologue himself Stalin took Hitler’s
fervent anti-communism seriously and did not doubt the Nazi dictator
intended, if he could, to implement the programme of German expansion
into Russia he had advocated in Mein Kampf. Stalin feared, too, that the
vacuum left by a failed triple alliance would be filled by an Anglo-German
understanding directed against the Soviet Union. By the end of July, however,
the triple alliance negotiations had dragged on for months and the dilatory
approach of the British and French to the forthcoming military talks indicated
that London and Paris intended to spin them out even longer, in the hope that
Hitler would be deterred from attacking Poland by just the possibility of an
Anglo-Soviet–French alliance. So, instead of flying to Moscow the Anglo-
French military delegation sailed to Leningrad on a slow steamer and arrived
with no detailed strategic plans for a joint war against Germany.

While the British and French thought Hitler could be deterred by talks,
Stalin had no such confidence and believed instead his intelligence reports
that Hitler would soon attack Poland. In these circumstances – the disintegra-
tion of the triple alliance project and the coming Polish war – the German
offer of negotiations demanded more serious consideration and Astakhov was
authorised to sound out exactly what was being proposed. The turning point
in these soundings came when the Germans agreed to sign a special protocol
delineating Soviet and German foreign policy interests. In an urgent, personal
message to Stalin on 20 August Hitler pressed for Ribbentrop to be allowed to
go to Moscow to negotiate the protocol, pointing out that ‘the tension
between Germany and Poland has become intolerable’ and that there was no
time to lose. Stalin replied the next day, agreeing to Ribbentrop’s visit:

I hope that the German–Soviet non-aggression pact will mark a decided
turn for the better in political relations between our countries. The
people of our countries need peaceful relations with each other. The
assent of the German Government to the conclusion of a non-aggression
pact provides the foundation for eliminating the political tension and for
the establishment of peace and collaboration between our countries.6
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Stalin personally received Ribbentrop in the Kremlin and displayed all the
acumen, charm and intelligence for which he was to become famous in diplo-
matic circles. To Ribbentrop’s offer to mediate problems in Soviet–Japanese
relations, Stalin responded that he was not afraid of the Japanese and that they
could have war if they liked, although peace would be so much better! He
probed Ribbentrop about Mussolini’s attitude to the German–Soviet pact and
wanted to know what the Turks were up to. Stalin opined that while Britain
was weak militarily it would wage war craftily and that the French army was
still worthy of consideration. He proposed a toast to Hitler’s health, telling
Ribbentrop that he knew ‘how much the German nation loves its Führer’. As
Ribbentrop was leaving Stalin told him that ‘the Soviet Government takes the
new Pact very seriously. He could guarantee on his word of honor that the
Soviet Union would not betray its partner.’7

But what had Stalin agreed with Ribbentrop and what was the nature of the
new Soviet–German partnership? The published text of the non-aggression
treaty was the same as the many other non-aggression pacts the Soviet Union
had concluded in the 1920s and 1930s, apart from the notable absence of a
provision for the denunciation of the agreement in the event of aggression by
Germany or the USSR against a third party. As this omission indicated, the
pact was fundamentally a pledge of Soviet neutrality during the coming
German–Polish war. In return, Stalin received Hitler’s promises of friendship
and non-aggression and, more importantly, the provisions of a ‘secret addi-
tional protocol’ attached to the published pact. The first clause of this secret
protocol specified that the Baltic States of Finland, Estonia and Latvia fell
within the Soviet sphere of influence. The second clause divided Poland into
Soviet and German spheres of influence along the line of the rivers Narew,
Vistula and San and stated that ‘the question of whether the interests of both
parties make desirable the maintenance of an independent Polish state and
how such a state should be bounded can only be definitely determined in the
course of further political developments’. The third and final clause of this
short protocol drew attention to the Soviet interest in Bessarabia, a piece of
Romanian territory, which Moscow claimed had been ‘stolen’ from Russia in
1918, while the German side disclaimed any interest in this dispute.8

In relation to the Baltic States, the Germans had conceded what the Soviets
had demanded of the British and French during the triple alliance negotia-
tions – a free hand in the Baltic to secure their strategic position in an area
considered vital to the security of Leningrad. In the context of the triple
alliance negotiations a ‘free hand’ meant Moscow’s right to take pre-emptive
action to avert Nazi subversion of the Baltic States and the flexibility to
counter a German invasion of the Baltic States as it saw fit, irrespective of
what the Balts themselves might want. But it was not so clear how Stalin
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would choose to exercise his freedom of manoeuvre in the Baltic sphere of
influence he had just acquired from the Germans. Would he occupy the Baltic
States or seek some other means of securing Soviet interests in the area? A
similar uncertainty hung over Stalin’s policy in relation to Poland. The
Germans had agreed to stay out of a Soviet sphere of influence in the east of
the country, but what would be the meaning and consequences of that
promise in practice? The answer to that question depended on a great
unknown: the course of the German–Polish war and the response of Britain
and France to Hitler’s attack on Poland. In August 1939 it was not obvious
that Poland would succumb as easily as it did to German invasion. Britain and
France were pledged to defend Poland but a new ‘Munich’ – an appeasement
deal betraying the Poles to Hitler – was not ruled out, at least not by Stalin.
What, then, would be the fate of the Soviet sphere of influence in eastern
Poland? Until the situation became clearer Stalin decided to tread carefully,
maintaining Soviet neutrality in the developing international crisis over
Poland and refraining from the active pursuit of Soviet interests in relation
to Poland and the Baltic States, even keeping the door open to a revival of
negotiations with Britain and France.

Stalin’s prevaricating position was articulated by his foreign commissar,
Molotov, who in a speech to the Supreme Soviet on 31 August 1939 proposed
formal ratification of the German–Soviet pact. The most significant point of
Molotov’s speech was that while he announced the dealignment of the Soviet
Union in European politics – the USSR would not now participate in an
alliance against Hitler – there was no realignment alongside Germany. Indeed,
Molotov was at particular pains to argue that the German–Soviet non-
aggression treaty was the consequence not the cause of the failure of the triple
alliance negotiations, implying that the deal with Hitler was a second-best
alternative to coalition with Britain and France. He defended the non-
aggression pact on grounds that it had narrowed the zone of possible hostili-
ties in Europe and thwarted the designs of those who wanted to set the Soviet
Union and Germany against each other in order to provoke ‘a grand new
slaughter, a new holocaust of nations’.9 Here Molotov was echoing Stalin’s
critique of British and French foreign policy at the 18th Congress of the Soviet
Communist Party in March 1939. According to Stalin,

the policy of non-intervention means conniving at aggression, giving free
rein to war . . . The policy of non-intervention reveals an eagerness, a desire,
not to hinder the aggressors in their nefarious work: not to hinder Japan,
say, from embroiling herself in a war with China, or, better still, the Soviet
Union; not to hinder Germany, say, from . . . embroiling herself in a war with
the Soviet Union; to encourage them surreptitiously in this; to allow them
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to weaken and exhaust one another; and then, when they have become
weak enough, to appear on the scene with fresh strength, to appear, of
course, ‘in the interests of peace’, and to dictate conditions to the enfeebled
belligerents.10

Did Stalin take a leaf out of the western appeasers’ handbook when he
concluded the Nazi–Soviet pact? Was Stalin an adherent of the‘war–revolution’
nexus – the idea that provoking a new world war would precipitate the kind
of revolutionary upheavals that had engulfed Europe at the end of the First
World War? Many anti-communist commentators thought so at the time and
it is a view of Stalin’s aims echoed by those historians seeking to establish that
the main cause of the Second World War was not Hitler’s designs, but Stalin’s.
One of the key texts in this oeuvre is a speech Stalin supposedly made to the
Politburo on 19 August 1939 in which he reviewed the prospects for the ‘soviet-
isation’ of Europe as a result of a war that he intended to provoke and then
prolong by signing the Nazi–Soviet pact.11 The problem is that the ‘speech’ is
a forgery. Not only was there no such speech, but it is doubtful that the
Politburo even met on that day (it rarely met at all by the late 1930s). It is, as
the Russian historian Sergei Sluch has termed it, ‘the speech of Stalin’s that
never was’.12

Stalin’s so-called speech made its first appearance at the end of November
1939 in the French press. Its publication was plainly a piece of black propa-
ganda designed to discredit Stalin and to sow discord in Soviet–German rela-
tions. The text’s content marked it out as obviously false. Stalin was reported
as saying, for example, that already – on 19 August – he had an agreement with
Hitler giving him a Soviet sphere of influence in Romania, Bulgaria and
Hungary. It was not taken very seriously outside France, although Stalin
himself was moved to issue a statement denouncing the reported speech as
a lie.13

Far from plotting war in 1939, Stalin feared that he and his regime would
become the chief victims of a major military conflict. Ultimately, that is why
he gambled on a pact with Hitler; it was no guarantee of peace and security,
but it did offer the best chance of keeping the Soviet Union out of the coming
war. No doubt like everyone else Stalin expected that if Britain and France did
declare war on Germany there would be a prolonged conflict, a war of
attrition – one which would provide some time and space for the Soviet
Union to strengthen its defences. But he was far too cautious to gamble
everything on a simple repeat of the First World War.
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The Partition of Poland

From Stalin’s point of view the most important question after the signing of
the Nazi–Soviet pact was: what would happen to Poland? That question was
answered by the stunning success of the German blitzkrieg invasion of
Poland. As early as 3 September Ribbentrop was telling the Soviets that the
Polish army would be beaten in a few weeks and urging them to send their
forces into the Russian sphere of influence in eastern Poland.14 That same day,
however, Britain and France declared war on Germany. On 5 September
Molotov replied evasively to Ribbentrop’s request, agreeing that Soviet action
was necessary but saying that premature intervention ‘might injure our cause
and promote unity among our opponents’.15 It was not until 9 September that
Molotov informed the Germans that Soviet forces would move into Poland in
the next few days.

Stalin’s own thinking on the war and on the Polish question was revealed at
a meeting with Georgi Dimitrov, the leader of the Communist International,
on 7 September 1939:

A war is on between two groups of capitalist countries . . . for the redivision
of the world, for the domination of the world! We see nothing wrong in their
having a good hard fight and weakening each other. It would be fine if at the
hands of Germany the position of the richest capitalist countries (especially
England) were shaken. Hitler, without understanding it or desiring it, is
shaking and undermining the capitalist system . . . We can maneuver, pit one
side against the other to set them fighting with each other as fiercely as
possible. The non-aggression pact is to a certain degree helping Germany.
Next time we’ll urge on the other side . . . Formerly . . . the Polish state was a
national state. Therefore, revolutionaries defended it against partition and
enslavement. Now [Poland] is a fascist state, oppressing the Ukrainians,
Belorussians and so forth. The annihilation of that state under current
conditions would mean one fewer bourgeois fascist state to contend with!
What would be the harm if as a result of the rout of Poland we were to
extend the socialist system onto new territories and populations?16

These statements derive from Dimitrov’s diary – the most important source
on Stalin’s private thinking during the war years – and require some comment
since they can be interpreted as evidence for the ‘war–revolution’ nexus
hypothesis. The occasion for the meeting was the announcement by Stalin of
a change in the Comintern’s political line, which since its 7th World Congress
in 1935 had been based on an anti-fascist popular front, including support for
an alliance between the Soviet Union and the western bourgeois democracies.
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After the Nazi–Soviet pact the Comintern and its member parties continued
with the popular front policy, supporting Moscow’s diplomatic manoeuvre in
signing the non-aggression treaty with Germany but continuing to advocate a
war of national defence against fascist aggression. Stalin did not retrospec-
tively repudiate the popular front policy, indeed Dimitrov also records him
saying that ‘we preferred agreements with the so-called democratic countries
and therefore conducted negotiations. But the English and the French wanted
us for farmhands and at no cost!’ Circumstances had changed, however, and
the war that had actually broken out was an inter-imperialist conflict and the
‘division of capitalist states into fascist and democratic no longer makes sense’.
Stalin spoke, too, of the ‘prospect of the annihilation of slavery’ during the war
but he did not advocate, as Lenin had done during the First World War,
turning the imperialist war into a revolutionary civil war. Stalin’s immediate
purpose was to present an ideological rationale for the Red Army’s forth-
coming invasion of Poland – the first such act of military expansion in the
history of the Soviet state – and his main message to Dimitrov was that
communists had to oppose war, not wage one.

The Red Army crossed into Poland on 17 September 1939. In announcing
the action Molotov declared on the radio that the German–Polish war had
demonstrated the bankruptcy of the Polish state. In these circumstances, said
Molotov, the Soviet armed forces were entering the country to aid and protect
Ukrainians and Belorussians living on Polish territory. This patriotic rationale
was reinforced by Soviet newspaper reports of Polish repression of Ukrainians
and Belorussians and of the cheering welcome given to their Red Army
‘liberators’ from the east.17

The Polish territories occupied by the Red Army – broadly those allocated
to Stalin under the Nazi–Soviet pact – were, in fact, the western regions of the
Ukraine and Belorussia. They lay east of the so-called ‘Curzon Line’ – the
ethnographical frontier between Russia and Poland drawn up by a commis-
sion of the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 and named after the British
Foreign Secretary who chaired it. The commission’s aim was to provide a basis
for a ceasefire in the Russo-Polish war that had just broken out. The final
border, however, was determined by Polish military successes in the war and
the Soviet Union ceded Western Ukraine and Western Belorussia to Poland in
the Treaty of Riga signed in March 1921. But the Soviets never reconciled
themselves to the loss of those territories, which contained only a minority of
Poles. Diplomatically the territorial dispute between the two states remained
dormant but it hovered in the background, particularly in the 1930s when
Stalin’s Russia began to adopt a more patriotic identity. There was also
constant concern in Moscow that non-Soviet Ukrainians and Belorussians
living in Poland could be used as a base for the subversion of their
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compatriots within the USSR. Indeed, in 1938, Nazi propagandists and
Ukrainian nationalists had waged a press and propaganda campaign for a
reunified and independent Ukraine. The Soviet invasion of eastern Poland
embodied, therefore, a peculiar ‘nationalist’ logic as well as the obvious geo-
strategic rationale that the Red Army’s move into the country had secured a
shift of the Soviet defence line westwards and established a definite limit on
German eastward expansion.

One person who welcomed the Soviet move into Poland was Churchill –
the British politician had just returned from a long spell in the wilderness and
was back in the cabinet as First Lord of the Admiralty. In a famous radio
broadcast on 1 October 1939 he argued:

Russia had pursued a cold policy of self-interest. We could have wished that
the Russian armies should be standing on their present line as the friends
and allies of Poland instead of as invaders. But that the Russian armies
should stand on this line was clearly necessary for the safety of Russia
against the Nazi menace.

Churchill offered a further comfort to his listeners:

I cannot forecast to you the action of Russia. It is a riddle wrapped in a
mystery inside an enigma; but perhaps there is a key. That key is Russian
national interest. It cannot be in accordance with the interest or the safety
of Russia that Germany should plant itself upon the shores of the Black Sea,
or that it should overrun the Balkan States and subjugate the Slavonic
peoples of south-eastern Europe. That would be contrary to the historic
life-interests of Russia.18

Churchill was right. Russian national interest was one key to Stalin’s foreign
policy; the other was communist ideology. Although Stalin’s statement to
Dimitrov on 7 September contained a good deal of rhetoric designed to ratio-
nalise the Comintern’s abandonment of its anti-Nazi policy it also embodied
much authentic belief. Underlying Stalin’s calculations about the Nazi–Soviet
pact was a fundamentalist vision of the inevitability of capitalist crises and
imperialist wars. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s Stalin had warned that if
the imperialists attempted to resolve their internal difficulties by waging war
on the Soviet Union it would be their own downfall as they would be faced
with working-class revolt and revolution in their own countries. But Stalin
was too much of a realist to base Soviet security on the hope of revolution
abroad; experience had taught him that the revolutionary movement in the
advanced capitalist states was very weak and not to be relied upon. Hence
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Stalin’s political directives to Dimitrov after the outbreak of war were cautious
and conservative. At a meeting with Dimitrov on 25 October 1939 Stalin
observed that ‘during the first imperialist war the Bolsheviks overestimated
the situation. We all got ahead of ourselves and made mistakes . . . there must
be no copying now of the positions the Bolsheviks held then . . . It should also
be remembered that the current situation is different: at that time there were
no Communists in power. Now there is the Soviet Union!’ On 7 November
Stalin told Dimitrov: ‘I believe that the slogan of turning the imperialist war
into a civil war (during the first imperialist war) was appropriate only for
Russia . . . For the European countries that slogan was inappropriate . . .’19

Stalin’s point that a major difference between the First and Second World
Wars was the existence of the Soviet Union would have required no emphasis
for Dimitrov, who like all communists of his era was schooled in the belief
that his first duty was action in defence of the USSR, not least in time of war
when the very existence of the socialist state could come under threat. What
Stalin required of his communist supporters in 1939 was not the waging of a
revolutionary war but a political campaign in favour of peace, including
support for Hitler’s pleas to the British and French to end the conflict over
Poland.

The Soviet–German ‘peace offensive’ had begun after a second round of
meetings between Stalin and Ribbentrop on 27–28 September. Ribbentrop
had flown to Moscow to discuss Soviet proposals for changes to the
Soviet–German boundary in occupied Poland. Stalin told Ribbentrop that the
Soviet–German division of Poland should as far as possible be along ethno-
graphic lines. That would entail the transfer of Polish territory from the Soviet
to the German sphere of influence; in exchange Lithuania would be trans-
ferred to the Soviet sphere of influence in the Baltic. In presenting this deal to
Ribbentrop, Stalin emphasised that a demarcation line that separated ethnic
Poland from the predominantly non-Polish ethnic areas bordering the USSR
would pre-empt possible future nationalist agitation for a united Poland.20

The upshot of these discussions was a new Nazi–Soviet pact in the form of the
‘German–Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty’ of 28 September 1939 that
specified the new boundary in Poland and (in a secret protocol) transferred
Lithuania to the Soviet sphere of influence (see Map 1 on p. 40).21 That same
day the Soviet Union and Germany issued a joint statement calling for an end
to the European war now that the Polish state had been liquidated.22 This was
followed by calls from Hitler for a negotiated peace, a demand echoed by
Molotov in his speech to the Supreme Soviet at the end of October 1939 in
which he blamed the British and French for the continuation of the war,
arguing that the motive was the defence of their colonial possessions and the
ongoing inter-imperialist struggle for world supremacy.23
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The ‘New Rapallo’

But did Stalin really want the European war to come to an end? Probably not,
but he had no idea how long it would last or what course it might take, and
there was no guarantee that any outcome would be favourable to the Soviet
Union. Britain and France had declared war on Germany in support of Poland
but had taken little action in support of the Poles and seemed content for the
moment to fight a war with Germany from behind the ‘Maginot Line’ of
defensive fortifications along the Franco-German border. The German
conquest of Poland had changed fundamentally the balance of power in
Europe, but it was difficult to predict what the precise consequences of that
would be. In such circumstances Stalin had no option but to strengthen the
Soviet strategic position in whatever ways he could while avoiding involve-
ment in the European war. For the moment that meant close co-operation
with the Germans, including support for Hitler’s ‘peace proposals’. At the same
time Stalin did not want to burn his bridges with Britain and France and he
attempted to balance his commitments to Hitler by keeping open the door to
a reconstruction of Soviet relations with the western powers.24

How long the new relationship with Hitler would last was difficult to say
but Stalin did not, at this stage, rule out a long-term partnership. Indeed, there
was an important precedent for prolonged Soviet–German co-operation. In
1922 the Soviet Union and Germany had signed the Treaty of Rapallo, an
agreement that re-established diplomatic relations between the two states
(they had been severed in 1918) and led to a decade of intensive economic,
political and military co-operation. The ‘Rapallo relationship’, as it was called,
only broke down when Hitler came to power in 1933. Even so, throughout the
1930s there were intermittent efforts by both sides to restore a degree of co-
operation, particularly in trade relations.25 In his discussions with Ribbentrop
on 27 September Stalin emphasised the Rapallo precedent:

Soviet foreign policy has always been based on belief in the possibility of
co-operation between Germany and the Soviet Union. When the
Bolsheviks came to power they were accused of being paid German agents.
It was the Bolsheviks who concluded the Rapallo agreement. It provided the
basis for the expansion and deepening of mutual relations. When the
National-Socialists came to power in Germany, relations worsened as the
German government deemed it necessary to give priority to internal polit-
ical considerations. After a while this issue exhausted itself and the German
government displayed the will to improve relations with the Soviet Union .
. . Historically the Soviet Government never excluded the possibility of
good relations with Germany. Hence it is with a clear conscience that the
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Soviet Government begins the revival of collaboration with Germany. This
collaboration represents a power that all other combinations must give
way to.26

Of course, Nazi Germany was not the Weimar Republic and Hitler was no
ordinary German politician, but Stalin tended to view democratic and fascist
states as co-existing on a common capitalist continuum rather than as quali-
tatively different phenomena.27 In the 1930s Nazi Germany had posed a dire
threat to the Soviet Union and Stalin sought common cause with the western
democracies. Circumstances had changed and now Hitler represented not a
threat but an opportunity. The ‘opportunity’ might become a threat in the
future but for the time being Stalin was content to make as many gains as
possible from the ‘new Rapallo’ with Germany.

During the 1920s the Soviet Union and Germany had been very important
trading partners, a relationship that collapsed when Hitler came to power. But
with the Nazi–Soviet pact there was a significant revival of economic relations
between the two states. Under the aegis of economic agreements signed in
August 1939, February 1940 and January 1941 Soviet–German exports and
imports increased tenfold, reaching levels they had not attained since the early
1930s.28 The pattern of trade was the same as in that earlier period: the
Germans provided the Russians with credits to buy machinery and manufac-
tured goods; in return the Soviets exported raw materials to Germany.
Between January 1940 and June 1941 the following raw materials were
supplied by the Soviet Union to Germany:

1.5 million tons of grain
100,000 tons of cotton
2 million tons of petroleum products
1.5 million tons of timber
140,000 tons of manganese
26,000 tons of chromium29

Particularly important were grain, petroleum, manganese and chromium –
vital ingredients of the German war economy that now faced a British naval
blockade. The Soviets also signed a secret protocol with the Germans to act on
their behalf as a third-party buyer and ship goods to Germany via the USSR.
For their side of the deal the Soviets received an equivalent amount of
machine tools, finished metals, chemical products and military and other
equipment.30 In value terms the imports and exports balanced out at around
500 million marks each way, but the strategic gain to Hitler was far greater
than that to Stalin. As Edward E. Ericson commented:
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without Soviet deliveries . . . Germany could barely have attacked the
Soviet Union, let alone come close to victory. Germany’s stockpiles of oil,
manganese, and grain would have been completely exhausted by the late
summer of 1941. And Germany’s rubber supply would have run out half a
year earlier . . . In other words, Hitler had been almost completely
dependent on Stalin to provide him the resources he needed to attack the
Soviet Union. It was no wonder that Hitler repeatedly insisted Germany
fulfill the terms of the economic treaties. He could not conquer any Soviet
territory until he first received enough Soviet raw materials.31

Stalin’s co-operation with Hitler in the military sphere was more circum-
scribed but still valuable to the Germans. When German bombers attacked
Poland in September 1939 they were aided by directional signals from a Soviet
radio station. This was followed by co-ordination of the Soviet and German
armed forces after the Red Army invaded Poland on 17 September 1939. The
Soviets opened their ports in the Arctic Sea to German ships requiring refuge
and allowed the Germans to establish a secret U-boat base on Soviet territory
near Murmansk – a base that remained operational until it became redundant
after the German invasion of Norway in April 1940.32

On the ideological front the Soviet press stopped its attacks on fascism
and Nazism, while in the cultural sphere a number of steps were taken to re-
establish and develop links between Germany and the USSR. But by far the
most important dimension of Stalin’s partnership with Hitler was geopolit-
ical. While the war continued, and while Hitler needed friendship with Stalin
to protect his eastern flank, the Germans did not compete with the Soviets in
their designated sphere of influence in the Baltic.

Spheres of Influence

Even before the final settlement of the Polish question Stalin had begun to
make his move in the Baltic. On 24 September 1939 the Estonian Foreign
Minister, in Moscow to sign a trade agreement, was confronted with a demand
from Molotov for a mutual assistance pact that would provide for Soviet air
and naval bases in Estonia. On 27 September Stalin became involved in the
negotiations and reassured the Estonians about the proposed Soviet military
bases:

Do not be afraid of these garrisons. We have assured you that the Soviet
Union does not want in any way to affect Estonian sovereignty, her govern-
ment, or her economic system, nor her internal life or foreign policy . . . the
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Soviet troops will refrain from everything that is not in harmony with these
promises.33

Formally speaking, Stalin was as good as his word and the text of the
Soviet–Estonian Pact of Mutual Assistance signed on 28 September 1939
contained clauses forbidding Soviet interference in Estonia’s internal affairs.34

It was the Latvians’ turn next. Like all the Baltic governments they hoped
for German intercession on their behalf, but Stalin quickly dispelled that illu-
sion. ‘I tell you frankly a division into spheres of influence has taken place,’ he
informed the Latvian Foreign Minister on 2 October. ‘As far as the Germans
are concerned we could occupy you. But we want no abuse.’35 At a further
meeting the next day Stalin was even more explicit: ‘The Germans might
attack. For six years German fascists and the communists cursed each other.
Now in spite of history there has been an unexpected turn, but one cannot rely
upon it. We must be prepared in time. Others, who were not prepared, paid
for it.’36

The Latvians signed their mutual assistance treaty with the Soviet Union
on 5 October, as did the Lithuanians on 10 October. As in the Estonian
treaty, there were provisions for Soviet military bases and promises of non-
interference. Stalin told the Lithuanians that the military bases were ‘the most
precious element in the service of Lithuanian security’37 and quipped that ‘our
troops will help you put down a communist insurrection should one occur in
Lithuania’.38

Actually, Stalin was only half joking. In line with its stated policy Moscow
issued strict instructions to its diplomatic representatives and military units in
the Baltic States to refrain from interference in local politics and not to do
anything that could fuel rumours of a future ‘sovietisation’ of the area.39 As
Stalin explained to Dimitrov on 25 October:

We believe that in our pacts of mutual assistance [with the Baltic States] we
have found the right form to allow us to bring a number of countries into
the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence. But for that we have to maintain a
consistent posture, strictly observing their internal regimes and independ-
ence. We are not going to seek their sovietisation. The time will come when
they will do that themselves!40

Stalin’s restraint in relation to the Baltic States was in sharp contrast to Soviet
policy in Western Belorussia and Western Ukraine. After the Red Army’s occu-
pation of these territories in September 1939 the Politburo ordered an elec-
tion campaign under the slogans of the establishment of Soviet power and the
reunification of the eastern and western regions of Belorussia and the
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Ukraine. Instructions were also issued on the nationalisation of big business,
the takeover of the banking system and the collectivisation of agriculture.41

Needless to say, the elections were rigged and in November these ‘people’s
assemblies’ voted unanimously for incorporation into the USSR. In pursuit of
total political control the Soviet authorities were ruthless in their use of terror
and in the encouragement of inter-ethnic communal violence and class war.42

A particularly repressive policy was pursued in relation to the Polish minority
in Western Belorussia and Western Ukraine, who were seen as the most likely
source of opposition to the new Soviet regime. Some 400,000 Poles (out of a
total population of 12 million) were imprisoned, deported or, in many cases,
executed. Among the victims were 20,000 Polish officer POWs and political
prisoners, shot in March–April 1940, most infamously in the Katyn forest near
Smolensk.43

Did Stalin intend to visit the same fate on the Baltic States? That is
certainly the conclusion that some have drawn from the fact that in summer
1940 the Baltic States were occupied by the Red Army, incorporated into the
USSR and, like Western Belorussia and Western Ukraine, subjected to forced
sovietisation. However, both Soviet behaviour and Stalin’s statements in
autumn 1939 were consistent with a commitment to a more restrained
policy, at least at that time. Moreover, the more radical policy pursued in
eastern Poland had very specific roots. As noted earlier, the Soviets had never
reconciled themselves to the loss of Western Belorussia and Western Ukraine
to the Poles and Stalin intended from the outset of the Red Army invasion
to incorporate these territories into the USSR. Sovietisation of eastern
Poland did not create a precedent for the Baltic States but it did provide a
model of how it could be done, including the deportation from Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania in June–July 1940 of some 25,000 ‘undesirables’.44

The other area that greatly interested Stalin was the Balkans. Unlike Poland
and the Baltic States there was no agreement with the Germans on spheres of
influence in this region but that did not deter Stalin from pursuing one. At the
centre of Stalin’s design were two countries – Bulgaria and Turkey – both of
which were offered mutual assistance pacts with the Soviet Union. The
Bulgarians politely declined, pointing out that it was not clear what aid the
Soviets could offer them in the event of war and that such an agreement
would arouse suspicion in the already tense atmosphere in the Balkans in
autumn 1939.45 The Turkish position was more complex. They were prepared
to sign a mutual assistance pact with the Soviets but were intent as well on
concluding mutual assistance agreements with Britain and France. This was
unacceptable to Stalin, as he graphically explained to the Turkish Foreign
Minister on 1 October 1939:
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Events have their own logic: we say one thing, but events go another way.
With Germany we divided Poland. England and France did not declare war
on us, but they might. We don’t have a pact of mutual assistance with
Germany but if the English and French declare war on us, we will have to
fight them. How would the [Anglo-French–Turkish] agreement look then?
. . . [You] might reply that you have made provision for such an outcome,
that the Turks will decide their own action or that Turkey will be neutral.
But we will have to make the provision that if Turkey does enter the war our
pact loses its force. We will never come out against Germany . . . Do we
want to conclude a pact with the Turks? We do. Do we want friendship with
Turkey? Yes. But in the circumstances I have spoken about the pact
[between the Soviet Union and Turkey] would be transformed into a piece
of paper. Who is to be blamed for the fact that things have turned out
unfavourably for the conclusion of such a pact with Turkey? Nobody. It is
circumstances, the development of events. The action in Poland played its
role. The English and French, especially the English, did not want an agree-
ment with us, considering that they could manage without us. If we are
guilty of anything it is of not having foreseen all this.46

Despite Stalin’s plea the Turks went ahead and signed a mutual assistance
agreement with Britain and France on 19 October 1939. The treaty precluded
Turkey’s involvement in a war with the Soviet Union, but this was small
compensation for the failure of Stalin’s grand vision of a Soviet-led neutral
Balkan bloc of Turkey, Bulgaria and the USSR.

Stalin was obviously trying to scare the Turks with his talk of unforeseen
circumstances and unintended consequences and he made plain his primary
commitment to the partnership with Germany. But his statement also
expressed Stalin’s sense that these early weeks of the European war were a
fluid, fast-moving scene and that it was difficult to anticipate the final align-
ment of states in the conflict. Stalin was being more prescient than he might
have imagined. Within a few weeks events in the Baltic had taken a turn that
brought the Soviet Union to the brink of war with Britain and France.

The Winter War

The Soviet–Finnish war of 1939–1940 was Stalin’s first real test as a military
leader since the Russian civil war. During the Spanish civil war Stalin had
supervised Moscow’s aid to the Republican side of the conflict, including the
dispatch of some 2,000 Soviet ‘volunteers’ to fight Franco’s fascist forces.
Throughout the 1930s there had been intermittent military clashes with Japan
along the Sino-Soviet border, sometimes of divisional strength. But neither
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case bore any comparison with the full-scale invasion of a neighbouring
sovereign state. Poland was a more relevant example of Soviet military action
but by the time of the Red Army invasion the Polish armed forces had been
well and truly smashed by the Germans.

The ‘Winter War’ with Finland was not of Stalin’s choosing. He would have
preferred a negotiated solution to the border and security issues that sparked
the conflict. But when political negotiations with Finland broke down he had
no hesitation in authorising military action.

The road to war began on 5 October 1939 when the Soviet Union invited
Finland to send a delegation to Moscow to discuss a Soviet–Finnish mutual
assistance pact. In Moscow the Finnish delegation was presented not only
with demands for a pact but with demands for the concession or leasing of
a number of islands in the Gulf of Finland for the construction of Soviet
naval fortifications. Most importantly, Stalin wanted to shift north-west-
wards the Soviet–Finnish border, which was only 20 miles from Leningrad.
In return the Finns were offered territorial compensation in Soviet Karelia in
the far north.

In preparation for the negotiations the Soviet Foreign Ministry formulated
a series of maximum and minimum demands. Among the maximum Soviet
demands were military bases in Finland, ceding of the nickel-mining area of
Petsamo in northern Finland, and veto rights over Finnish military fortifica-
tions in the Baltic.47 The Finnish delegation, however, was prepared to make
few, if any, concessions and the Soviets retreated to their minimum territorial
demands, even dropping the proposed Soviet–Finnish mutual assistance pact.
Negotiations dragged on throughout October but achieved no positive result.48

Indeed, in mid-October the Finns mobilised their army and, anticipating a
war, arrested a number of Finnish communists.49

It seems that Stalin decided quite early on that war with Finland might be
necessary. On 29 October the Leningrad military district presented the
defence commissar Kliment Voroshilov with a ‘plan of operation for the
destruction of the land and naval forces of the Finnish army’.50 In mid-
November 1939 Stalin reportedly told his Military Council that ‘we shall have
to fight Finland’.51 Around the same time Voroshilov ordered that the concen-
tration of Soviet forces in the Leningrad area be completed by 20 November
and local commanders prepared for action by 21 November.52 A casus belli was
found in border clashes between Soviet and Finnish forces and on 28
November Molotov renounced the 1932 non-aggression pact between the
USSR and Finland. The following day the Soviet Union severed diplomatic
relations with Finland.53 That night Stalin began an eight-hour meeting in his
Kremlin office with his closest associates, including Voroshilov.54 The Red
Army attacked Finland the next day.
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According to Khrushchev the Soviet leadership did not expect a drawn-out
conflict with Finland and believed the Finns would back down in the face of
the threat of military action or, at worst, would surrender when the first shots
were fired.55 Moscow’s belief in an easy war and a quick victory was evident in
its political preparations for the conflict. On 30 November Molotov told the
German ambassador that ‘the formation of another government in Finland
was not excluded – one friendly to the Soviet Union and to Germany. This
government would not be Soviet but a democratic republic. Nobody will set
up soviets there, but we hope that it will be a government that we can reach
agreement with on safeguarding the security of Leningrad.’56 What Molotov
meant was revealed the next day when the Soviets set up their own puppet
government – the ‘People’s Government of Finland’ headed by the Finnish
communist Otto Kuusinen. On 2 December the Kuusinen government
solemnly concluded a mutual assistance pact with the USSR that conceded
Stalin’s main territorial and security demands in exchange for 70,000 square
kilometres of Soviet Karelia.57

To an extent the creation of the Kuusinen government was merely an ideo-
logical fig leaf for the Soviet attack on Finland. But setting up that government
also expressed the Soviets’ genuine belief – or hope – that the Red Army’s
invasion would be hailed by a popular uprising against the bourgeois Helsinki
government.58 Stalin’s spin on the ideological dimension of the Finnish
conflict was expressed in a remark to Dimitrov in January 1940 in which he
linked the Soviet war with Finland to the worldwide political struggle for
socialism: ‘World revolution as a single act is nonsense. It transpires at
different times in different countries. The Red Army’s activities are also a
matter of world revolution.’59 However, Stalin was blinkered by his ideology,
not blinded by it. As soon as it became clear that Finnish political develop-
ments were not moving according to the ideological blueprint the Kuusinen
government disappeared from view. Indeed, in the same conversation with
Dimitrov Stalin had indicated a retreat to a much more limited ambition for
Finland: ‘we have no desire for Finland’s territory. But Finland should be a
state that is friendly to the Soviet Union.’60

On the military front the Soviet–Finnish war had two main phases (see Map
2 on p. 49). In December 1939 the Red Army launched a broad-front attack on
Finnish defences, employing five separate armies with about 1.2 million men
between them, supported by 1,500 tanks and 3,000 aircraft. The main attack
was against the ‘Mannerheim Line’ on the Karelian isthmus. Named after the
Commander-in-Chief of the Finnish armed forces this was a belt of defences,
natural and constructed, that ran the width of the isthmus. The main assault
on the Mannerheim Line was by the 7th Army under the leadership of K.A.
Meretskov, who commanded the Leningrad military district. The Soviet aim

48 STALIN’S WARS

02 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:04  Page 48



UNHOLY ALLIANCE: STALIN’S PACT WITH HITLER 49

Kirur

SallaKemijärvi

Kemi
Luleå

Oulu

Vaasa

Suomussalmi

Kuhmo

Kuopio

Lieska

Ilomantsi

Tolvajärvi

Kollaa

Kitela
Pitkaranta

Salmi

Taipale

Mikkeli
Tampere

Lahti

Turku
Helsinki

Hanko

To Åland Is.

Suojärvi

Mainila
Leningrad

Viipuri

Koivisto

Pori

II AC

III AC

7 ARMY

13 ARMY

155 DIV

139 DIV

75 DIV

56 DIV

18 DIV

168 DIV

122 DIV

163 DIV

44 DIV

54 DIV

9 ARMY

S W E D E N

R  U  S  S  I  A
F  I  N  L  A  N  D

Lake
Ladoga

Gulf of Finland

WHITE
SEA

Gulf of
Bothnia

Saimaa
Lake Vuoski

MANNERHEIM
LINE

Karelian Isthmus

IV AC

Murm
ansk

R
ailw

ay

SOVIET KARELIA

AC Army Corps

8 ARMY

The Soviet–Finnish War, 1939–1940

02 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:04  Page 49



was to breach the Mannerheim Line, occupy the town of Viipuri and then
turn west towards the Finnish capital, Helsinki. The initial Soviet attacks
failed. Defences were formidable, the Finns fought well, the weather was bad
and the Soviet offensives were clumsy and badly co-ordinated. In January
1940 the Soviets regrouped, reinforced their armies and Stalin appointed S.K.
Timoshenko to overall command of the Soviet assault on Finland. In mid-
February Timoshenko launched a well-prepared offensive, again concentrated
against the Mannerheim Line. This time the Soviets succeeded in breaching
Finnish defences and in driving back Mannerheim’s men along a broad
front.61

By March 1940 the Red Army was in a position to collapse the remnants of
the Finnish defence, advance on Helsinki and then overrun and occupy the
whole country. Stalin chose, however, to respond to Finnish peace feelers and
to negotiate and conclude a treaty ending the war. Under the terms of the
treaty, signed on 12 March 1940,62 the Finns conceded all the main Soviet
territorial demands but retained their independence and sovereignty and,
unlike the other Baltic States, were spared a mutual assistance pact and Soviet
military bases on their mainland territory. Stalin’s relative moderation
towards Finland was a response to the wider ramifications of the conflict
which, by spring 1940, threatened to drag the Soviet Union into full-scale
involvement in the European war.

The international response to the Soviet attack on Finland had been
extremely hostile. As Ivan Maiskii, the Soviet ambassador in London noted in
his memoirs, he ‘had lived through quite a number of anti-Soviet storms, but
that which followed 30 November 1939 broke all records’.63 In France the
atmosphere was even more tense and Ya. Z. Suritz, the Soviet ambassador in
Paris, reported to Moscow on 23 December that ‘our embassy has become a
plague zone and is surrounded by a swarm of plainclothes cops’.64 In Italy the
virulence of popular demonstrations against the USSR led Moscow to with-
draw its ambassador from Rome in protest. In the United States a ‘moral
embargo’ on the export of war-related goods to the Soviet Union was
announced by the government. On 14 December the League of Nations
expelled the USSR from its ranks – the first and last time in its history the
organisation took such action against an aggressor state (Germany, Italy and
Japan had all left of their own accord). By this time the League had little
authority and respect left, but the Soviet Union had been the great champion
of collective security against aggression in the 1930s, and the expulsion
rankled in Moscow.

Stalin articulated his own irritation at this turn of events in a conversation
with the head of the Estonian armed forces in December 1939:
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In the world press there is unfolding an orchestrated campaign of attack
against the USSR, which is accused of carrying out an imperialist expansion
policy, especially in connection with the Finnish–Soviet conflict.
Widespread rumours allege that the Soviet Union in its negotiations with
Britain and France required for itself the right to seize Finland, Estonia and
Latvia . . . It is typical that the English and French, who are spreading and
fabricating rumours about us, have decided not to publish confirmation of
these rumours in official documents. The reason is very simple . . . steno-
graphic records show that the French and English had no serious desire to
achieve a fair and honest agreement with us, which could have averted war.
All the time they only dodged.65

The political fallout from the Winter War was bad enough, but far more
worrying were reports reaching Moscow of British and French preparations to
send an allied expeditionary force to aid the Finns. There were even reports in
early 1940 of allied plans to bomb the Baku oilfields to cut off Soviet oil
supplies to Germany.66

The Anglo-French aim in relation to Finland was to transport ‘volunteers’
to the war zone via Norway and Sweden. During the course of this operation
the Anglo-French force would seize control of Narvik in Norway and also
occupy the iron ore fields of northern Sweden – a vital resource of the
German war economy. Churchill, who was interested in any action that
expanded the war against Germany, was an enthusiastic supporter of the
expedition and while he minimised the danger of a Soviet–Western war over
Finland, he was evidently prepared to risk one.67 Churchill’s judgement is a
difficult one to justify in retrospect. The allied expedition would have entailed
significant violations of Norwegian and Swedish neutrality. The Germans
would have taken action to protect their iron ore supplies from Sweden, while
the Swedes told the Finns that they would defend their neutrality and resist an
allied expedition by force. Stalin did not want a conflict with Britain and
France but, faced with allied forces on his doorstep and the outbreak of a
major war in Scandinavia, he might well have felt he had no choice but to line
up militarily alongside Hitler.

In his English History, 1914–1945 A.J.P. Taylor concluded of the planned
expedition to Finland that ‘the British and French governments had taken
leave of their senses’,68 a sentiment that Stalin might well have shared, except
that he had another theory: Anglo-French manoeuvres in relation to Finland
fed his favourite fear that Britain and France were trying to turn the European
war against the Soviet Union. One possible scenario was sketched by Maiskii
in a dispatch to Moscow on 23 December 1939. In British ruling circles there
were two views of Anglo-Soviet relations, said Maiskii. One view supported
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the maintenance of Soviet neutrality in the war, in the hope that this
neutrality could become friendlier and might even develop into an alliance
against Germany. The other view was that Soviet neutrality was not working
to the British and French advantage and that the Finnish events presented an
opportunity to precipitate the entry of the USSR into the war on Germany’s
side. Soviet participation in the war would exhaust the USSR and there was
the possibility of the United States siding with the western allies in such
circumstances. Moreover, in the context of a war-exhausted Soviet Union it
might be possible to form an international capitalist coalition, including even
Germany, to fight Bolshevik Russia.69

These fears and suspicions were given a public airing by Molotov on
29 March 1940, in a speech to the Supreme Soviet devoted to a blistering
attack on Britain and France. ‘When war began in Finland,’ said Molotov, ‘the
British and French imperialists were prepared to make it the starting point of
war against the USSR in which not only Finland itself but also the
Scandinavian countries – Sweden and Norway – were to be used.’ London and
Paris, Molotov argued, viewed Finland as a place d’armes for a possible attack
on the Soviet Union. Pointing to the aid Finland had received from foreign
states, Molotov stated ‘that what was going on in Finland was not merely our
collision with Finnish troops. It was a collision with the combined forces of a
number of imperialist states.’ Molotov also presented an overview of the
Winter War from the Soviet point of view. As might be expected, he lauded the
Red Army for breaching the Mannerheim Line and extolled the virtues of the
peace treaty – which had thwarted imperialist designs, safeguarded Soviet
security, and maintained Finland as an independent state. Soviet casualties in
the war were stated by Molotov to be 48,745 dead and 158,863 wounded,
while Finnish fatalities were 60,000 and another 250,000 wounded.70

Notwithstanding Molotov’s triumphalist gloss on the war, behind closed
doors the Soviets were undertaking a thorough and searching examination of
the results and lessons of the conflict. This process began with a lively discus-
sion of a critical report by Voroshilov on the conduct of the war held at a
plenum of the central committee of the communist party on 28 March.71 This
was followed on 14–17 April by a special conference of the High Command
on ‘the experience of military operations against Finland’. Stalin was present
throughout the proceedings, intervened frequently in the discussion, and
closed the conference with his own summation on the lessons of the war.

Stalin began his concluding remarks by defending the decision to go to war,
pointing out that the security of Leningrad was vital: it was the country’s
second city and the centre for 30–35 per cent of the state’s defence industry.
On the timing of the war Stalin argued that rather than wait a few months
until preparations for invasion were more complete it had been better to take
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advantage of the propitious circumstances of the European war. To wait a
couple of months might have meant a delay of 20 years before Leningrad’s
position could be secured, if Britain, France and Germany suddenly made it
up with each other. On the duration of the war Stalin revealed that the Soviet
leadership thought it might have lasted until August or September 1940 and
pointed to a number of past Russian campaigns in Finland that went on for
years. However, the Soviet military had not taken the war with Finland seri-
ously enough, expecting it to be a walkover like the invasion of eastern Poland.
Furthermore, the cult of the Russian civil war was still prevalent in the armed
forces, said Stalin, but ‘the civil war was not a contemporary war because it
was a war without artillery, planes, tanks and rockets’. Stalin criticised the
Finnish army for its defensive orientation, arguing that a passive army was not
a real, contemporary army, which had to be an army of attack. Stalin ended by
pointing out that the Soviet Union had defeated not only the Finns but their
‘European teachers’: ‘We beat not only the Finns – that was not such a big
task. The main thing about our victory was that we beat the techniques,
tactics and strategies of the leading states of Europe. This was the main thing
about our victory.’72

After the conference a commission was established to further distil the
experience of the Finnish war.73 The work of this commission and its
subsidiary bodies contributed to a series of reforms of the Soviet armed forces
over the next few months. These reforms were presided over by Timoshenko,
who had replaced Voroshilov as defence commissar in May. That same month
a government decree restored the titles of general and admiral at the higher
levels of command and in June announced the promotion to these ranks of
hundreds of experienced, combat-blooded officers. Among those promoted
were Timoshenko, who became a marshal, and Meretskov, who was made a
general of the army. Around the same time Stalin agreed to recall thousands
of purged and disgraced officers to the armed forces. Among the returnees
was Colonel K.K. Rokossovskii, promoted to general in June 1940 and
destined to become a famed marshal of the Soviet Union during the Great
Patriotic War. On 16 May 1940 the regulations governing the training of
Soviet troops were revised to provide for more realistic preparation for
combat. In July the armed forces’ disciplinary code was beefed up and in
August unitary command was restored at the tactical level. This meant that
field officers no longer had to agree their command decisions with a political
commissar. At the same time steps were taken to improve propaganda work in
the armed forces and to recruit more officers and men into the communist
party.74

The Winter War is often depicted as a great failure of Stalin’s leadership: it
was a costly campaign that greatly embarrassed the Red Army and encouraged
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Hitler to think that an invasion of Russia would be relatively easy; it isolated
the Soviet Union diplomatically and brought it to the brink of war with
Britain and France; it made an enemy of the Finns, who joined in the German
attack on the USSR in June 1941. But that was not how the war and its
outcome were seen by Stalin. The war had been won, after all, and it only took
three months, despite difficult terrain and weather conditions. The Soviet
Union had achieved its territorial goals and the timely conclusion of the war
had thwarted Anglo-French imperialist intrigues. The war had exposed some
flaws in the armed forces’ training, equipment, structure and doctrine but that
was a good thing, as long as steps were taken to correct them. If anything, the
Finnish war gave Stalin confidence that the Soviet Union was strong enough
to deal with the unpredictable ramifications of the wider European war.

The Finnish war was highly revealing of Stalin’s style of supreme command.
His decision to abandon the ideological project of a ‘people’s democratic
Finland’ and his willingness to bring the war to a rapid conclusion demon-
strated his ability to step away from dogmatic positions when reality
demanded. Similarly, Stalin’s removal of his long-time crony Voroshilov as
defence commissar, the rehabilitation of the purged officers, and the promo-
tion to high rank of young, talented military commanders displayed his flexi-
bility in crucial matters of personnel. The internal post-mortem on the war
showed that the assumption of Stalin’s infallibility – a pervasive feature of all
Soviet decision-making – did not preclude full and frank discussion of a range
of issues or the correction of mistakes and the implementation of radical
reforms. However, Stalin’s interventionist style and the deference paid to his
opinions during the various discussions meant that the Soviet command
structure was highly dependent on Stalin making the right decisions at the
strategic level. Fortunately, Stalin’s Bolshevik futuristic belief in the virtues of
modernity and technology happened to serve him well in many military
matters. His oft-expressed belief in the virtues of modern military technology
meant that he grasped quickly the significance of the German armoured
blitzkrieg conquest of France in May–June 1940. In July 1940 Stalin reversed
an earlier decision to abolish the Red Army’s tank corps and authorised the
formation of a number of large and heavily armoured mechanised corps.75

Around the same time decisions were taken on the procurement and produc-
tion of the models of many of the tanks, guns and planes that were to be the
mainstay of the Soviet armed forces during the Great Patriotic War.76 In a
meeting with his senior commanders in January 1941 Stalin defended mech-
anisation against critics who thought that horses were more reliable than
tanks and that the latter were, anyway, highly vulnerable to artillery. Stalin
insisted that ‘modern warfare will be a war of engines. Engines on land,
engines in the air, engines on water and under water. Under these conditions,
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the winning side will be the one with the greater number and the more
powerful engines.’77

The Fall of France and the End of the Nazi–Soviet Pact

Until the fall of France in June 1940 the Nazi–Soviet pact served Stalin well.
The deal with Hitler had kept the USSR out of the war, averted the night-
mare of a Soviet–German clash on the Eastern Front while Britain and
France stood on the sidelines, and provided more time to prepare the
country’s defences. Political and territorial gains had been made in Poland
and the Baltic States. The revival of the Rapallo relationship with Germany
offered many economic benefits and Hitler’s neutrality during the Winter
War had been very welcome. It was by no means a one-sided balance sheet;
Hitler made many gains, too, notably the freedom to attack Poland without
fear of having to fight a major war on two fronts. The stunning success of
the German blitzkrieg in Western Europe upset that balance. When France
surrendered on 22 June 1940 Hitler dominated continental Europe. Britain
under the new Churchill leadership seemed determined to fight on but its
capacity to resist either Hitler or the siren voices of appeasement calling for
a peace deal seemed doubtful. Stalin now faced the prospect of an end to the
European war and a peace settlement whose terms would be dictated by the
victorious Germans.

Stalin’s response to this new situation was a series of initiatives to optimise
his strategic gains while the war continued. In mid-June 1940 Stalin moved to
strengthen his control of the Baltic States. Fearing Baltic nationalist intrigues
and German penetration of the region, Stalin demanded the establishment of
pro-Soviet governments in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania and Red Army occu-
pation of all three countries. He made renewed efforts to build a Soviet sphere
of influence in the Balkans. Responding to reports of Italy’s imminent entry
into the war, Molotov made overtures to Rome about a ‘spheres of influence’
deal in the Balkans with Italy and Germany. On 10 June Italy did enter the war
and Soviet soundings increased in intensity, culminating in a proposal on 25
June that Italy recognise the USSR’s predominance in the Black Sea area in
return for Soviet recognition of Italian hegemony in the Mediterranean.78 On
26 June Molotov presented the Romanian ambassador with an ultimatum
demanding the return of Bessarabia (now part of modern-day Moldova). He
also demanded that the Romanians cede North Bukovina, a territory with a
Ukrainian population but which the Soviet Union had never claimed before.
Two days later, the Romanians caved in to the Soviet demands. The reacquisi-
tion of Bessarabia added depth to the defence of the Soviet navy’s Black Sea
bases in Odessa and Sebastopol, while the occupation of North Bukovina
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secured land links between Bessarabia and the Ukraine. The Soviet border
with Romania now ran along the north-eastern bank of the mouth of the
Danube and gave Moscow a claim to participate in the regime controlling
traffic on the river.79 Like Western Belorussia and Western Ukraine, Bessarabia
and North Bukovina were rapidly incorporated as territories of the USSR. A
similar process of incorporation began in the Baltic States in July 1940. While
opposed by the majority of the population, an urban-based, activist left-wing
minority welcomed the Red Army occupation and demanded Soviet power
and incorporation into the USSR. This radical mood among sections of the
population prompted Moscow to rethink its opposition to ‘sovietisation’ and
by mid-August rigged elections had been held to new people’s assemblies in
the three Baltic States, which then duly voted for the incorporation into the
USSR.80

Stalin saw these moves as defensive and as preliminaries to a peace confer-
ence at which the next phase of the Soviet–German alliance would be negoti-
ated. To Hitler, however, Stalin’s actions appeared provocative and
threatening. Stalin’s takeover of the Baltic States was interpreted as part of a
Soviet military build-up along Germany’s eastern borders. Moscow’s attempt
to use Italy to broker a spheres of influence deal in the Balkans was seen as
expansionist. The Red Army’s move into Bessarabia and Bukovina imperilled
German oil supplies from Romania’s Ploesti fields.

Hitler’s suspicions were further aroused by the appointment of a new
British ambassador to the Soviet Union. Stafford Cripps arrived in Moscow
in mid-June and brought with him a personal message from Churchill to
Stalin. Churchill warned Stalin of the threat represented by German hege-
mony in Europe and suggested discussions about the problems it posed to
Soviet and British interests. Stalin met Cripps on 1 July and rebuffed the
British overture. To Cripps’s point that Britain was fighting to maintain the
balance of power in Europe, Stalin replied that he ‘wanted to change the old
equilibrium in Europe, which worked against the USSR. As negotiations
showed, the British and French did not want to meet us halfway on this
question. This served to bring about a rapprochement between Germany
and the USSR . . . If the issue is the restoration of equilibrium, including the
establishment of a balance in relation to the USSR, then we have to say that
we cannot agree with this.’ He further told Cripps that it was ‘premature to
speak of German domination of Europe. The defeat of France did not signify
such domination. Such domination over Europe by Germany would require
German domination of the seas, and that was hardly possible . . . In all his
meetings with German representatives he had noted no desire for German
domination of the world . . . he did not deny that among the national-
socialists there were those who spoke of German domination of the world.
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But . . . in Germany there are intelligent people who understand that
Germany does not have the power to dominate the world.’81 Two weeks after
this meeting Molotov provided Count Friedrich von der Schulenburg, the
German ambassador, with a sanitised but not inaccurate report of the
exchanges between Stalin and Cripps.82 Stalin’s message to Hitler was clear:
he wanted to continue the Nazi–Soviet pact. That message was reinforced by
Molotov in his speech to the Supreme Soviet on 1 August 1940 when he
derided press speculation that the Soviet Union found Germany’s new power
position in Europe disagreeable and intimidating. On the contrary, said
Molotov, the Nazi–Soviet pact was now more important than ever and was
based not on ‘fortuitous considerations of a transient nature, but on the
fundamental political interests of both countries’.83

Hitler believed, however, that something was brewing in Anglo-Soviet
relations and that Britain was taking heart from the USSR’s newfound role
as a counterbalance to German power in Europe. On 31 July Hitler told his
High Command:

England’s hope lies in Russia and America . . . Russia – this is the factor
which England is relying on most. Something must have happened in
London . . . But if Russia suffered defeat the last hope of England would be
gone. Domination of Europe and the Balkans would then be Germany’s.
Decision: in this conflict Russia must be finished off. Spring 1941. The
sooner Russia is destroyed the better. The operation will only have meaning
if we destroy this state in one blow.84

As the quotation shows, Hitler’s preoccupation at this time was with Britain,
not Russia, and he could not understand why the British had rejected yet
another offer of peace negotiations. While German military planners began
mapping out an invasion of Russia, Hitler gave the go-ahead to Ribbentrop to
try to involve the Soviet Union in a ‘continental bloc’ of Germany, Italy, Japan
and the USSR that would range itself against the United States as well as
Britain.85 It is difficult to judge how seriously Hitler took this pet project of
the anti-British Ribbentrop, but he seems to have been prepared to give it a
chance. Certainly, it was only after the collapse of the proposed continental
bloc that Hitler issued a formal directive to prepare for an invasion of Russia.

Ribbentrop’s continental bloc required Russia to join the three-power pact
signed by Germany, Italy and Japan on 27 September 1940. Under the terms
of this tripartite pact the signatories pledged to assist one another should they
be attacked by a power then not involved in the war. In addition, Ribbentrop
envisaged the signing of a secret protocol in which each state would specify
the direction of their future expansion.86
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On 13 October Ribbentrop wrote to Stalin, inviting Molotov to Berlin for
negotiations:

I should like to state that in the opinion of the Führer . . . it appears to be
the historic mission of the four powers – the Soviet Union, Italy, Japan
and Germany – to adopt a long-range policy and to direct the future
development of their peoples into the right channels by delimitation of
their interests on a world-wide scale.87

Stalin replied positively on 22 October: ‘I agree with you that a further
improvement in the relations between our two countries is entirely possible
on the permanent basis of a long-range delimitation of mutual interests.’88

But behind the friendly tones the tension in Soviet–German relations was
rising. On 31 August Germany and Italy had arbitrated a long-standing
Hungarian–Romanian territorial dispute, awarding Transylvania to Hungary
but guaranteeing the territorial integrity of what was left of Romania pending
the settlement of some Bulgarian claims. Moscow was furious that it was not
consulted about this decision, which meant that Romania was now under
German domination, and in September a German military mission arrived in
the country. Later that month German military units appeared on Finnish soil
as well. Signs were also accumulating that Italy intended to attack Greece
(which it did on 28 October), thus spreading the European war to the Balkans.

In a directive to Molotov on 9 November 1940 Stalin set out his aims for the
negotiations with Ribbentrop and Hitler. Molotov was instructed to probe
German intentions and find out how the Soviet Union figured in Hitler’s
plans. Soviet interests in relation to a whole series of international questions
were to be asserted, above all in relation to the incorporation of Bulgaria into
the USSR’s sphere of interest, which Stalin designated ‘the most important
question of the negotiations’. 89

Stalin’s instructions to Molotov indicate that he was prepared to negotiate
a wide-ranging deal with the Germans and still thought a partnership with
Hitler was possible. Molotov arrived in Berlin on 12 November and attempted
to fulfil Stalin’s brief. But he found himself faced not with negotiations about
a new spheres of influence deal but with the offer of a junior partnership in a
German-led global alliance, in which Soviet expansion was to be directed
towards India and a clash with Britain. Stalin had no interest in such an
arrangement and an impasse was quickly reached. Molotov persisted in trying
to tie the Germans down to specific agreements on immediate issues but to no
avail. The log jam in the negotiations was summed up by this sharp exchange
between Molotov and Ribbentrop at their last meeting on 14 November:
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The questions which interested the Soviet Union in the Near East,
concerned not only Turkey, but Bulgaria . . . the fate of Rumania and
Hungary was also of interest to the Soviet Union and could not be imma-
terial to her under any circumstances. It would further interest the Soviet
Government to learn what the Axis contemplated with regard to Yugoslavia
. . . Greece . . . and Poland . . . (Molotov)

He could only repeat again and again that the decisive question was
whether the Soviet Union was prepared and in a position to co-operate
with us in the great liquidation of the British Empire. On all other ques-
tions we would easily reach an understanding if we could succeed in
extending our relations and in defining the spheres of influence. Where the
spheres of influence lay had been repeatedly stated. (Ribbentrop)90

According to Yakov Chadaev, a senior administrator in the Council of
People’s Commissars, when Molotov gave his report to the Politburo on the
discussions in Berlin, Stalin was convinced that Hitler was intent on war.91

However, the formal Soviet response to the Berlin negotiations suggests that
Stalin had not given up completely on a deal with Hitler. On 25 November
Molotov presented Schulenburg with a memorandum setting out the
conditions of Soviet adherence to the tripartite pact: (1) the withdrawal of
German troops from Finland; (2) a Soviet–Bulgarian mutual assistance
pact, including the establishment of Soviet military bases; (3) recognition
of Soviet aspirations in the direction of the Persian Gulf; (4) an agreement
with Turkey providing for Soviet military bases on the Black Sea Straits;
and (5) Japanese renunciation of rights to coal and oil concessions in
North Sakhalin.92 As John Erickson commented: ‘Stalin’s response . . . was
in every sense a test of Hitler’s intentions: the Soviet terms for joining a
four power pact amounted to giving Hitler full freedom in the west only at
the price of foreclosing his option to wage a successful war against the
Soviet Union.’93 At the same meeting Molotov informed Schulenburg that
the new Soviet ambassador to Germany, Vladimir G. Dekanozov, was
leaving for Berlin the next day. Dekanozov met Hitler on 19 December. The
German dictator told him that the negotiations that had begun with
Molotov would be continued in an official fashion, but refused to be drawn
any further.94 In reality, Hitler had already decided on war. The previous
day, 18 December 1940, Hitler had issued his directive on Operation
Barbarossa – the code name for the German invasion of Russia.95

In December 1939 Stalin had replied to Ribbentrop’s congratulatory
telegram on his 60th birthday with a dramatic public affirmation of the
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durability of the Soviet–German alliance: ‘the friendship between the
peoples of the Soviet Union and Germany, cemented by blood, has every
reason to be solid and lasting’.96 A year later, however, the two states had
begun the countdown to war.
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After Molotov’s failed negotiations in Berlin the signs pointing to a
Soviet–German war grew ever more ominous. As Stalin told Dimitrov on
25 November, ‘our relations with Germany are polite on the surface, but there
is serious friction between us’.1 Dimitrov was ordered to begin a Comintern
campaign in Bulgaria in support of Moscow’s proposal to Sofia that the two
countries sign a mutual assistance pact, an offer reactivated after Molotov’s
return to Moscow from Berlin.2 Once again the Bulgarians politely declined
the Soviet offer, and signalled their intention to align with the Axis by signing
the tripartite pact.3 Faced with this prospect the Soviets protested to Berlin
that they considered Bulgaria within their security zone in the Balkans. To no
avail: Bulgaria signed the tripartite pact in March 1941, adding its signature to
those of Hungary, Romania and Slovakia which had all joined the Axis
alliance in November 1940. Adding to Moscow’s concerns was the position in
Greece, invaded by Italy in October 1940, which now had 100,000 British
troops fighting on its soil. This threatened an extension of the European war
to the rest of the Balkans.

By spring 1941 the only independent state left in Eastern Europe, apart
from embattled Greece, was Yugoslavia. Moscow took steps to enrol
Yugoslavia in an anti-German front in the Balkans as early as October 1940
and then took heart from a popular coup in Belgrade at the end of March
1941 that overthrew the pro-German government. From Belgrade the Soviet
embassy reported on mass demonstrations demanding ‘Alliance with Russia!’,
while the Yugoslav communist party began a campaign for a mutual assistance
pact with the USSR.4 On 30 March the new Yugoslav government approached
the Soviet embassy with proposals for a military and political alliance between
Yugoslavia and the USSR, stressing, in particular, the need for arms to defend
the country’s neutrality. The next day Molotov invited Belgrade to send a
delegation to Moscow for urgent negotiations.5 Talks took place in Moscow on
3–4 April, with negotiations being conducted on the Soviet side by Deputy
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Foreign Commissar Andrei Vyshinskii. The Yugoslavs wanted a military
alliance but what was on offer from Stalin was a ‘pact of non-aggression and
friendship’. Vyshinskii was quite frank about the reason for this: ‘We have an
agreement with Germany and we do not want to give the impression that we
are violating this agreement. Above all, we do not want to disturb this agree-
ment.’6 In accordance with this priority Molotov called in Schulenburg on the
evening of 4 April to tell him that the Soviet Union was going to sign a non-
aggression treaty with Yugoslavia. Schulenburg protested that relations
between Yugoslavia and Germany were tense at the moment since the ques-
tion of Yugoslavia’s membership of the tripartite pact was uncertain. Molotov
replied that there was no contradiction between Yugoslavia’s adherence to the
Axis and the proposed pact and that issues in German–Yugoslav relations
were a matter for settlement by Berlin and Belgrade. For its part, said Molotov,
the Soviet Union saw its non-aggression and friendship pact with Yugoslavia
as a contribution to peace and the lessening of tensions in the Balkans.7

The Soviet–Yugoslav pact of non-aggression, although dated 5 April, was
actually signed in the early hours of 6 April 1941.8 After the signing ceremony
a banquet was held in the Kremlin. Among the participants was the Soviet
diplomat Nikolai Novikov, who recalled in his memoirs this exchange
between Stalin and Savich, the head of the Yugoslav delegation:

Savich: If they [the Germans] attack us we will fight to the last man and you
Russians will also have to fight, whether you like it or not. Hitler will never
stop himself. He has to be stopped.

Stalin: Yes, you are right, Hitler will not stop by himself. He has far to go
with his plans. The Germans are trying to intimidate us but we are not
afraid of them.

Savich: You know, of course, about the rumours that Germany intends to
attack the Soviet Union in May?

Stalin: Let it try. We have strong nerves. We do not want war. Hence we
concluded a pact of non-aggression with Hitler. But how does he imple-
ment it? Do you know how many troops the Germans have moved to our
borders?9

But Stalin’s verbal bravado was not matched by his actions. Later that day the
Germans, concerned about the Italians’ faltering Greek campaign as well as
about the hostility of the new government in Belgrade, launched an invasion
of Yugoslavia and Greece. Within a fortnight Belgrade was suing for peace.
British forces fighting in Greece held out a little longer, but by early May they
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had been expelled from the Greek mainland and that country was under
German occupation, too. The Yugoslavs received neither supplies nor much
sympathy from the Soviets. It is possible that if the Yugoslavs had held out for
longer then some Soviet aid would have been forthcoming,10 but faced with
yet another easy German blitzkrieg victory, Stalin chose to avoid conflict
with Hitler over Yugoslavia. Indeed, with the fall of Yugoslavia Stalin seems
to have decided that henceforth the best way to deal with Hitler was by
appeasement.

Appeasement Soviet-Style

Before the Second World War, Stalin had often criticised the Anglo-French
policy of appeasement on the grounds that making concessions to Hitler only
whetted his appetite for more territorial gains. That consideration was put
aside in the three months before 22 June 1941 as Stalin sought to deflect
Hitler from war by a series of extravagant gestures of friendship designed to
demonstrate his peaceful intentions towards Germany.

The first of these gestures was the signing on 13 April 1941 of a neutrality
pact with Japan. Since Japan was one of Germany’s partners in the tripartite
pact the signature of the Soviet–Japanese treaty was a clear message to Hitler
that Stalin was still interested in negotiations and deals with the Axis. Indeed,
the neutrality pact was depicted in the Soviet press as the logical outcome of
previous proposals that the USSR should join the three-power pact.11 Of
course, the pact with Japan also protected the Soviet Union’s Far Eastern flank
in the event of war with Germany. But Stalin did not have much faith in
Japan’s commitment to neutrality in such circumstances. It was the political
symbolism that mattered more than the strategic significance of the pact.
Stalin himself reinforced the message to Berlin by a public demonstration of
affection for Germany on the occasion of the departure of Matsuoka, the
Japanese Foreign Minister, from Moscow by train on 13 April. After bidding
goodbye to Matsuoka at the station Stalin sought out and publicly embraced
Schulenburg, saying to him, ‘we must remain friends and you must do every-
thing to that end’. Later he turned to the German military attaché Colonel
Krebs and told him, ‘We will remain friends with you – in any event.’12

On 7 May it was announced in the Soviet press that Stalin had been
appointed Chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars, i.e. had become
head of the government as well as retaining his post of General Secretary of
the Soviet communist party. Molotov, who had held the post of Soviet
premier since 1930 and had continued in a dual role when he was appointed
People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs in May 1939, was made Stalin’s
deputy. According to the Politburo resolution of 4 May that recorded this
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decision, the reason for Stalin’s appointment was the need to improve the
co-ordination of party and state organs in a tense international situation that
demanded significant strengthening of the country’s defences.13

Moscow had long cultivated Stalin’s image as a peacemaker and conciliator
and, sure enough, Schulenburg cabled Berlin that he was ‘convinced that
Stalin will use his new position in order to take part personally in the
maintenance and development of good relations between the Soviets and
Germany’.14 Stalin’s appointment as premier was followed by a series of
further appeasement signals. On 8 May the Soviet news agency, Tass, issued a
denial of rumours of troop concentrations along the Soviet border. The next
day the Soviets withdrew diplomatic recognition of the governments-in-exile
of German-occupied Belgium, Norway and Yugoslavia. On 12 May the Soviet
Union recognised an anti-British regime in Iraq. On 24 May Schulenburg
reported home that Stalin’s policy was ‘above all, directed at the avoidance of
conflict with Germany’ as shown ‘by the attitude of the Soviet government
during the last few weeks, the tone of the Soviet press . . . and the observance
of the trade agreements concluded with Germany’.15 In early June the fall of
Crete to the Germans was followed by a rapid withdrawal of Soviet recogni-
tion of Greek sovereignty. Stalin’s appeasement campaign reached a climax on
13 June 1941 with the publication by Tass of a statement denying rumours of
conflict and impending war between the Soviet Union and Germany. The
USSR, said Tass, was adhering to the Soviet–German non-aggression pact, as
was Germany, and contrary reports were all lies and provocations. The state-
ment denied that Germany had made any new demands on the USSR but
hinted that there could be negotiations were that to be the case.16 In the
remaining days of peace the Soviets dropped a number of further hints to
the Germans that they were open to talks.

Misleading Signals

Did Stalin, the great realist and cynic, really believe that such gestures could
make any difference to Hitler’s course of action? Stalin’s innermost thoughts
and calculations in the days and weeks before the German attack on the Soviet
Union remain shrouded, but it seems he really did believe that Hitler was not
set on war in summer 1941 and that diplomacy could preserve peace, for a
while longer at least.

For a start the signals emanating from the Soviet–Japanese neutrality pact
were, from Stalin’s point of view, a two-way affair. Moscow and Tokyo had
been talking for 18 months about signing a Soviet–Japanese version of the
Nazi–Soviet pact that would resolve their disputes about borders, fishing
rights, and Japan’s oil and mining concessions in North Sakhalin. The final
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negotiations took place during the course of a European tour by Matsuoka in
March–April 1941. Matsuoka visited Moscow in March and again in April,
having just been to Berlin to talk to Hitler. Matsuoka did not know that
Hitler intended to make war on Russia and in his conversation with Stalin on
12 April he gave no hint that he thought any trouble was brewing in
Soviet–German relations.17 If Hitler was bent on war, Stalin must have
reasoned, he would surely have steered his Japanese ally away from a pact with
the Soviet Union. Japan’s willingness to sign a neutrality pact was a positive
signal from Berlin as well as Tokyo. In the tense aftermath of the Yugoslav
events Stalin sensed an opportunity to send a message to Hitler about his
peaceful intentions and he dropped long-standing Soviet demands that the
Japanese give up their economic rights in North Sakhalin and agreed to sign
a straightforward neutrality pact.

Then there was the role of Schulenburg, a committed Rapallite, a true
believer in the eastern orientation of German foreign policy and in the
alliance with Russia, whose reports to Berlin often put a positive gloss on
Soviet–German relations. In mid-April 1941 he returned home for consulta-
tions. When he met Hitler on 28 April the Führer complained bitterly about
Soviet actions during the Yugoslav crisis. Schulenburg defended Soviet behav-
iour and tried to persuade Hitler ‘that Stalin was prepared to make even
further concessions’.18 But the meeting concluded on an indeterminate note
and Schulenburg returned to Moscow in early May with deep forebodings
about the future of German–Soviet relations. In a series of meetings with
Dekanozov, the Soviet ambassador to Germany, who was on leave from Berlin,
Schulenburg tried to prod the Soviets into a major diplomatic initiative to
ease the tensions in Soviet–German relations. At the first meeting, on 5 May,
Schulenburg gave Dekanozov a fairly accurate report of his discussion with
Hitler, highlighting the Führer’s concerns about the Soviet–Yugoslav treaty
episode. Schulenburg was more concerned, however, about reports of a
coming war between Russia and Germany and said that something had to be
done to blunt these rumours. Dekanozov asked what could be done but
Schulenburg would only say that they should both think about it and meet
again for further discussion. At the second meeting, on 9 May, Schulenburg
proposed that Stalin send a letter to Hitler and the other Axis leaders
professing the Soviet Union’s peaceful intentions. For his part, Dekanozov
suggested a joint Soviet–German communiqué and Schulenburg thought this
a good idea, too, but action had to be taken quickly. At their third and final
meeting, on 12 May, Dekanozov reported that Stalin had agreed to a joint
communiqué and to an exchange of letters with Hitler about the rumours of
war but that Schulenburg should negotiate the texts with Molotov. At that
point Schulenburg drew back from his personal initiative, saying that he had

GRAND ILLUSIONS: STALIN AND 22 JUNE 1941 65

03 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:04  Page 65



no authority to conduct such negotiations.19 That evening Dekanozov met
Stalin for nearly an hour, presumably to report on his conversation with
Schulenburg.20

Schulenburg’s initiative was purely personal but he was the German
ambassador and he had just returned to Moscow having met and talked to
Hitler in Berlin. Stalin could be forgiven for interpreting his approach to
Dekanozov as an informal but official sounding-out. This interpretation also
fitted in with the growing perception in Moscow that there was a split in
German ruling circles between the advocates of war with the Soviet Union
and those who favoured further co-operation with the USSR. In this light
Schulenburg’s sounding could be read as evidence of the activities of a
‘peace’ party in Berlin. The ‘split theory’, as Gabriel Gorodetsky has called it,
had circulated in Moscow in one form or another since Hitler came to
power. This belief reflected the reality of the strong Rapollite tradition in
Germany but was underpinned by Marxist dogma about the division in
German capitalism between economic groups that favoured eastern territo-
rial expansion and those that preferred to trade with the Soviet Union.
Moscow’s predisposition to believe in the existence of ‘hawks’ and ‘doves’ in
Berlin was reinforced by many Soviet intelligence reports, including those
submitted by a Gestapo double agent who had infiltrated one of Moscow’s
spy rings in Germany.21

Another event that seemed to underline the split theory was the dramatic
flight of Hitler’s Deputy, Rudolf Hess, to Britain on 10 May 1941. Hess flew to
Britain on a personal mission to broker a peace deal between Britain and
Germany. In Moscow one spin put on the affair was that Hess’s aim was a
peace that would pave the way for an Anglo-German alliance against
Bolshevik Russia. A more optimistic reading was that Hess’s defection was
further evidence of the split between those who wanted war with Russia and
those who still saw Britain as the prime enemy. Hess’s defection coloured
Stalin’s view of the many intelligence reports on the coming German attack
that were now crossing his desk. Were the reports accurate or were they
rumours circulated by those who wanted to precipitate a Soviet–German war?
Stalin’s suspicions in this regard were not far wrong. The British did use the
Hess affair to sow discord in Soviet–German relations by circulating rumours
that he was on an official mission to form an Anglo-German alliance against
Russia. 22 The dreadful irony was that when the British became convinced that
the Germans were indeed about to invade Russia and attempted to warn Stalin
of the danger, they were not believed. At meetings with Maiskii on 2, 10, 13
and 16 June British officials gave him chapter and verse on German troop
movements along the Soviet frontier.23 Maiskii duly reported this information
to Moscow but it had little impact.

66 STALIN’S WARS

03 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:04  Page 66



In this uncertain situation Stalin relied on his own reasoning to assess
Hitler’s likely intentions: it did not make sense for Germany to turn against
Russia before Britain was finished off. Why fight a two-front war when the
Soviet Union self-evidently posed no immediate danger to Germany? In May
1941 Stalin told the graduating cadets of the Red Army academies that
Germany defeated France in 1870 because it fought on only one front but had
lost the First World War because it had to fight on two fronts. This rationali-
sation was reinforced by the assessment in some of the intelligence reports
presented to him. For example, on 20 March 1941 General Filip Golikov, the
chief of Soviet military intelligence, presented a summary of reports on the
timing of German military action against the USSR. Golikov concluded,
however, that ‘the most likely date for the beginning of military action against
the USSR is after victory over England or after the conclusion of an
honourable peace with Germany. Rumours and documentation that war
against the USSR is inevitable in the spring of this year must be considered as
disinformation emanating from English or even, perhaps, German intelli-
gence.’24 Golikov’s subsequent reports to Stalin, however, presented the infor-
mation on the concentration of German (and Romanian) forces along the
Soviet border in a much more balanced manner.25 On 5 May, for example,
Golikov reported that the number of German divisions concentrated on the
Soviet border had in the past two months increased from 70 to 107, including
an increase in tank divisions from six to 12. Golikov further pointed out that
Romania and Hungary had between them about 130 divisions and that
German forces along the Soviet border were likely to increase further
following the end of the war with Yugoslavia.26

Another source of persistent warnings about German preparations for war
with the USSR were two highly placed Soviet spies in Germany. ‘Starshina’,
who worked in the headquarters of the Luftwaffe and ‘Korsikanets’, in the
German economics ministry. Between them they sent dozens of reports to
Moscow containing evidence of the coming German attack.27 On a report
based on information from these two dated 17 June 1941 Stalin wrote to his
intelligence chief, V.N. Merkulov: ‘perhaps you can send your “source” from
the staff of the German air force to go fuck his mother. This is not a “source”
but a disinformer.’28 However, Stalin did not comment on the information
from Korsikanets, which was equally suggestive of an imminent German inva-
sion. As Gabriel Gorodetsky argued, Stalin’s outburst was a sign that he was
getting rattled by these reports that a German attack was coming soon and
had begun to fear they could be true.29

Another stream of warnings came from the Far East. Richard Sorge was a
Soviet spy in Tokyo working under cover as a German journalist. His main
sources of information were the German ambassador and the German
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military attaché in Tokyo. Sorge’s reports were based on the expressed opin-
ions of these two sources and they did not prove to be wholly accurate. Early
reports from Sorge suggested Germany would invade the USSR only after
finishing off Britain. His first predicted date for the German attack was May
1941. As late as 17 June 1941 Sorge was reporting that the military attaché was
not sure whether there would be war or not. On 20 June, however, Sorge
reported that the ambassador thought that war was now inevitable.30

Closer to home there were the reports submitted by Dekanozov from
Berlin. Again, there was an element of equivocation in them. On 4 June he
reported on widespread rumours of an imminent Soviet–German war, but
also on stories that there would be a rapprochement between the two countries
on the basis of Soviet concessions to Germany, a new spheres of influence deal
and a promise from Moscow not to interfere in European affairs.31 On 15 June
Dekanozov cabled Moscow that the Danish and Swedish military attachés
believed that the concentration of German forces on the Soviet border was no
longer a demonstration designed to extract concessions from Moscow but
part of the ‘immediate preparation for war with the Soviet Union’.32 He did
not, however, make it clear that he shared these views.

Adding to the uncertainty was the extensive disinformation campaign
waged by the Germans, which was designed to explain away the massive
concentration of their forces along the Soviet border. The Germans began by
asserting that the military build-up was a defensive measure. Then they put it
about that their build-up in the east was a ruse to lull the British into a false
sense of security. Another story was that the German divisions were there not
to invade but to intimidate the Soviets into economic and territorial conces-
sions. One of the most prevalent rumours was that even if Hitler did attack he
would first present an ultimatum to Stalin – an idea designed to cover up the
surprise attack that the Germans were actually planning.33

After the event it was easy to identify which reports were true and which
were false and to see through the equivocations of many of Stalin’s sources. At
the time, however, there was room for doubt, particularly about the timing of
a German attack. Stalin’s calculation was that Hitler would not attack yet and
that evidence suggesting otherwise could be explained by the split theory or
by the machinations of British intelligence. At the same time Stalin could not
afford to discount the possibility of war in the short term. Stalin was never
foolhardy and while he might disparage foreign intelligence as false reporting
by stupid spies or agents provocateurs, the evidence of the German military
build-up from Soviet border reconnaissance was just too weighty to ignore. As
Field Marshal Alan Brooke, Chief of the Imperial General Staff during the
war, noted later of Stalin:
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Stalin is a realist . . . facts only count . . . plans, hypotheses, future possibilities
mean nothing to him, but he is ready to face facts, even when unpleasant.34

While Stalin could hope, even believe, that Hitler would not attack, the
evidence was clear that the German dictator might be planning to attack
soon. Stalin responded to this possibility by the continuation and, indeed,
acceleration of his preparations for war, including a massive build-up of
Soviet frontline forces:

— In May–June 800,000 reservists were called up.
— In mid-May 28 divisions were ordered to the western districts of the

USSR.
— On 27 May these districts were ordered to build field command posts.
— In June 38,500 men were sent to the fortified areas of the border districts.
— On 12–15 June the districts were ordered to move forces to the frontier.
— On 19 June, district HQs were ordered to move to new command posts.

Orders were also issued to districts to camouflage targets and disperse
aircraft.35

By June 1941 the Red Army had more than 300 divisions, comprising some
5.5 million personnel, of whom 2.7 million were stationed in the western
border districts.36 On the night of 21–22 June this vast force was put on alert
and warned to expect a surprise attack by the Germans.37

But still the question remains: why didn’t Stalin order full-scale mobilisa-
tion of Soviet forces well in advance of a possible attack, if only as a precau-
tionary measure? Part of the answer is that Stalin did not want to provoke
Hitler into a premature attack. ‘Mobilisation means war’ was a commonplace
of Soviet strategic thinking. It derived from Russia’s experience during the
crisis that led to the outbreak of the First World War. Tsar Nicholas II’s deci-
sion to mobilise the Russian army as a precautionary measure in July 1914 had
provoked, it was believed, a German counter-mobilisation and hence the esca-
lation of the ‘July Crisis’ into a European war. Stalin was determined not to
repeat that mistake. Besides, he did not think it mattered much if Hitler was
able to spring a surprise attack because according to Soviet military doctrine
the outbreak of hostilities with Germany would be followed by a period of
2–4 weeks during which both sides would mobilise and concentrate their
main forces for battle. In the meantime, there would be tactical battles along
the frontier and limited penetrations and incursions by mobile forces probing
for weaknesses and preparing the way for major outflanking movements. In
any event, the decisive battles would be fought a few weeks after the outbreak
of war. Again, the model was the First World War, but Stalin’s generals were
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not stupid, they were not – as the cliché goes – simply preparing to fight the
last war again. They had observed the German blitzkrieg victories over Poland
and France and noted the effectiveness of concentrated tank offensives and
massive encirclement manoeuvres by the Wehrmacht’s highly mobile forces.
But they did not think the Red Army would share the fate of their French and
Polish counterparts. They saw Poland as weak militarily and the French,
with their ‘Maginot mentality’, as having no stomach for a fight. They were
confident Soviet defences would hold and provide cover while the Red Army
mobilised its main forces for battle. As Evan Mawdsley has argued, ‘Stalin and
the Soviet High Command believed that they were dealing with Hitler from a
position of strength, not from one of weakness.’38

In the context of this analysis of the future war Stalin was not frightened of
a surprise attack by Hitler. At most it would cost the loss of a few tactical fron-
tier battles. On that calculation Stalin’s gamble on the preservation of peace
makes a lot more sense. The payoff could be a delay of war until 1942, by which
time Soviet defences would be much stronger and the country’s preparations
for war complete. Paradoxically, then, the German surprise attack on 22 June
1941 surprised no one, not even Stalin. The nasty surprise was the nature of the
attack – a strategic attack in which the Wehrmacht committed its main forces
to battle from day one of the war, slamming through and shattering Red Army
defences and penetrating deep into Russia with strong armoured columns that
surrounded the disorganised and immobile Soviet armies.

The failure of Stalin and his generals to imagine a strategic surprise attack
was only partly a consequence of misconceived military doctrine. It was also
a matter of focus. What preoccupied the Soviet High Command on the eve of
war was not how they were going to defend against a German invasion but
when and where they were going to attack. They were planning and preparing
to wage an offensive war against Germany, not a defensive one.

Soviet Plans for Offensive War

To say that the Soviet Union was preparing to take offensive action against
Germany is not to endorse the idea that Stalin was preparing a preventative
war against Hitler and intended to launch a pre-emptive strike.39 Stalin’s polit-
ical and diplomatic manoeuvres show that he was desperate for peace in
summer 1941. Had Stalin succeeded in delaying war until 1942 it is possible
that he might have decided to take the initiative and strike first, but his incli-
nation was always to postpone war for as long as possible. He was confident
of the Red Army’s military prowess but he feared the consequences of Soviet
involvement in a major war, which carried with it the danger that the USSR’s
capitalist foes might unite against a common, communist enemy. At the same
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time Stalin’s gamble on maintaining peace with Hitler in summer 1941
required the covering contingency of adequate defence being in place if his
calculations proved to be wrong. His generals, however, were focused not on
defence but on their own plans for attack and counterattack. There was, in prac-
tical terms, a mismatch between Stalin’s diplomatic strategy and his generals’
military strategy. Arguably, this dangerous disconnection between political
strategy and operational doctrine, plans and preparations was the most
important factor in the calamity that befell the Red Army on 22 June 1941.

The source of this disconnection was the offensive-oriented military
doctrines of the Red Army dating back to the 1920s. The Soviet High
Command intended to fight the next war by taking the battle to the enemy, by
launching attacks and counterattacks and by the deep penetration and inva-
sion of the opponent’s territory. This policy commitment to offensive action
was reinforced by interwar developments in military technology – by the
increase in the power, mobility and reliability of tanks, planes and artillery –
which made feasible highly mobile attacks and rapid flanking movements and
the breaching of even the best-prepared defences. In Red Army doctrine,
defence was definitely second best to attack, a mere phase in the preparation
of offensive action. This doctrinal order of priorities was reinforced by obser-
vations of the German victories in Poland and France and by the Soviets’ own
experience of breaching the strong defences of the Mannerheim Line in
Finland in 1940.

In his concluding speech to a conference of the High Command held at the
end of December 1940 Defence Commissar Timoshenko summed up state of
the art Soviet strategic thinking, devoting most of his remarks to problems of
the offensive. Timoshenko did not ignore the question of defence. Indeed, his
speech contained a whole section on defence in which he argued strongly that
there was no ‘crisis of contemporary defence’ and against the idea that the
rapid defeat of Poland and France showed that defenders could not defend
effectively against modern firepower and mobile attackers. Effective defence
was possible in modern conditions, said Timoshenko, but it had to be
defence in depth and there had to be a number of zones and echelons of
defence. But Timoshenko was clear, even in this section of his report, that
‘defence is not the decisive means of defeating the enemy: only attack can
achieve that in the end. Defence should only be resorted to when there is
insufficient force for attack, or when it helps in the establishment of
conditions necessary for the preparation of an attack.’40

The other main speaker at the conference was General Georgii Zhukov, a
former cavalry officer and an advocate of armoured mobile warfare, who had
made his name as a frontline commander by waging a successful offensive
against the Japanese at Khalkin Gol in August 1939 following border clashes
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on the Sino-Mongolian border. He delivered a report on ‘the character of
contemporary offensive operations’. His theme was that the Red Army needed
to learn from the recent experience of the European war and to update its
preparations for offensive action.41 After the conference, in January 1941, two
sets of war games were played by members of the High Command. Both
games were based on offensive actions and manoeuvres on the Soviet Union’s
western borders. The victor in each case was Zhukov, who was then made
Chief of the General Staff. As Evan Mawdsley says, ‘it is difficult to see
Zhukov’s appointment as anything other than Stalin’s endorsement of the
offensive orientation of the Red Army’.42

Stalin was steeped in the doctrine of offensive action. As well as sharing the
military rationale for the strategy he had a long-standing commitment to the
aggressive defence of the sacred Soviet soil. ‘We do not want a single foot of
foreign territory,’ he told the 16th party congress in 1930, ‘but of our territory
we shall not surrender a single inch to anyone.’43 Offensive concepts and
themes – dating back to the civil war – were also pervasive in Stalinist polit-
ical culture where the solution to social and economic problems was typically
seen in terms of squads of vanguard workers using shock tactics to root out
and destroy entrenched enemies holding back the implementation of party
policy. The Red Army’s concept of fighting the future war on the territory of
the enemy dovetailed, too, with the messianic tendencies of Soviet ideology.
Stalin did not believe in exporting revolution by force of arms.44 But he did
see the Red Army as a liberating force whose incursion into foreign territory
could have a positive political impact from a communist point of view. As
Stalin later famously said, ‘whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his
own social system. Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army can
reach. It cannot be otherwise.’45 What Stalin had in mind at the time was the
Red Army’s role in supporting the establishment of communist-dominated
popular front governments in Eastern Europe in 1944–1945. In 1939–1940,
however, the model was the role played by the Red Army in the ‘revolutions’
that took place in Western Belorussia, Western Ukraine, Bessarabia, Bukovina
and the Baltic States. Set against this was the cautionary example of the failure
of the Red Army’s ‘liberation mission’ in Finland during the Winter War. But
the Red Army’s commitment to offensive action and the counter-invasion of
enemy territory was primarily driven by strategic not ideological considera-
tions. Quite simply, attack was seen as the best defence and the potential polit-
ical benefits of the Red Army’s forward movement were no more than a
bonus. Nevertheless, an integral part of the Red Army’s preparation for war
was to imbue its soldiers with the idea that military action was an aspect of a
wider political struggle between the Soviet Union and the capitalist world. In
1940–1941 this ideological propaganda was stepped up as the Soviet authori-
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ties sought to shore up the myth of the invincible Red Army after the battering
it had taken during the war with Finland.46

Strategically, the Red Army’s offensive orientation was embodied in its war
plans. These ‘plans’ consisted of documents that identified potential enemies,
assessed the scale and possible disposition of opponents’ forces and predicted
likely avenues of enemy attack. The plans also outlined the Red Army’s grand
strategy – how in general terms the Soviet Union planned to counter enemy
invasion. Seven such plans were drawn up between 1928 and 1941. The last to
be drafted before the outbreak of the Second World War was prepared in
March 1938 under the supervision of the then Chief of the General Staff,
Marshal Boris Shaposhnikov.47 Shaposhnikov’s document identified the main
enemies as Germany and its allies in Europe, and Japan in the Far East.
Although the Soviet armed forces had to be prepared to fight a war on two
fronts, Germany was identified as the primary threat and the west as the main
theatre of operations. The Germans, said the document, would attempt an
invasion of the Soviet Union either north of the Pripiat marshes in the direc-
tion of Minsk, Leningrad and Moscow or south of the marshes, with the aim
of advancing on Kiev and conquering the Ukraine. Which route was taken
would depend on the political situation in Europe and the precise line-up
against the Soviet Union of Germany and its allies in Eastern Europe. The
document then detailed two variants of Soviet operational plans to counter a
German-led invasion. If the Germans attacked in the north the Red Army
would counterattack in that sector and remain on the defensive in the south.
If the Germans attacked in the south the Red Army would counterattack there
and remain on the defensive in the north. In both variants the aim was to
engage and destroy the main concentrations of the enemy’s armed forces.

The next version of the plan was prepared in the very different circum-
stances of summer 1940,48 following Timoshenko’s replacement of Voroshilov
as defence commissar. In outline it was very similar to the 1938 document.
However, the 1940 version predicted the Germans would attack in the north
with a thrust from East Prussia (now, after the conquest of Poland, reattached
to the main body of Germany) into Lithuania, Latvia and Western Belorussia
(all now part of the Soviet Union). Therefore the bulk of the Red Army’s
forces should be concentrated in the north, said the plan. Again, the object of
the exercise was to engage and destroy the enemy’s main forces, wherever they
might be.

This later version of the war plan was also prepared by Shaposhnikov’s staff
officers. However, in summer 1940 he stepped down as Chief of Staff due to
bad health and was replaced by General Meretskov. Further work was done on
the plan and a new draft dated 18 September was prepared.49 The September
plan repeated the idea that the Germans were most likely to attack in the
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north but did not exclude the possibility that they might concentrate their
main forces in the south, thus reasserting the need for a plan with two vari-
ants of the Soviet strategic response. If the Germans concentrated in the south
the Red Army would also concentrate there and launch a counterattack that
would head for Lublin and Krakow in German-occupied Poland and then on
to Breslau in southern Germany, with the aim of cutting off Hitler from his
Balkan allies and from the crucial economic resources of that region. If the
Germans made their move in the north, the Red Army would invade East
Prussia. Again, the aim was to find and fight the main German forces.

The September plan was submitted to Stalin and the Soviet leadership for
discussion. Out of this consultation there came, in early October, a crucial
amendment: the Red Army’s main attack forces were to be concentrated in the
south and tasked with an advance on Lublin, Krakow and Breslau. Although
the reason for this change was not specified in the memorandum that
Timoshenko and Meretskov sent to Stalin,50 the most likely explanation is the
expectation that when war broke out the main concentration of German
forces would be found in the south. Certainly in the next version of the war
plan, prepared in March 1941, the south was identified as the most likely site
for the concentration of German forces, although concentration in the north
and an attack from East Prussia were not ruled out.51 From spring 1941
onwards Soviet intelligence reports emphasised that if the Germans did attack
it would mainly be in the south. These misleading assessments reflected the
effectiveness of the German disinformation campaign which aimed to cover
up their real intention: to concentrate their attack in the north along the
Minsk–Smolensk–Moscow axis (see Map 3 on p. 75).

The decision to plump for a southern concentration of the Red Army was
a fateful one, which Zhukov and others were keen to explain away in their
memoirs. In their version of events the decision was made by Stalin who
believed that Hitler wanted to seize the economic and mineral resources of the
Ukraine and southern Russia, including the oil of the Caucasus. While it is
true Stalin thought that the struggle for raw materials would be crucial in the
coming war, there is no direct evidence that the decision to concentrate forces
in the south was specifically his, although he must have gone along with it.
Another possibility, suggested by Gabriel Gorodetsky, is that when the 1940
war plan was being drawn up the Soviet leadership was obsessed with what
was going on in the Balkans and wholly focused on isolating Hitler from his
Balkan allies.52 From this perspective the decision to concentrate in the south
was perhaps driven more by political than military considerations. Then there
is the suggestion made by Marshal Matvei Zakharov in his study of the Soviet
General Staff: that personal preferences and bureaucratic factors may have
played a critical role in the decision.53 The main beneficiary in terms of
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resources was the Kiev military district. Both Meretskov and Timoshenko
were former commanders of the Kiev military district and Zhukov was in that
post when he was appointed Chief of the General Staff in January 1941. A
number of the junior General Staff officers involved in drafting the war plans
had also served on the south-western front. Certainly, the Kiev military
district became a very active proponent of the idea that the Germans were
concentrating in the south-west and lobbied heavily for more forces to
counter this development.54 Finally, there is the more radical and controver-
sial argument that the reason Stalin and his generals chose to concentrate in
the south was that the Red Army was planning a pre-emptive strike against
Germany, and the plains of southern Poland offered an easier invasion route
than the rivers, lakes, bogs and forests of East Prussia.55

The key piece of evidence for the proponents of the pre-emptive strike
hypothesis is a new version of the war plan prepared in mid-May 1941.56 The
status of this particular document – which has been the subject of extensive
controversy in Russia57 – is uncertain. It was a handwritten document
prepared by General Vasilevskii, at that time Deputy Chief of Operations, in
the name of Zhukov and Timoshenko but not signed by either of them. It is
not certain that Stalin saw the document or was even told about it.58

This May 1941 document was a less elaborate and less formally structured
version of the earlier war plans. It has the air of being, as Cynthia A. Roberts
has suggested, ‘less a plan than a working document for one’.59 According to
this document, Germany and its allies (Finland, Hungary and Romania)
would be able to deploy 240 divisions against the USSR and the main German
force of about a 100 divisions would in all probability be deployed in the south
for an attack in the direction of Kovel’, Rovno and Kiev. The document further
noted that the German army was in a state of mobilisation and that ‘it had
the possibility to pre-empt us in deployment and to deliver a sudden blow’.
The document continued:

In order to prevent this (and to destroy the German army), I consider it
necessary not to give the initiative to the German command under any
circumstances, to forestall the enemy in deployment and to attack the
German army at that moment when it is still at the deployment stage and
has not yet managed to organise a front or co-ordinated the different
branches of the army. The primary strategic goal of the Red Army will be to
destroy the main force of the German army deploying south of
Demblin. . .The main blow of the forces of the South-Western Front to be
inflicted in the direction of Krakow and Katowitze, cutting off Germany
from its southern allies. [There will be] a supporting blow by the left flank
of the Western Front in the direction of Sedletz and Demblin with the aim
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of containing the Warsaw formations and helping the South-Western Front
to destroy the Lublin formations of the enemy. An active defence to be
conducted against Finland, East Prussia, Hungary and Romania and prepa-
rations made for the delivery of a strike against Romania under favourable
conditions.

The document concluded with some requests to Stalin for action, including
acceptance of the proposed plan of deployment in the event of war with
Germany and, crucially, the secret mobilisation of all the High Command’s
reserve armies.

Read as part of the sequence of successive war plans there was nothing
surprising in the May document. It was a logical development of the idea that
in the coming war the Red Army would attack the German main force that
was being deployed in the southern sector. The document’s proposal to pre-
empt the final stage of German mobilisation and deployment reflected, no
doubt, the anxiety provoked by accumulating intelligence reports of massive
Wehrmacht concentrations along the Soviet frontier in spring 1941 and the
growing realisation that war was coming sooner rather than later. The
proposal to counterattack in the form of an invasion of southern Poland was
the same as before and the proposed secret movement of the reserve armies
was an extension of existing and ongoing measures of covert mobilisation.

The problem with the document was twofold. First, it was deeply
ambiguous about the timing of a Soviet pre-emptive strike. If the aim was to
destroy the German armies, the best moment to do that would be when they
were not quite fully mobilised, deployed, concentrated and co-ordinated. But
who could judge accurately when that would be? Second, there was no possi-
bility that Stalin would accept the new plan while he believed there was still a
chance of peace, unless he could be persuaded that Soviet defences would
crumble if the Germans were able to attack first – and there is no evidence that
such a view was articulated within the Soviet military. It was only after the
event, after the disaster of 22 June 1941, after the war, and after Stalin’s death,
that senior Soviet commanders began to say that more attention should have
been paid to defence and to parrying a potentially devastating sudden
German blow.

It has been suggested that the appearance of the May plan was linked to
Stalin’s speech to the 2,000 graduates of the Red Army staff academies on
5 May 1941. By this time it was normal for every public or semi-public remark
of Stalin’s to be widely disseminated in the Soviet Union. On this occasion,
however, there was no published text, only a short report in Pravda the next
day under the headline ‘We must be prepared to deal with any surprises’:
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In his speech, Comrade Stalin noted the profound changes that had taken
place in the Red Army in the last few years, and emphasised that, on the
strength of the experience of modern war, its organisation had undergone
important changes, and it has been substantially re-equipped. Comrade
Stalin welcomed the officers who had graduated from the military academies
and wished them all success in their work.60

Not surprisingly, rumours began to circulate about what else Stalin might
have said to his graduating cadets. According to one report Stalin warned that
war with Germany was definitely coming; according to another he advocated
an offensive war to expand the socialist system. The version the Soviets leaked
to the Germans was that Stalin talked about a new compromise with Hitler.
The truth, as is usually the case, was more prosaic than any of the rumours.
According to the text of Stalin’s speech, which came to light in 1995, his main
theme was as Pravda reported – the reform, reorganisation and re-equipment
of the Red Army. However, the speech contained a number of details about the
reforms and about the Red Army’s strength – not the kind of information to
make public on the eve of war. Stalin also spoke critically of the German army,
denying that it was as invincible as it seemed and arguing that it would not be
as successful in the future as it had been in the past if it fought under the
banner of aggression and conquest. Again, remarks that it would not have
been politic to publish when Stalin was trying to persuade Hitler of his
peaceful intentions.

After the graduation ceremony there was a reception in the Kremlin at
which Stalin, as usual, proposed several toasts. Some of his pre-toast remarks
have been preserved for posterity. According to Dimitrov, for example, Stalin
‘was in an exceptionally good mood’ and said ‘our policy of peace and secu-
rity is at the same time a policy of preparation for war. There is no defence
without offence. The army must be trained in a spirit of offensive action. We
must prepare for war.’ Another observer recorded Stalin saying ‘good defence
means attack. The offensive is the best defence.’ According to the official
record Stalin also said:

The policy of peace is a good thing. We have up to now . . . carried out a line
[based on] defence. . .And now, when our army has been reconstructed, has
been amply supplied with equipment for modern battle, when we have
become stronger, now it is necessary to go from defence to offence.
Defending our country we must act offensively. From defence to go to a
military doctrine of offensive actions. We must transform our training, our
propaganda, our agitation, our press in an offensive spirit. The Red Army is
a modern army, and a modern army is an offensive army.
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Was this statement a call to arms, a rallying of the troops for a pre-emptive
strike, a signal to the General Staff to draw up the necessary plans? It is not
credible that Stalin would have signalled any such intentions in such a public
setting. Besides, the statement’s pro-offense content was not that different
from Stalin’s private remarks a year earlier to the command conference on the
experience of the Finnish war. More credible is that Stalin wanted to impress
upon his young officers the need for an attacking spirit and probably saw his
casual remarks as a boost to morale, a confidence-building fillip in face of the
impending war with Germany. But that is a long way from planning and
preparing to provoke such a war.

After Stalin’s speech the pace of Soviet war preparations picked up but they
were not of the scale and character necessary to make a pre-emptive strike in
summer 1941.61 In this connection some scholars have made much of the fact
that on 24 May 1941 Stalin held a three-hour conference in his Kremlin office
with virtually all his top military commanders. The suggestion is that this was
the meeting that decided on a pre-emptive strike against Germany, a suspicion
magnified by the absence of any subsequent information about what was
discussed. However, according to his appointments diary, Stalin did not meet
again with Timoshenko, his defence commissar, with Zhukov, his Chief of
Staff, or with any of his generals for 10 days.62 This was hardly behaviour
consistent with implementing a momentous decision to launch an attack on
Germany. It is more likely the conference on 24 May was simply part of the
ongoing defensive preparations for war.

In retrospect the most common criticism of Stalin’s behaviour during the
last weeks of the Soviet–German peace has not been that he was preparing to
attack but that he refused to bring the Red Army to a full state of alert in
advance of the German invasion. Vasilevskii in his memoirs supported Stalin’s
policy of maintaining peace for as long as possible but argued that ‘the whole
problem . . . boiled down to the length of time we had to continue that policy.
After all Nazi Germany actually had made war preparations on Soviet borders
quite openly, especially in the last month; that was exactly the time when we
should have carried out a speedy mobilization and transferred border districts
to a full war footing, building up strong and deep-lying defences.’63 In a
posthumously published interview Vasilevskii defined the problem as one in
which Stalin arrived at the Rubicon of war in June 1941 but failed to take the
hard next step forward.64 Zhukov, however, was of a different view:
‘Vasilevskii’s opinion does not fully correspond with reality. I believe that the
Soviet Union would have been beaten early on if we had deployed all our
forces on the borders on the eve of war, and the German troops would have
been able to accomplish their plan, encircle and destroy them at the border . . .
Then Hitler’s troops could have stepped up the campaign and Moscow and
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Leningrad would have fallen in 1941.’65 In his memoirs Marshal Rokossovskii
took this argument further when he said that the main force of the Red Army
should not have been deployed on the border at all, but much deeper in Soviet
territory. That way it would have avoided annihilation by the initial German
attack and been in a position to conduct concentrated mobile counterattacks
against the advancing Wehrmacht.66

The idea that the best way to deal with Operation Barbarossa would have
been some kind of mobile strategic defence posture has also been canvassed
by a number of western analysts, such as Cynthia A. Roberts. Whether the Red
Army was capable of implementing such a strategy, or whether it would have
worked out any better for the Soviets, is a matter of speculation. But whatever
its alleged intrinsic merits, the concept of strategic defence had no place in the
doctrinal universe of the Soviet High Command at the time. As Zhukov
admitted in his memoirs, ‘at that time our military-theoretical science gener-
ally did not consider the profound problems of strategic defence, mistakenly
considering it not so important’.67 When the Germans attacked on 22 June
1941 Timoshenko and Zhukov responded by issuing orders for the imple-
mentation of long-standing plans for offensive action. Even as the Germans
drove deep into Soviet territory and arrived at the gates of Moscow and
Leningrad, the Red Army’s preferred counter-measure was to attack when and
where they could. Eventually the Red Army learned the virtues of defence but
only because it had to, and the doctrine of offensive action persisted
throughout the war. In strategic terms the Red Army conducted a wholly
offensive campaign on the Eastern Front. Only during the battle of Kursk in
summer 1943 did the Red Army temporarily adopt a strategic defence
posture, absorbing the great German tank offensive before launching a
massive counterattack.

After the war the Red Army’s retreats and defeats in 1941–1942 were sani-
tised and mythologised as all part of the great Stalin’s plan to draw the
German army deep into Russia in order to destroy it, much as the Tsar’s
generals had done to the French army during the Napoleonic war. After
Stalin’s death a more realistic and critical picture of the disaster of 22 June
1941 began to emerge. But the new myth was that it was Stalin’s predilection
for offensive action that was responsible for the disastrous attacking tactics of
the Red Army during the early months of the war. In fact the cult of attack and
counterattack represented a consensus in the Soviet High Command and
responsibility for the doctrine and its consequences was shared by all.

The extent of the tragedy of 22 June 1941 from the Soviet point of view was
summed up by the fate of the massive army Stalin had assembled to counter
the German invasion. By the end of that year the Red Army had lost 200 divi-
sions in battle and suffered over 4 million casualties. Among the losses were
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142,000 officers (out of 440,000), including 40 generals killed and 44
captured.68 Many contemporary observers expected the battle-hardened
German army that had so easily conquered Poland and France to achieve
similar results in Russia. Others thought the Soviets might have made a better
fight of it. What surprised everyone, though, was that the Red Army could
survive the enormous damage inflicted by the Germans and then begin to
push back what had been the greatest invasion in military history.
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The German invasion of the Soviet Union began a little before dawn on
Sunday 22 June 1941. Leading the assault across a 1,000-mile front were 152
German divisions, supported by 14 Finnish divisions in the north and 14
Romanian divisions in the south.1 Later, the 3.5-million-strong invasion force
was joined by armies from Hungary and Italy, by the Spanish ‘Blue Division’,
by contingents from Croatia and Slovakia, and by volunteer units recruited
from every country in Nazi-occupied Europe.

The invasion force was organised in three massed army groups: Army
Group North attacked from East Prussia and fought its way along the Baltic
coastal lands towards Leningrad; Army Group Centre advanced towards
Minsk, Smolensk and Moscow; while Army Group South headed for the
Ukraine and its capital, Kiev (see Map 4 on p. 83).

The strategic goals of the invasion had been set out by Hitler in his
directive of 18 December 1940:

The German Wehrmacht must be prepared to defeat Soviet Russia in one
rapid campaign . . . The mass of the [Red] army stationed in Western Russia
is to be destroyed in bold operations involving deep and rapid penetrations
by panzer spearheads, and the withdrawal of combat-capable elements into
the vast Russian interior is to be prevented . . . The Operation’s final objec-
tive is the establishment of a defensive barrier against Russia running along
the general line of the Volga to Arkhangel.2

The code name for the invasion was Operation Barbarossa, in honour of
Frederick I (‘Red Beard’), the Holy Roman Emperor who led a twelfth-
century crusade to liberate Christianity’s holy places from Muslim control. On
22 June Hitler declared he had attacked the USSR to pre-empt a Soviet strike
against the Reich.3 Thereafter Nazi propagandists presented the German
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campaign in Russia as a defensive crusade against an unholy Bolshevik empire
that threatened European civilisation.

The Nazi ideological framing of Operation Barbarossa signalled the kind of
war the Germans planned to fight in Russia – a war of destruction and exter-
mination, a Vernichtungskrieg.4 Not only the Red Army, but the entire Soviet
communist regime was to be destroyed. Driving this determination was the
Nazi view of the USSR as a Judaeo-Bolshevik state – a communist regime
under Jewish control, whose destruction necessitated the extermination of
the Jewish cadres who ran the Soviet state. Nazi racist ideology also defined
the Slavic peoples of the Soviet Union as an inferior race of Untermenschen
or sub-humans, but the German attitude to the Slavs was more exploitative
than specifically genocidal. As Hitler said later of the Slavs, ‘our guiding prin-
ciple is that the existence of these people is justified only by their economic
exploitation for our benefit’.

The ideological and racist war that Hitler wanted to wage against Russia
was incorporated into the military preparations for Operation Barbarossa. As
Hitler told his generals on 30 March 1941, ‘the war against Russia will be such
that it cannot be conducted in a knightly fashion; the struggle is one of ideolo-
gies and racial differences and will have to be conducted with unprecedented,
unmerciful and unrelenting harshness.’5

In March 1941 agreement was reached between the Wehrmacht and the SS
on the role of the Einsatzgruppen – the special ‘action teams’ that were to
follow the German armies into Russia to eliminate ‘Judaeo-Bolshevik’ offi-
cials, activists and intellectuals. On 13 May 1941 Hitler issued a decree which
effectively exempted German soldiers from punishment for any atrocities they
might commit in Russia. A few days later the Wehrmacht issued ‘Guidelines
for the behaviour of the fighting forces in Russia’:

1. Bolshevism is the mortal enemy of the National Socialist German
people. Germany’s struggle is aimed at that disruptive ideology and its
exponents.

2. That struggle demands ruthless and energetic action against Bolshevik
agitators, guerrillas, saboteurs, Jews and the complete liquidation of
any active or passive resistance.

3. Extreme reserve and the most alert vigilance are called for towards all
the members of the Red Army – even prisoners – as treacherous
methods of fighting are to be expected. The Asiatic soldiers of the Red
Army in particular are inscrutable, unpredictable, insidious and
unfeeling.
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On 6 June the Wehrmacht issued ‘Guidelines on the treatment of commissars’.
This was the infamous ‘Commissar Order’, which dealt with the fate of
commissars – the political officers of the Red Army – who ‘if captured in
battle, or while resisting, are as a matter of principle to be finished off with
weapons at once’.

This ideological framing of the coming war with Russia helps to explain
why the Germans imagined they could destroy the Red Army in the course of
a single, lightning campaign. German military planners thought the Red
Army had been significantly weakened by the prewar purges and had not been
impressed by its performance during the Finnish war, but as important was
their ideologically distorted perception of the political weakness of Stalin’s
regime. ‘You only have to kick in the door and the whole rotten structure will
come crashing down,’ said Hitler.6 Far from expecting serious resistance in
Russia, the Germans envisaged they would be welcomed as liberators by large
sections of the Soviet population 

In the early days of Operation Barbarossa it seemed that Hitler’s prediction
of a quick and easy victory would be fulfilled. On day one the Luftwaffe struck
66 enemy airfields and destroyed 900 Soviet aircraft on the ground and
another 300 in the air.7 Within days the Germans had complete air superiority
across the entire breadth of the battle zone. On 3 July General Franz Halder,
Chief of the German Army General Staff, noted in his diary: ‘on my part it
would not be too bold to assert that the campaign against Russia has been won
in the space of two weeks’.8 Within three weeks the Soviets suffered three-
quarters of a million casualties and lost 10,000 tanks and 4,000 aircraft.
Within three months the Germans had captured Kiev, encircled Leningrad
and reached the gates of Moscow.9

The Germans employed much the same tactics as they had in Poland and
France. Concentrated columns of powerful armoured divisions punched their
way through enemy defences and encircled Soviet forces from the rear. The
German panzers were followed by infantry divisions tasked to destroy encir-
cled enemy forces and to hold captured territory. In the June encirclement of
Minsk the Germans bagged 400,000 Soviet prisoners. In July it was the turn of
Smolensk (300,000 prisoners) and in September Kiev (500,000 prisoners) to
fall to German encirclement. In October the Briansk and Viazma encir-
clements near Moscow netted another half-million or more Soviet soldiers
(see Map 5 on p. 86). By the end of 1941 the Germans had captured 3 million
Soviet prisoners. By February 1942, 2 million of those POWs were dead,
mainly from starvation, disease and maltreatment. In addition, the Germans
simply executed those prisoners they suspected were communists. By the end
of the Eastern Front war 160,000 captured ‘commissars’ had been killed by the
Germans.
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The fate of the Soviet POWs was shared by many other Soviet citizens,
above all those of Jewish origin. About a million Soviet Jews were massacred
by the Germans, mostly during 1941–1942.10 The main instrument of this
mass murder were the SS Einsatzgruppen. Initially, the Einsatzgruppen were
tasked with killing able-bodied Jewish men. However, in August 1941,
Himmler, the SS Chief, gave the order for the wholesale slaughter of entire
Jewish communities to commence – men and women, parents and children,
old and young, the sick and the healthy. Illustrative of the change of policy was
the shooting of 30,000 Jews at Babi Yar, a ravine outside Kiev, at the end of
September 1941.

The reason for this transition from the selective killing of Jewish males to
the mass murder of all Jews has been the subject of extensive discussion
among historians of the Holocaust.11 It seems to have been connected to the
escalation of the Germans’ anti-partisan tactics. Soviet partisan actions in the
rear of the invading German armies began within days of the outbreak of
the war, often initiated, inspired and aided by retreating Red Army units
fighting their way out of encirclement. The German response – as in Greece,
Yugoslavia and Poland – was to burn villages and execute those suspected of
aiding the partisans. In September 1941 the Wehrmacht issued orders that
between 50 and 100 ‘communists’ should be killed for every German who fell
victim to a partisan attack.

There was an intimate connection between the Wehrmacht’s anti-partisan
tactics and the anti-Jewish campaign of the SS. All Jews were stigmatised as
communists and partisans, and all partisans branded Jews. ‘The Jew is a
partisan. The Partisan is a Jew.’ ‘A Jew is a Bolshevik is a partisan.’ These were
the German slogans that served the dual purpose of rationalising the mass
murder of Soviet Jews and legitimising the harsh and indiscriminate anti-
partisan measures.12 The Babi Yar massacre, for example, was ostensibly in
retaliation for the killing of a number of German officers, blown up by
delayed-action time bombs left by the retreating Red Army in the centre
of Kiev.

Notwithstanding their spectacular successes, the tide of war did not flow
entirely in the Germans’ direction. Not all Soviet defences crumbled. Some
positions held and fought on for weeks, months even. In the Brest fortress on
the border with German-occupied Poland 3,000 Soviet soldiers fought almost
to the last man, holding out for a week against an assault by 20,000 Germans.
Odessa, the Soviet Navy’s main port on the Black Sea, held out against an
attack by the 4th Romanian army for nearly 10 weeks between August and
October 1941. Its sister port of Sebastopol faced an even greater onslaught
but did not fall until summer 1942. While millions of Soviet soldiers were
taken prisoner, tens of thousands of others – individuals, small groups,
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platoons, battalions, brigades and whole divisions – fought their way out of
encirclement to rejoin the main body of the Red Army.13 The Soviets launched
numerous counterattacks, forcing the Germans to retreat and regroup on
many occasions. The Soviet defence of Kiev held up the German advance on
Eastern Ukraine for nearly a month, while the battles in the Smolensk region
in July–August 1941 held up the German advance on Moscow for two
months. Fierce counterattacks in the Leningrad area thwarted Hitler’s aim to
capture and raze to the ground the Soviet Union’s second city.

The ferocity of the fighting shook the Germans out of their initial compla-
cency about an easy war. By 11 August General Halder was beginning to have
his doubts: ‘At the beginning of the war we calculated that there would be
about 200 enemy divisions against us. But already we have counted 360. These
divisions are not armed and equipped according to our understanding of
these words and their tactical leadership is not very satisfactory. But they exist.
If we destroy a dozen the Russians present us with another dozen.’14

The price the Red Army exacted for German victories was very high. In the
first three weeks of war the Germans suffered 100,000 casualties, and lost 1,700
tanks and assault weapons and 950 planes. By July they were suffering 7,000
casualties a day. By August total casualties were nearly 180,000.15 These were
nothing compared to the astronomical Soviet losses but were nevertheless far
higher than the Germans were used to. During the course of the entire West
European campaign of 1940, total German losses were only 156,000, including
30,000 dead.16 Crucially, despite its spectacular advance into Russia, the
Wehrmacht failed to achieve its strategic objectives. Leningrad was besieged but
it did not fall. The German advance in the south reached Rostov-on-Don – the
gateway to the Caucasus and oilfields of Baku – but ran out of steam and by
the end of November the city had been recaptured by the Russians.

Hitler’s last chance to win the war in the course of a single campaign was to
capture Moscow. The Germans launched their assault on the Soviet capital in
October 1941, utilising more than 70 divisions – a million men, with 1,700
tanks, 14,000 artillery pieces and almost 1,000 aeroplanes. The attack brought
Army Group Centre to within 20 miles of the Kremlin, but no further. On 5
December the Red Army launched a counter-offensive in front of Moscow,
which pushed the Germans 40–50 miles back from the city. It was the
Wehrmacht’s first significant defeat of the Second World War. It signalled that
Operation Barbarossa had failed and that Hitler now faced a long war of attri-
tion on the Eastern Front. As two wartime observers of events concluded, ‘the
Russian campaign of 1941 was a serious strategic defeat for the Germans’.17

By December 1941 the European war had been transformed into a global
war. Following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December the United
States was locked in combat with Germany’s ally in the Far East, and Hitler’s
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declaration of war on America on 11 December brought the US into the
European theatre. This set the seal on the American–British–Soviet coalition
that had been forming since summer 1941. In these new circumstances Hitler
began to consider what resources he would need to sustain a global war
against the allied coalition. His gaze fell increasingly on the oil, industry and
raw materials of the Ukraine, southern Russia and the Caucasus.

Stalin’s Response to the German Attack 

An oft-told tale about Stalin’s response to Operation Barbarossa is that he was
shocked and surprised by the German attack, refused to believe that it was
happening and then descended into a depression which he did not snap out
of until urged to do so by his Politburo colleagues. As with so many stories
about Stalin, the origin of this one is Khrushchev’s secret speech to the 20th

party congress in 1956:

It would be incorrect to forget that after the first severe disaster and defeats
at the front, Stalin thought this was the end. In one of his speeches in those
days he said: ‘All that which Lenin created we have lost forever’. After this
Stalin for a long time actually did not direct the military operations and
ceased to do anything whatever. He returned to active service only when
some members of the Political Bureau visited him and told him that it
was necessary to take certain steps immediately in order to improve the
situation at the front.18

Khrushchev – who was in Kiev when the war began – elaborated on the story
in his memoirs, reporting that Beria told him that Stalin had at one point
resigned the leadership and retreated to his dacha in despair.19

Another version of this particular incident was put forward in the memoirs
of Anastas Mikoyan, Stalin’s Trade Minister. According to Mikoyan the
Politburo members went to Stalin’s dacha and told their skulking leader that
they had decided to create a State Defence Committee which they wanted him
to head up. The instigators of this action were Beria and Molotov, said
Mikoyan.20 However, as Roy and Zhores Medvedev have argued, this is a most
unlikely story. Molotov and Beria were among the most submissive of Stalin’s
inner circle and would not have dared to be so forthright.21 Then there is the
testimony of Yakov Chadaev, which broadly backs up Mikoyan’s story that the
Politburo members went to see Stalin at his dacha and, led by Molotov, asked
him to come back to work. However, Chadaev’s account of this incident is not
that of an eyewitness but based on hearsay. Chadaev’s direct reportage of his
memory of Stalin’s state of mind during the first few days of war gives the
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impression that the Soviet dictator’s behaviour was highly contradictory: on
the one hand, strong and decisive; on the other, reticent and faltering.22

Furthermore, in an interview in 1982 Chadaev stated the following in
response to a question about Stalin’s behaviour during the first months of the
war: ‘During the days of crisis, of critical situations on the front, Stalin
controlled himself very well on the whole, displaying confidence and calmness
and demonstrating great industriousness.’23 Other memoir evidence includes
Molotov’s response when asked about the episode at the dacha: ‘Stalin was in
a very agitated state. He didn’t curse, but he wasn’t quite himself. I wouldn’t
say that he lost his head. He suffered, but didn’t show any signs of this.
Undoubtedly he had his rough moments. It’s nonsense to say he didn’t suffer.
But he is not portrayed as he really was . . . As usual he worked day and night
and never lost his head or his gift of speech. How did he comport himself? As
Stalin was supposed to, firmly.’24 According to Zhukov, ‘Stalin himself was
strong-willed and no coward. It was only once I saw him somewhat depressed.
That was the dawn of June 22, 1941, when his belief that the war could be
avoided was shattered. After June 22, 1941, and throughout the war Stalin
firmly governed the country . . .’25 When Lazar Kaganovich, another Politburo
member, was asked if Stalin had lost his nerve when the war broke out, he
replied ‘it’s a lie!’26 Molotov and Kaganovich were diehard Stalin loyalists,
whereas Khrushchev and Mikoyan were apostates who led the anti-Stalinist
struggles of the 1950s. Zhukov was purged by Stalin after the war, but fell out
with Khrushchev in 1957 and then found himself on the receiving end of
Khrushchevite accusations about his conduct of the war.

Perhaps a better guide to Stalin’s personal response to the German attack is
the contemporary evidence of his actions during the first days of the war.
According to his appointments diary, when war broke out Stalin held
numerous meetings with members of the Soviet military and political leader-
ship.27 The early days of the war required many decisions by Stalin. On the day
war broke out he authorised 20 different decrees and orders.28 On 23 June he
established a Stavka (Headquarters) of the Main Command, a mixed political
and military body – chaired by Defence Commissar Timoshenko – to oversee
the strategic direction of the war. On 24 June it was resolved to establish a
Council of Evacuation to organise the evacuation of people and materials
from the war zone and to create a Soviet Information Buro (Sovinform) to co-
ordinate and direct the propaganda war.29 On 29 June Stalin issued an urgent
directive to party and state organisations in frontline areas, ordering them to
fight to the last drop of blood in defence of every inch of Soviet soil. The
supplies and rear areas of the Red Army were to be fully protected and all
cowards and panic-mongers immediately arraigned before military tribunals.
Partisan detachments were to be formed in enemy-occupied areas and in the
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event of forced retreat a scorched earth policy was to be followed and the
enemy was to be left no roads, railways, factories or food supplies that they
could make use of. These instructions formed the basis of the text of a radio
broadcast by Stalin to the Soviet people a few days later.30

On 22 June the day began in Stalin’s office at 5.45 a.m. when Molotov
returned from a meeting with Schulenburg bearing news of the German decla-
ration of war.31 One of the first decisions was that Molotov rather than Stalin
should give a radio address to the nation at midday. According to Molotov,
Stalin decided to wait until the situation clarified itself before making his own
speech to the country.32 Molotov’s draft of his speech was heavily edited by
Stalin on the spot. He expanded its content in a number of ways. First, Molotov
was to state at the outset that he was speaking on Stalin’s behalf and then to call
in his conclusion for the country to rally round Stalin’s leadership. Second,
Molotov was to make clear that the Soviet Union had not infringed the non-
aggression pact with Germany in any way. Third, Molotov was to stress that the
war had been forced on the Soviet Union not by the German workers, peasants
or intelligentsia but by the German fascists who had also enslaved France,
Poland, Yugoslavia, Norway, Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands, Greece and
other countries. Fourth, Molotov was to compare Hitler’s invasion of Russia
with that of Napoleon and to call for a patriotic war in defence of the mother-
land. Whilst Stalin’s emendations were extensive, the most memorable lines of
the speech – its concluding peroration which became one of the main propa-
ganda slogans of the Soviet war effort – appear to have been Molotov’s own:
‘Our cause is just. The enemy will be defeated. Victory will be ours.’33

Another early visitor to Stalin’s office that day was Comintern leader Georgi
Dimitrov, who recorded in his diary:

At 7.00 a.m. I was urgently summoned to the Kremlin . . . Striking calm-
ness, resoluteness, confidence of Stalin and all the others . . . For now the
Comintern is not to take any overt action. The parties in the localities are
mounting a movement in defence of the USSR. The issue of socialist revo-
lution is not to be raised. The Soviet people are waging a patriotic war
against fascist Germany. It is a matter of routing fascism, which has
enslaved a number of peoples and is bent on enslaving still more.34

In and out of Stalin’s office that day was Deputy Foreign Commissar, Andrei
Vyshinskii, who reported on diplomatic developments. He had some good
news. From London Maiskii had telegraphed Foreign Secretary Anthony
Eden’s reassurance that Britain would fight on and that there was no question
of London concluding a separate peace with Germany, regardless of the
rumours arising out of the Hess mission. Eden also informed Maiskii that
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Churchill would speak that evening on the radio about the German attack and
about Anglo-Soviet relations.35 Churchill’s broadcast must have come as a
considerable relief to Stalin:

No one has been a more consistent opponent of Communism than I have
for the last 25 years. I will unsay no word that I have spoken about it. But
all this fades away with the spectacle that is now unfolding. The past with
its crimes, its follies and its tragedies flashes away . . . We have but one aim
and one single, irrevocable purpose. We are resolved to destroy Hitler and
every vestige of the Nazi regime. From this nothing will turn us, nothing . .
. It follows, therefore that we shall give whatever help we can to Russia and
the Russian people . . . if Hitler imagines that his attack on Soviet Russia
will cause the slightest division of aims or slackening of effort in the great
Democracies who are resolved upon his doom, he is woefully mistaken . . .
His invasion of Russia is no more than a prelude to an attempted invasion
of the British Isles . . . The Russian danger is therefore our danger and the
danger of the United States, just as the cause of any Russian fighting for his
hearth and home is the cause of free men and free peoples in every quarter
of the globe.36

The United States was ostensibly neutral but had been supplying substantial
aid to Britain for nearly a year and, at a White House press conference on 24
June, Roosevelt announced that this policy would be extended to the Soviet
Union.37 On 12 July Britain and the Soviet Union signed an agreement on
joint action in the war against Germany and pledged that neither side would
conduct separate negotiations with Hitler about an armistice or a peace
treaty.38 At the end of July Roosevelt sent his personal representative, Harry
Hopkins, to Moscow to discuss with Stalin the supply of American aid for the
Soviet war effort.39 In early August the two states exchanged notes which
formalised the US pledge to supply the USSR with war materials.40 At the end
of September Lord Beaverbrook, the British Supplies Minister, travelled to
Moscow with Averell Harriman, Roosevelt’s lend-lease administrator in
London, to sign a formal agreement on Anglo-American supplies to Russia.41

But the most important developments and decisions were being made on
the military front. In the early hours of 22 June Timoshenko and Zhukov had
issued a directive warning of a surprise German attack. Border districts of the
Red Army were ordered to bring their forces to a state of full combat readiness
and to disperse and camouflage aircraft before dawn on 22 June. At the same
time commanders were ordered to avoid any ‘provocative actions’. Following
a meeting with Stalin in the Kremlin, a second directive was issued by
Timoshenko and Zhukov at 7.15 a.m. Reporting on German air and artillery
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attacks, troops were ordered to attack the Germans where they had crossed the
Soviet border but not to cross the frontier themselves without special autho-
risation. At 9.15 p.m. Timoshenko and Zhukov issued a third directive,
ordering the North-Western and Western Fronts of the Red Army to attack,
encircle and destroy Army Group North and the South-Western Front to
attack and encircle Army Group South. The Red Army’s Northern and
Southern Fronts (respectively bordering Finland and Romania) were ordered
to remain on the defensive. The Western Front was instructed to contain Army
Group Centre’s advance along the Warsaw–Minsk axis while assisting the
offensive action of the North-Western Front.42 This directive was broadly in
line with prewar plans for Red Army counter-offensive action in the event of
war. It indicates that Stalin and the High Command fully expected the Red
Army would be able to cope with the German attack and to carry out its own
strategic missions, including mounting an effective counter-invasion of
German territory. Indeed, according to the third directive, the Red Army was
expected to achieve its initial objectives in East Prussia and southern Poland
within two days. In line with these expectations Zhukov was immediately
dispatched to Kiev to oversee the offensive operations on the South-Western
Front, where the bulk of Soviet forces had been concentrated in anticipation of
a main force German advance on the Ukraine. Shaposhnikov, the former Chief
of the General Staff, and Kulik, Chief of Soviet artillery, were sent to help out on
the Western Front.43 The calm and confidence underlying these initial moves
were noted by General Shtemenko in his memoirs: ‘From the outset the atmos-
phere at the General Staff, though tense, was businesslike. None of us doubted
that Hitler’s surprise tactics could give him only a temporary advantage. Both
chiefs and their subordinates acted with their usual confidence.’44 Confidence
in victory was shared by the general Soviet population. In Moscow many people
were amazed that the Germans had dared to attack, while thousands more
flocked to join the armed forces and people’s militias.45

When the Soviet counter-offensives of 23–25 June failed to make any signif-
icant progress and the Wehrmacht continued to advance on all fronts, it
became apparent that the General Staff had grossly underestimated the weight
of the initial German attack. As Zhukov noted in his memoirs:

We did not foresee the large-scale surprise offensive launched at once by all
available forces which had been deployed in advance in all major strategic
directions. In short, we did not envisage the nature of the blow in its
entirety. Neither the People’s Commissar, nor myself or my predecessors –
B.M. Shaposhnikov, K.A. Meretskov nor the General Staff top officers –
expected the enemy to concentrate such huge numbers of armoured and
motorised troops and, on the first day, to commit them to action in
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powerful compact groupings in all strategic directions with the aim of
striking powerful wedging blows.46

For Stalin the awful realisation that not all was going to plan came with
reports that Minsk, the capital of Belorussia, had fallen to the Germans.
According to Zhukov (back in Moscow after the failure of the South-Western
Front’s counter-offensive) Stalin visited the People’s Commissariat of Defence
twice on 29 June to express his concern about the situation that had developed
on the Western Front.47 By 30 June not only had Minsk fallen but the best part
of four Soviet armies had been encircled west of the Belorussian capital and
‘the [Soviet] Western Front virtually ceased to exist as an organised force’.48

That same day Stalin issued a decree establishing a State Defence Committee
(GKO – Gosudarstvennyi Komitet Oborony) that he would chair himself.49

The formation of the GKO was announced by Stalin in his radio broadcast
of 3 July. According to some reports Stalin’s delivery was hesitant and halting
(he never was a great public speaker) but as a text – which was published in
all Soviet newspapers that day – it was a bravura performance. Stalin began his
speech with the salutation ‘Comrades! Citizens! Brothers and Sisters! Fighters
of our army and navy! It is to you that I am appealing, my friends!’ Stalin
emphasised the immense danger facing the country, revealing that the enemy
had already captured large tracts of Soviet territory. How had this situation
come about? asked Stalin. ‘The fact of the matter is that the troops of
Germany, a country at war, were already fully mobilised and the 170 divisions
brought to the Soviet frontiers and hurled against the USSR were in a state of
complete readiness . . . whereas the Soviet troops had still to effect mobilisa-
tion and move up to the frontiers.’ Was the Nazi–Soviet pact a mistake? No,
said Stalin, it had gained the country time and space to prepare for war and
while the Germans had made short-term military gains from their surprise
attack, politically they had exposed themselves yet again as bloodthirsty
aggressors. Stalin emphasised that it was a patriotic war, in defence not only
of the Soviet system but of the national culture and national existence of ‘the
Russians, the Ukrainians, Byelorussians, Lithuanians, Latvians, Estonians,
Uzbeks, Tartars, Moldavians, Georgians, Armenians, Azerbaijanians and the
other free peoples’ of the USSR. Equally pronounced was Stalin’s emphasis on
the anti-fascist theme and his insistence that the war was a struggle for the
liberation of Europe from German domination, one that would be waged in
conjunction with Britain and the United States. Although Stalin’s tone was
urgent it was also confident. He denied that the Germans were invincible,
pointing out that only in the Soviet Union had they encountered serious
resistance. ‘Comrades, our forces are numberless. The overweening enemy will
soon learn this to his cost.’50 The popular reaction to Stalin’s speech was mixed
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but on the whole positive, at least in Moscow, where party and police reports
noted its role in lifting morale and inspiring patriotic enthusiasm.51

Behind the brave words, however, the military situation was going from bad
to worse. By mid-July the Red Army had lost 28 divisions, while another 70
had lost half their men and equipment and the Germans had penetrated
300–600 kilometres into Russia across a broad front.52

Coping with Catastrophe

During his political career Stalin had faced many emergencies: the 1917
Revolution, the civil war, the collectivisation of Soviet agriculture, the indus-
trialisation drive, the 1930s hunt for the enemy within, the prewar crisis and,
now, the disintegration of Soviet defence plans. His response to this latest
emergency was typical: reorganisation, purges, personnel changes and the
concentration of more and more direct decision-making power in his own
hands.

The State Defence Committee, or GKO, stood at the pinnacle of Stalin’s
decision-making system during the war (see Figure on p. 96). As a sort of war
cabinet chaired by Stalin, it was a political body charged with directing and
controlling all aspects of the Soviet war effort. Initial members were Foreign
Commissar Molotov, security chief Lavrentii Beria, Politburo member
Georgii Malenkov and Marshal Voroshilov, Stalin’s long-time military crony.
Although the party’s Politburo continued to exist and function in a formal
sense during the war, it rarely met as a body and the GKO in effect took its
place as the highest collective body of the Soviet leadership. Subordinate to the
GKO was the Council of People’s Commissars and the various government
ministries and state planning bodies.

On 10 July the Stavka, or headquarters, of the Main Command was reor-
ganised as the Stavka of the High Command with Stalin in the chair. On 8
August it was renamed Stavka of the Supreme Command (Stavka
Verkhovnogo Glavnokommandovaniya) and Stalin became Supreme
Commander of the Armed Forces.53 Supported by the General Staff, Stavka
was responsible for military strategy and for the planning, preparation and
conduct of big operations.

The top level of Soviet war organisation was completed by the People’s
Commissariat of Defence (NKO: Narodnyi Kommissariat Oborony). Stalin was
appointed People’s Commissar for Defence on 19 July 1941.54 The NKO
consisted of a number of directorates – Artillery, Armour, Airborne, Air
Defence, Communications, Reserve Forces, Rear Area Service, Education,
Military Intelligence and Counterintelligence, and Propaganda – which served
as organs of the GKO.55
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The effect of this reorganisation was formally to unify in the person of
Stalin the control and direction of the entire Soviet war effort. Stalin’s
personal control over his country’s war effort was more extensive and more
complete than that of any of the other warlords of the Second World War. In
practice, however, Stalin concentrated on military decision-making. He super-
vised and took many decisions in relation to other areas of state activity, but
he tended to devolve initiative and responsibility to trusted subordinates such
as Beria (internal security), Nikolai Voznesenskii (the economy), Mikoyan
(supplies), and Lazar’ Kaganovich (transport). Only in foreign policy was
Stalin’s decision-making as continuous and detailed as in the military domain
and Molotov remained Stalin’s closest associate, spending more time than
anyone else with the Soviet dictator during the war.

The reorganisation of the armed forces was equally drastic. On 10 July the
five ‘Fronts’ of the Red Army (Northern, North-Western, Western, South-
Western and Southern) were reduced to three multi-front strategic
‘Directions’ (Napravlenii). Marshal Voroshilov was sent to command the
North-Western Direction, Marshal Timoshenko to the Western Direction, and
Marshal Budennyi to the South-Western Direction.56 On 15 July Stavka issued
a directive abolishing the large mechanised corps formed only a year earlier
and reallocated the reduced-in-size tank divisions to an infantry support role.
The Directions were ordered to abolish large, unwieldy armies and replace
them with smaller and more flexible field armies of no more than five or six
divisions. The directive also envisaged the establishment of a number of
highly mobile cavalry units to strike at the rear of the enemy, disorganising the
Germans’ command and control systems and attacking supply lines.57

On 16 July the political propaganda directorate of the NKO was reorgan-
ised as the Main Political Administration of the Red Army (GPU: Glavnoe
Politicheskoe Upravlenie RKKA). Simultaneously, the Institution of Military
Commissars was reintroduced into the armed forces.58 This meant that polit-
ical officers would once again have the power to veto command decisions
and would act as deputy commanders at every level of the armed forces. On
20 July Stalin and the new head of the GPU, General Lev Mekhlis, issued a
directive to all political commissars on the gravity of the situation, stressing
the commissars’ special responsibility for maintaining discipline in the armed
forces and for dealing harshly with cowards, deserters and panic-mongers.
There could be no retreats without authorisation and it was the commissars’
personal responsibility to ensure this policy was carried out.59 This directive
was one of a series issued by Stalin that reflected his belief that the Red Army’s
initial defeats and retreats were caused partly by indiscipline, particularly
among those in command positions. On 17 July a GKO resolution established
a special department (Osobyi Otdel’) of the NKVD (Narodnyi Kommissariat
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Innostrannyk Del – People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs) charged with
the struggle against spies and traitors in the Red Army and armed with the
authority to execute deserters on the spot.60 On 16 August Stalin issued Order
270 – a directive to all members of the armed forces instructing them that
cowards and deserters were to be eliminated and that any commander
displaying ‘shyness’ in the face of battle was to be immediately replaced. Units
finding themselves encircled were instructed to fight to the last man. Most
harshly, Stalin announced that henceforth the families of cowards, deserters
and traitors would be liable to arrest.61 On 12 September Stalin directed front-
line commanders to form ‘blocking detachments’ (zagraditel’nye otriady) to
stop Red Army soldiers from fleeing to the rear and to liquidate the instigators
of panic and desertion. Interestingly, Stalin also stipulated that the role of
these detachments was to support those soldiers who refused to succumb to
panic and the fear of encirclement.62

Stalin’s determination to impose a harsh disciplinary regime on his armed
forces was demonstrated by his purge of the senior commanders of the ill-
fated Western Front that suffered such catastrophic defeat at Minsk. Heading
the list of those arrested was General Dmitrii Pavlov, the Commander-in-
Chief of the Western Front. In a GKO resolution of 16 July announcing the
arrests Stalin made it clear that he was delivering an object lesson for any
senior officer who broke discipline.63 When he was arrested in early July
Pavlov was accused of involvement in an anti-Soviet conspiracy – much as
Tukhachevskii had been in 1937 – but when the military tribunal sentenced
him to death on 22 July it was for cowardice, panic-mongering, criminal
negligence and unauthorised retreats.64 The other group of senior
commanders to fall victim to Stalin’s wrath was a number of high-ranking
officers of the Red Air Force, arrested and blamed for the devastating attacks
of the Luftwaffe on Soviet airfields on 22 June 1941. Among those arrested
were Generals Proskurov, Ptukhin, Rychagov and Smushkevich, all shot
without trial in October 1941.65 Almost a victim of Stalin’s purge, the former
Chief of the General Staff, Meretskov, was arrested when Pavlov was tortured
into naming him as a co-conspirator in an anti-Soviet plot. However,
although Meretskov was subjected to a severe interrogation by the NKVD he
was released without charge and, in September, sent back to his old stamping
ground of Leningrad, where he served as a Stavka representative until his
transfer to the Far Eastern theatre in 1945.66

Pavlov’s replacement as commander of the Western Front was General A.I.
Yeremenko. When the fronts were reorganised into Directions in mid-July
Yeremenko retained his command but Timoshenko was made overall
commander of the Western Direction (i.e. the Minsk–Smolensk–Moscow
axis) and Shaposhnikov was appointed his Chief of Staff.67 At the end of July,
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Shaposhnikov was recalled to Moscow to replace Zhukov as Chief of the
General Staff. Zhukov’s new appointment was the command of two reserve
armies forming up behind the Western Direction in the central sector in front
of Moscow.68 Zhukov’s new command was an important assignment – to take
part in a major counter-offensive against Army Group Centre in the Smolensk
region, in his case an operation centred on the city of Yel’nya. As Zhukov
noted in his memoirs, ‘the Yel’nya operation was my first independent opera-
tion, the first test of my operational-strategic ability in the great war with
Hitlerite Germany’.69 The operation began in mid-August and by early
September Zhukov’s forces had recaptured the city and regained a sizeable
chunk of territory from the Germans.70 In the Soviet press the success at
Yel’nya was hailed as a great victory and arrangements were made for foreign
correspondents to visit the battlefield.71

The Yel’nya offensive was one of a complex series of Red Army operations
in the Smolensk region in summer 1941. The city itself fell to the Germans in
mid-July but fierce battles continued to rage in the area. At stake for Soviet
troops was blocking the Germans’ path to Moscow – less than 200 miles from
Smolensk. However, Stavka did not fight a defensive battle at Smolensk; its
strategy was offensive and took the form of numerous counter-strokes,
counterattacks, and counter-offensives like the one at Yel’nya. Often criticised,
in retrospect, the strategy had its successes. The Germans were held up at
Smolensk for two months and the difficulties experienced by the Wehrmacht
persuaded Hitler to delay his march on Moscow and to divert forces to the
seemingly softer targets of Leningrad in the north and Kiev in the south. The
psychological boost to the Red Army of halting and in some places throwing
back the advance of Army Group Centre was also significant. But the cost of
these achievements was very high. Zhukov’s 100,000-strong army, for
example, suffered one third casualties in the Yel’nya operation and when the
Germans resumed their thrust to Moscow at the end of September the Red
Army was unable to hold the ground it had recaptured at such great cost just
a few weeks earlier.72 The Red Army’s total losses in the two-month struggle
with the Germans in the Smolensk region approached half a million dead or
missing, with another quarter of a million wounded.73

This pattern of costly Soviet offensives that achieved little except to delay
the German advance was repeated across the Eastern Front throughout
summer 1941. It is a strategy that has been criticised severely, the main sugges-
tion being that a defensive orientation would have been more effective and
less costly and that timely withdrawal would have been wiser than standing
ground and fighting to the last man. Particular fire has been directed against
Stalin, who is accused of being the moving spirit behind the Red Army’s offen-
sive orientation in summer 1941. However, the doctrine of offensive action
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was not Stalin’s personal creation or responsibility but part of the Red Army’s
strategic tradition and military culture. Stalin embraced it, not least because it
was a strategy and style that chimed with his politics and ideology. Stalin was
above all a voluntarist – a believer in the transformative power of human will
and determination. The military goals he set for the Red Army were as
demanding and ambitious as the economic and political targets he expected
his industrial managers and party cadres to achieve. ‘There are no fortresses
that Bolsheviks cannot storm’ was a party slogan close to Stalin’s heart, and he
constantly invoked the maxim that once the correct policy had been decided
(usually by himself) organisation and cadres ‘determine all’. Unfortunately,
Stalin’s military commanders were no more capable of meeting his
triumphalist expectations than were his economic or political cadres of
meeting their tragets. As David Glantz has argued, ‘Stavka thoroughly misun-
derstood the capabilities of its own forces and those of the Wehrmacht . . . it
congenitally overestimated the former and underestimated the latter.
Consequently, the Stavka assigned its forces unrealistic missions; the results
were predictably disastrous . . . Stavka’s misconceptions about what its forces
could accomplish produced ever more spectacular defeats.’74

Stalin fully shared these misconceptions and, as Supreme Commander,
bore ultimate responsibility for their disastrous practical consequences. As
A.J.P. Taylor noted, Stalin’s dedication to the doctrine of the offensive ‘brought
upon the Soviet armies greater catastrophes than any other armies have ever
known’.75 There were many occasions, too, when it was Stalin’s personal insis-
tence on the policy of no retreat and of counterattack at all costs that resulted
in heavy Soviet losses. The best-known example of this is the disaster at Kiev
in September 1941.

Because it had been allocated the major share of the Red Army’s frontline
divisions, including much of its armour, Stavka’s South-Western Front was
more successful in slowing the German advance after 22 June 1941 than its
counterparts in central and northern Russia. Nevertheless, by early August
Army Group South was approaching Kiev and Stalin’s military advisers began
warning him that a withdrawal from the Ukrainian capital might become
necessary.76 On 18 August, however, Stalin and Stavka issued a directive that
Kiev must not be taken by the enemy.77 By the end of August the Red Army
had been forced back to a line of defence along the River Dnepr and Kiev now
lay exposed at the end of a long and vulnerable salient. At this point General
Heinz Guderian – the famed German tank commander – and his 2nd Panzer
Army was detached by Hitler from Army Group Centre and ordered south to
attack the South-Western Front from the rear and threaten the encirclement
of Soviet forces in and around Kiev. Stavka observed this move but Stalin was
confident that a newly formed Briansk Front under Yeremenko’s command
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would be able to deal with the threat. On 24 August there was a telegraph
exchange with Yeremenko in which Stalin asked him if the allocation of addi-
tional forces to his front would enable him to destroy the ‘scoundrel’
Guderian. Yeremenko replied: ‘As regards this scoundrel Guderian, have no
doubt that we will endeavour to fulfil the task you have given us of destroying
him.’78 By 2 September, however, Stalin was beginning to have his doubts and
sent Yeremenko the following message: ‘Stavka is still not happy with your
work . . . Guderian and his whole group must be smashed to smithereens.
Until this is done all your assurances of success are worthless. We await your
reports of the destruction of the Guderian group.’79 According to Vasilevskii,
on 7 September the Military Council of the South-Western Front requested
permission to withdraw some forces to the Desna River to protect their right
flank from Guderian’s advance. Vasilevskii and Shaposhnikov went to Stalin
with this proposal, intent on convincing him that the abandonment of Kiev
and a withdrawal east of the Dnepr were long overdue. ‘The conversation was
tough and uncompromising,’ recalled Vasilevskii. ‘Stalin reproached us saying
that like [Marshal Budennyi], we took the line of least resistance – retreating
instead of beating the enemy.’80 On 9 September Stalin did authorise a partial
withdrawal but ‘the mere mention of the urgent need to abandon Kiev’, says
Vasilevskii, ‘threw Stalin into a rage and he momentarily lost his self-control.
We evidently did not have sufficient will-power to withstand these outbursts
of uncontrollable rage or a proper appreciation of our responsibility for the
impending catastrophe.’81 In a telephone conversation with Shaposhnikov on
10 September Budennyi, the overall commander of the South-Western
Direction, pointed up the failure of Yeremenko’s forces to achieve their tasks
and said that without reinforcements he would be forced to order with-
drawals.82 Budennyi asked Shaposhnikov to convey his views to the Supreme
Commander but the next day he sent a telegram to Stalin direct: ‘The Military
Council of the South-Western Front considers that in the situation that has
arisen it is necessary to allow a general withdrawal of the Front to the rear
. . . Delaying the withdrawal of the South-Western Front could result in the
loss of troops and a great deal of material. As a last resort, if the question of
withdrawal cannot be considered I ask for permission to withdraw forces and
equipment from the Kiev area that could undoubtedly help the South-
Western Front to counteract encirclement.’83 Later that day Stalin spoke to
General Kirponos, the commander of the South-Western Front and told him:
‘your proposal to withdraw forces . . . we consider dangerous . . . Stop looking
for lines of retreat and start looking for lines of resistance and only resist-
ance.’84 Stalin also decided that day to remove Budennyi from command of
the South-Western Direction and to appoint Timoshenko in his place.85 On
13 September Kirponos’s Chief of Staff submitted a report to Shaposhnikov

WAR OF ANNIHILATION: STALIN VERSUS HITLER 101

04 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:05  Page 101



saying that catastrophe was only a couple of days away. Infuriated, Stalin
dictated the reply himself: ‘Major-General Tupikov sent a panic-ridden
dispatch . . . to the General Staff. The situation, on the contrary, requires that
commanders at all levels maintain an exceptionally clear head and restraint.
No one must give way to panic . . . All troops of the front must understand the
need to put up a stubborn fight without looking back. Everyone must
unswervingly carry out the instructions of Comrade Stalin.’86 Despite Stalin’s
exhortations, the end came quickly. On 17 September Stavka finally autho-
rised a withdrawal from Kiev to the eastern bank of the Dnepr.87 It was too
little, too late; the pincers of the German encirclement east of Kiev had already
closed. Four Soviet armies, 43 divisions in all, were encircled. The South-
Western Front suffered three-quarters of a million casualties, including more
than 600,000 killed, captured or missing during the battle of Kiev.88 Among
the dead were Kirponos and Tupikov.

One survivor of the Kiev disaster was General Ivan Bagramyan, Kirponos’s
Chief of Operations, who managed to fight his way out of encirclement. In his
memoirs Bagramyan speculated that the reason Stalin was so insistent on
defending Kiev was that he had told Roosevelt’s emissary, Harry Hopkins, that
the Red Army would be able to hold a line of defence from Kiev to Moscow to
Leningrad.89 In this conversation with Hopkins at the end of July Stalin
exuded confidence, saying that the Germans were tired and no longer had an
attacking spirit. Stalin told Hopkins that because of heavy rains the Germans
would not be able to conduct significant operations after 1 September and, in
any event, the front would be stabilised by 1 October.90 But a month was a very
long time on the Eastern Front and by early September Stalin was reporting to
Churchill that the front had been destabilised by the arrival of fresh enemy
forces. He urged Churchill to open a second front, either in the Balkans or
France, that would divert 30–40 enemy divisions from the Eastern Front. This
was not the first time that Stalin had called on Britain to open a second front
but the appeal had much greater urgency than before. When Churchill
informed him that it would not be possible to open a second front in 1941
Stalin suggested that 25–30 British divisions be shipped to the USSR to fight
on Soviet soil.91

While the prestige factor undoubtedly played a part – Kiev was the historic
birthplace of the Russian state as well as the capital of the Ukraine – the main
reason for the débâcle, as Vasilevskii suggested in his memoirs, was that Stalin
underestimated the threat of German encirclement and overestimated the
capacity of his own forces to deal with that threat.92

Evan Mawdsley has commented that the German encirclement of Kiev was
‘their greatest triumph of the war in the East and the Red Army’s greatest
single military disaster’.93 But the battle of Kiev was not a complete disaster for
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Stalin. It cost Hitler dear, too (100,000 casualties and 10 divisions, according
to Vasilevskii).94 And while Guderian was busy in the south, Army Group
Centre was unable to resume its advance on Moscow. Following their victory
at Kiev the Germans advanced into Eastern Ukraine, into the Crimea and
towards Rostov-on-Don, the gateway to the Caucasus. The Germans captured
Rostov in November 1941 but they were unable to hold the city, and in the
Crimea embattled Sebastopol fought on until July 1942.

From the point of view of Stalin’s Supreme Command the Kiev episode
demonstrated that the Soviet warlord’s optimism of the will was not tempered
by sufficient pessimism of the intellect. It showed as well the ease with which
Stalin could impose his wishes on his generals and the difficulties they had in
getting him to accept their advice once his mind was made up. If Stalin did not
learn to make better decisions, or to accept better advice, the Red Army’s
prospects for survival would be bleak indeed.

The Battle for Leningrad

The final outcome of Operation Barbarossa was settled by the battle of
Moscow in October–November 1941, but when the Germans first invaded
Russia their main goal was to capture Leningrad.95 Only after Army Group
North had seized Leningrad were German forces to be concentrated against
Moscow. Initially, everything went according to plan. Soviet defences on the
Lithuanian border were easily penetrated and Stavka’s attempted counter-
offensive on 23–24 June against Army Group North failed. Within three weeks
the Germans had advanced 450 kilometres across a wide front and occupied
much of the Baltic region. Thereafter the German rate of advance began to
decrease, from 5 kilometres a day in July to 2.2 kilometres in August and 1.4
kilometres in September. In mid-August the Soviets attempted another
counter-offensive, this time in the area of Staraya Russa near Novgorod. It too,
failed, but forced the Germans to transfer forces from Army Group Centre to
support Army Group North and added to their mounting losses. Stalin’s
response to the plans of his front commanders for this counter-offensive
showed that he was learning some caution:

The operational plan . . . is unrealistic at this time. It is necessary to take
into account those forces you have at your disposal and, therefore, you must
assign [a] limited mission . . . Your notion of an operational tempo of
15 km per day is clearly beyond your capability to fulfill. Experience indi-
cates that, during our offensive, the enemy will deliberately withdraw in
front of our shock group. Then, while creating the appearance of a rapid
and easy offensive, he will simultaneously regroup his forces to the flanks
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of our shock group with the mission of subsequently encircling it and
cutting it off from the main front lines. Therefore, I order you not to go too
far forward during the offensive . . . Prepare the operation with the utmost
secrecy . . . so that the enemy, as so often happens, does not discover our
plan at the beginning of the operation and does not disrupt our offensive.96

After the failure of the Soviet counter-offensive at Staraya Russa the German
advance resumed, and by early September Army Group North had reached
the outskirts of Leningrad. At this point, however, Hitler switched to Moscow
as his main target and decided that, rather than take Leningrad by storm, the
city would be encircled and starved into submission. Supported by a contin-
uing Finnish attack north of Leningrad, the Germans were confident the city
would fall sooner rather than later. On 22 September Hitler issued a directive
on Leningrad: ‘The Führer has decided to erase the city of Petersburg from the
face of the earth. I have no interest in the further existence of this large popu-
lation point after the defeat of Soviet Russia . . . We propose to closely
blockade the city and erase it from the earth by means of artillery fire of all
calibre and continuous bombardment from the air.’97

To Stalin the threat to Leningrad was even more dangerous than the
collapse of the Soviet position in the Ukraine. If Leningrad fell the road would
be open for the Germans to make a flanking attack on Moscow; the Soviet
Union would have been deprived of an important centre of defence produc-
tion; and the psychological impact of losing the cradle of the Bolshevik
Revolution to the Nazis would be devastating. Stalin’s anxieties about the
Leningrad situation were reflected in his prickly relations with the local
leadership. The Leningrad party boss was Politburo member A.A. Zhdanov,
unquestionably a Stalin loyalist, but one with talent, energy and initiative.98

The day after the GKO was established he set up his own local version of the
defence committee in Leningrad. Later, on 20 August 1941, Zhdanov estab-
lished a Military Council for the Defence of Leningrad, whose designated task
was to prepare for a street-by-street, house-by-house defence of the city. Stalin
had not been consulted, however, and he was not pleased. In a telegraph
exchange with Zhdanov on 22 August he stated:

1. You have formed a Military Council for the defence of Leningrad. You
must understand that a Military Council can only be formed by the
government or by its representative, Stavka . . .

2. Neither Voroshilov [the commander of the North-Western Direction]
nor Zhdanov are on this Military Council . . . This is incorrect and even
harmful politically. The workers are given to understand that Zhdanov
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and Voroshilov don’t believe in the defence of Leningrad, have washed
their hands of it and assigned the defence to others . . .

3. In your decree on the formation of the Military Council . . . you propose
the election of battalion commanders [of workers’ detachments]. This
is incorrect organizationally and harmful politically . . .

4. According to your decree . . . the defence of Leningrad will be restricted
to workers’ battalions . . . We think that the defence of Leningrad must
above all be an artillery defence.

Zhdanov wired back that the council had limited powers and functions and
that he and Voroshilov remained in overall charge of Leningrad’s defence but
Stalin reiterated that they had no right to establish such a body and feared that
they might again take it into their heads to contravene normal procedures.
Zhdanov admitted that the proposal to elect commanders might have been
mistaken but experience had shown that the workers’ detachments replaced
commanders who had run away with those of their own choice. Stalin
insisted, however, that if such a practice spread to the whole army it would
mean anarchy.99 On 24 August the GKO passed its own resolution on the
establishment of a Military Defence Council in Leningrad, one that included
Zhdanov and Voroshilov among its membership. On 26 August the GKO
decided to send a high-powered commission to Leningrad to examine issues
relating to the defence of the city and the possible evacuation of its industry
and population. The commission, headed by Molotov, arrived in Leningrad
on 27 August. Two days later it recommended the evacuation of 250,000
women and children from the city and another 66,000 people from nearby
frontline areas. It also urged the deportation of 96,000 people of German and
Finnish origin from the region.100

Stalin remained unhappy with the performance of the Leningrad Front
commander General M.M. Popov, as well as with those of Zhdanov and
Voroshilov. On 29 August he telegraphed Molotov in Leningrad:

I fear that Leningrad will be lost by foolish madness. What are Popov and
Voroshilov doing? They don’t even tell us of the measures they are taking
against the danger. They are busy looking for lines of retreat. As far as I can
see this is their only purpose . . . This is pure peasant fatalism. What people!
I can’t understand anything. Don’t you think someone’s opening the road
to the Germans in this important direction? On purpose? Who is this man
Popov? What is Voroshilov doing? How is he helping Leningrad? I write
this because I’m disturbed by the lack of activity of Leningrad’s
commander . . . Return to Moscow. Don’t be late.101
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That same day the North-Western Direction was abolished and the commands
of the North-Western and Leningrad Fronts merged. On 5 September
Voroshilov was named as commander of the new Leningrad Front and Popov
became his Chief of Staff. However, Voroshilov was soon relieved of his
command and on 11 September Stavka appointed Zhukov in his place.102

Zhukov’s chosen method for defending Leningrad was to order counter-
attacks and impose draconian discipline. On 17 September he issued an order
concerning the defence of Leningrad’s southern sector: ‘all commanders,
political workers and soldiers who abandon the indicated line without a
written order from the front or army military council will be shot immedi-
ately’. Stalin wholeheartedly endorsed both the spirit and the letter of
Zhukov’s threat. On 20 September he wrote to Zhukov and Zhdanov ordering
them to pass on this message to local commanders:

It is said that, while advancing to Leningrad, the German scoundrels have
sent forward among our forces . . . old men, old women, wives and children
. . . with requests to the Bolsheviks to give up Leningrad and restore peace.

It is said that people can be found among Leningrad’s Bolsheviks who do
not consider it possible to use weapons and such against these individuals.
I believe that if we have such people among the Bolsheviks, we must destroy
them . . . because they are afraid of the German fascists.

My answer is, do not be sentimental, but instead smash the enemy and
his accomplices, the sick or the healthy, in the teeth. The war is inexorable,
and it will lead to the defeat . . . of those who demonstrate weakness and
permit wavering . . .

Beat the Germans and their creatures, whoever they are, in every way and
abuse the enemy; it makes no difference whether they are willing or
unwilling enemies.103

By the end of September 1941 the front around Leningrad had stabilised. The
city was almost completely encircled and besieged by German and Finnish
forces (and later by the Spanish ‘Blue Division’) but resupply by air and across
Lake Ladoga was still possible. The great drama of Leningrad had begun.
More than a million Soviet soldiers lost their lives fighting in the Leningrad
region. In nearly three years of siege 640,000 civilians died of starvation while
another 400,000 perished or disappeared during the course of evacuations. As
Evan Mawdsley has pointed out, the siege of Leningrad was an ordeal experi-
enced mainly by women. Most of the male population were in the Red Army
or conscripted in the People’s Militia.104 The Germans tried on many occa-
sions to breach the city’s defences and break the defenders’ will to resist but
never came as close to success as they had in 1941. The siege was a major test
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for Zhdanov and the communist party. By a combination of sustained ruth-
lessness and popular mobilisation the civilian population of the city was held
together and the legend of heroic Leningrad created.105

In strategic terms the siege pinned down large numbers of enemy forces
(a third of the Wehrmacht in 1941) and helped to safeguard Moscow. Of
particular importance was the successful Tikhvin counter-offensive of
November–December 1941, which secured Moscow against a German encir-
clement manoeuvre from the north-west. But friction between Stalin and the
Leningrad comrades continued to surface from time to time. For example, in
a telegraph exchange with Zhdanov on 1 December 1941 Stalin began by
sarcastically observing that ‘it is extremely strange that Comrade Zhdanov
does not feel it necessary to come to the apparatus to demand from us the
mutual exchange of information in such difficult times for Leningrad. If the
Muscovites did not call you to the apparatus, it is likely that Comrade
Zhdanov would forget all about Moscow and the Muscovites . . . One might
conclude that Comrade Zhdanov’s Leningrad is not located in the USSR but
in the Pacific Ocean.’ As this quote illustrates, there was undoubtedly an
element of Moscow–Leningrad rivalry in Stalin’s relations with Zhdanov but
more important was Stalin’s obsession with the defence of Moscow. As he said
to Zhdanov later in the same communication: ‘Don’t waste any time. It is not
only every day that is precious but every hour. The enemy is gathering all his
forces in front of Moscow. All the other fronts now have a good opportunity
to attack the enemy, including your front.’106

Stalin Saves Moscow

The battle of Moscow began with two disasters for Stalin. In early October the
Germans trapped seven Soviet armies in massive encirclements at Viazma and
Briansk. The encirclements were a devastating blow to the Briansk, Western
and Reserve Fronts defending the approaches to Moscow. Between them they
lost 64 rifle divisions, 11 tank brigades and 50 artillery regiments.107 Personnel
losses numbered a million, including nearly 700,000 captured by the
Germans. As David Glantz says, ‘the disasters . . . the Red Army suffered in
October exceeded those of June, August and September in nearly every
respect’.108 The débâcle was partly the result of the Germans’ superior
numbers. Army Group Centre’s attacking force of a million men, 1,700 tanks
and assault guns, 14,000 artillery guns and mortars and 950 planes outnum-
bered the defending forces of the three Soviet fronts consisting of 800,000
men, 6,808 guns and mortars, 782 tanks and 545 planes.109 Soviet forces had
also been weakened by offensive exertions in August and September and had
since then not had time to dig in properly and create a multi-echelon defence.
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As always, there were operational mistakes but the simple truth may be that
the Germans fought and manoeuvred better and it was this, together with
their superiority in men and materiel, that brought them victory. In any
event, the German success meant the Soviet capital was now directly and
immediately under threat.110

Stalin responded to the deteriorating military situation by recalling Zhukov
from Leningrad to Moscow on 5 October and on 10 October placing him in
command of a new Western Front.111 On 5 October Stavka ordered the forma-
tion of 10 reserve armies east of Moscow.112 During the course of the Moscow
battle nearly 100 divisions were transferred to the central sector of the front,
including nine from the Far East, as Stalin had decided that the Japanese were
unlikely to join in the German attack at this stage.113

Despite this concentration of forces, plans were drawn up for the part evac-
uation of the Soviet capital, which began to be implemented on 15 October.
Among the first to be evacuated to Kuibyshev, located 500 miles south-east of
Moscow on the Volga, were foreign diplomats and journalists, the People’s
Commissariat of Foreign Affairs and the People’s Commissariat of Defence.
Most of the General Staff were sent to Arzamas halfway between Moscow and
Kuibyshev. Beria was ordered to plant explosives to blow up a major part of
the city, should that become necessary.114 These were precautionary measures
and not necessarily in anticipation that Moscow was going to fall to the
Germans, but they sparked off wild rumours and a general panic among
sections of the population, who began to flee the capital of their own accord.
Nerves were steadied by a radio broadcast on 17 October by A.A. Shcherbakov,
the Moscow party boss, which assured citizens that Stalin was staying in the
capital. The situation was stabilised further by a GKO resolution on 19 October
that declared a state of siege, imposed a curfew and placed the city’s security
in the hands of Beria’s NKVD.115 Despite all that has been written about
the so-called ‘big skedaddle’ (bolshoi drap),116 the great majority of ordinary
Muscovites remained unwavering in the face of the imminent German threat
to the capital.117 Among the defenders of the Soviet capital in October–
November 1941 were five divisions of volunteers, who, barely trained and
poorly equipped, suffered extremely high casualty rates in frontline fighting
with the Germans. Another half a million civilians in the Moscow region
helped construct defensive fortifications in front of the city.

When Zhukov took charge of the capital’s defence of the city the plan was
to defend a line that ran through Mozhaisk, about 75 miles west of Moscow.
But Zhukov also made plans to pull back to defensive positions closer to the
city.118 By the end of October the Germans had either breached or circum-
vented the Mozhaisk line and were converging on Moscow from the north-
west and south-west as well as advancing in the centre. By early November the
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Wehrmacht was within 50 miles of the Soviet capital but had failed to make a
decisive breakthrough. This was the moment when Stalin made his own,
possibly decisive, contribution to saving Moscow from the Germans. The
occasion was the annual celebration of the anniversary of the Bolshevik
Revolution, traditionally marked by a speech from a party leader and a mili-
tary parade in Red Square. According to Zhukov, on 1 November Stalin asked
him if the situation at the front would allow the festivities to proceed as
normal. Zhukov replied that the Germans were in no condition to start a major
offensive in the next few days.119 However, because of the danger of German
bombing the traditional eve of anniversary meeting was held underground, in
the Mayakovsky metro station.

Stalin rose to the occasion and produced a masterly performance. With the
enemy at the gates of Moscow he could hardly deny the seriousness of the
danger. Indeed, he frankly admitted the full extent of the territorial losses to
the Germans. But Stalin pointed out that the Wehrmacht’s blitzkrieg strategy
had failed and asked why the ‘lightning war’ had succeeded in Western Europe
but not in the Soviet Union. There were, said Stalin, three reasons. First,
Hitler’s failure to enlist Great Britain and the United States into an anti-
Bolshevik coalition. Second, the Germans had counted on the instability and
unreliability of the Soviet home front – on class and ethnic differences leading
to the rapid disintegration of the USSR. Third, the Germans had under-
estimated the strength of the Red Army and its capacity to maintain morale
and wage an effective defence of its native land. Regarding what he charac-
terised as the ‘temporary reverses’ of the Red Army, Stalin highlighted two
factors: the absence of a second front in Europe and shortages of tanks. He
then addressed the politics and ideology of the ‘Hitlerite invaders’. They were
not, as they claimed, nationalists or socialists but imperialists, said Stalin. In
fact, ‘the Hitler regime is a copy of the reactionary regime which existed in
Russia under Tsardom. It is well-known that the Hitlerites suppress the rights
of the workers, the rights of the intellectuals and the rights of nations as
readily as the tsarist regime suppressed them, and that they organise medieval
Jewish pogroms as readily as the tsarist regime organised them. The Hitlerite
party is a party of enemies of democratic liberties, a party of medieval reac-
tion and [anti-semitic] Black-Hundred pogroms.’ Stalin stressed that ‘the
German invaders want a war of extermination with the peoples of the USSR’
and highlighted, in particular, the exterminationist threat to ‘the great Russian
nation’ and its culture. Stalin refuted Nazi claims of any parallel between
Hitler and Napoleon, mindful perhaps that the French emperor had actually
captured Moscow before being forced to retreat from Russia. According to
Stalin, ‘Napoleon fought against the forces of reaction and relied on progres-
sive forces, whereas Hitler . . . relies on the forces of reaction and is fighting the
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progressive forces’. This assertion was part of Stalin’s argument that the
German rear was unstable and subject to resistance from progressive forces in
Germany as well as in Nazi-occupied Europe. But what spelled real doom for
Hitler, argued Stalin, was the American–British–Soviet coalition, a mighty
economic alliance that would win the decisive ‘war of engines’: ‘The war will
be won by the side that has an overwhelming preponderance in engine
production.’ Stalin concluded by defining the struggle with Hitler as a just war,
a struggle for the liberation of the ‘enslaved peoples of Europe’ as well as the
Soviet Union.120

The next day, 7 November 1941, Stalin addressed the troops parading
through Red Square. The situation was grave, Stalin told them, but the Soviet
regime had faced even greater difficulties in the past:

Remember the year 1918, when we celebrated the first anniversary of the
October Revolution. Three-quarters of our country was . . . in the hands of
foreign interventionists. The Ukraine, the Caucasus, Central Asia, the Urals,
Siberia and the Far East were temporarily lost to us. We had no allies, we
had no Red Army . . . there was a shortage of food, of armaments . . .
Fourteen states were pressing against our country. But we did not become
despondent, we did not lose heart. In the fire of war we forged the Red Army
and converted our country into a military camp. The spirit of the great
Lenin animated us . . . And what happened? We routed the interventionists,
recovered our lost territory, and achieved victory.

In conclusion Stalin returned to the patriotic theme, invoking past Russian
struggles against foreign invaders:

A great liberation mission has fallen to your lot. Be worthy of this mission
. . . Let the manly images of our great ancestors – Alexander Nevsky [who
defeated the Swedes], Dimitry Donskoy [who beat the Tartars], Kurma
Minin and Dimitry Pozharsky [who drove the Poles out of Moscow],
Alexander Suvorov and Mikhail Kutuzov [the Russian hero generals of the
Napoleonic Wars] – inspire you in this war. May the victorious banner of
the great Lenin be your lodestar.121

In later years there was much comment on the specifically Russian patriotic
content of these speeches. Alexander Werth, for example, wrote of ‘Stalin’s
Holy Russia Speech’. However, as Werth also noted, Stalin’s patriotic persona
was nothing new. He had long positioned himself as a nationalist, as a state
builder and a state protector. And while the Russian patriotic theme was
particularly marked it was balanced by references to the Soviet system and to
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the USSR and the friendship of its peoples. What was really striking about
these speeches was the complete absence of any reference to the Soviet
communist party. Although Lenin was mentioned, it was in his role as a
member of the Russian heroic pantheon, not as the founder of the Bolshevik
party. Stalin had not discarded the communist party; far from it, the party
remained the key instrument for the country-wide mobilisation for war. But
the silence about the party in Stalin’s speech carried the message that he was
seeking a patriotic unity that extended far beyond the ranks of committed
communists.

Stalin’s speeches were reprinted in the Soviet press and distributed in leaflet
form throughout the armed forces. The speeches were translated and millions
more leaflets were printed in German, Italian, Finnish, Hungarian, Romanian
and Spanish for use in the propaganda war on the front line.122 In the days
following the speeches Soviet military censors examined millions of citizens’
letters to and from the front and reported a significant upswing in the popular
mood.123 From Leningrad the NKVD reported that ‘the speech of Comrade
Stalin and his Red Square statement of 7 November are being widely discussed
by the working people . . . Workers, officials and intellectuals are saying that
Comrade Stalin’s speech inspired confidence and clarified for everyone the
immediate perspective on the war. The inexhaustible reserves and forces of the
Soviet Union guarantee the complete destruction of German Fascism. The aid
from America and England that Stalin spoke about will hasten the defeat of
the German-Fascist invaders.’124 While it is impossible to assess with any
degree of accuracy the contribution Stalin’s intervention made to Soviet
success in the battle of Moscow, it may well have made the difference between
victory and defeat.

In mid-November the Germans resumed their attack on the capital and in
a number of places advanced to within sight of the city centre. Soviet defences
buckled but held at critical points, such as the city of Tula south-west of
Moscow. It was touch and go until Stavka reserves became available to plug
defensive gaps and halt the German advance. These reserves, originally
intended to spearhead a major counter-offensive, had to be deployed prema-
turely in a defensive role. By early December the German attack on Moscow
had petered out. The exhaustion of German troops, the Wehrmacht’s logis-
tical difficulties in maintaing long supply chains, and the inclement winter
weather had all played their role but the decisive factor was Stavka’s
manpower reserves. These reserves were sufficent not only to defend the
capital but to attack, and Zhukov was now ready to make his counter-move.
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On the Offensive

Zhukov submitted his plan for a counter-offensive in front of Moscow to
Stalin on 30 November and the operation began five days later (see Map 6 on
p. 113). Zhukov’s plan was to attack the enemy forces flanking Moscow north
and south and to drive them away from the Soviet capital. Stalin was in ebul-
lient mood on the eve of the counter-offensive. ‘The Russians have been in
Berlin twice already, and they will be there a third time,’ he told Wladyslaw
Sikorski, the leader of the Polish government in exile, on 3 December 1941.125

By mid-December the Germans had been forced back 100–200 miles from
Moscow across a broad front. On 16 December the commander of Army
Group Centre, Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, asked Hitler for permission to
make a defensive withdrawal. Hitler refused and issued a ‘stand fast’ order on
18 December, forbidding retreat and insisting on fanatical resistance to the
Soviet advance126 – an action that may well have saved the Wehrmacht from
a general rout. As a result the Soviet counter-offensive was halted and
contained, most crucially along the Moscow–Smolensk axis.

While the Germans were digging into their defensive positions Stavka was
hatching a yet more ambitious project: the launch of a general offensive right
across the Eastern Front. The strategic aims of this operation were to encircle
Army Group Centre and recapture Smolensk; to annihilate Army Group
North and lift the blockade of Leningrad; and to force Army Group South
back in the Ukraine, relieve Sebastopol and reoccupy the Crimea. The aim was
to incapacitate the Wehrmacht and deliver a war-winning blow in the course
of a single strategic operation – in effect, Operation Barbarossa in reverse. The
chronology of the emergence and preparation of this grand design is
complex,127 but it seems that Soviet plans began to be drawn up and prelimi-
nary orders issued in mid-December. At the same time elements of the incip-
ient general counter-offensive began to be implemented, although the main
effort did not take place until January 1942.

It is common to ascribe this grand schema to Stalin. John Erickson, for
example, called it ‘Stalin’s First Strategic Offensive’. Given Stalin’s predilection
for gigantic projects and the triumphalism in the Soviet press that accom-
panied the successful Moscow counter-offensive – the Germans’ first major
defeat in the war – it is not difficult to imagine Stalin formulating and driving
forward such a plan. However, there is no evidence – post hoc memoir claims
apart128 – that Stalin’s generals dissented from the idea of a strategic counter-
offensive. It was an operation that fitted perfectly the Red Army’s offensive
doctrine, it would provide an opportunity to nullify the failure of previous
efforts to win back the strategic initiative and, if successful, would collapse the
German invasion.
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Stalin’s confidence in the coming operation was evident in a conversation
with Anthony Eden, the British Foreign Secretary on 16 December:

We are at the turning point now. The German army is tired out. Its
commanders had hoped to end the war before winter and did not make the
necessary preparations for the winter campaign. The German army today is
poorly dressed, poorly fed, and losing morale. They are beginning to feel
the strain. Meanwhile the USSR has prepared large reinforcements and put
them into action in recent weeks. This has brought about a fundamental
change on the front . . . Our counterattacks have gradually developed into
counter-offensives. We intend to follow a similar policy during the whole
winter . . . It is hard to guess how far we shall advance in the course of our
drive but, in any case, such will be our line until spring . . . We are
advancing and will continue to advance on all fronts.129

Eden was in Moscow to discuss the terms of an Anglo-Soviet alliance and
postwar co-operation. Stalin had already begun talking about the need for an
agreement on the postwar world as well as a postwar alliance in his discus-
sions with Beaverbrook and Harriman at the end of September 1941.
Subsequently, he raised these issues in his correspondence with Churchill,
who agreed to send Eden to Moscow for a wide-ranging exchange of views. In
Moscow, Eden was presented with a much more radical proposal than the
British had anticipated. There should be two Anglo-Soviet agreements, said
Stalin, one on mutual military aid during the war and another on the settle-
ment of postwar problems. To the second agreement would be attached a
secret protocol on the reorganisation of European borders after the war.
According to the Soviet draft of the proposed protocol, the USSR’s borders
would be those extant in June 1941 (i.e. inclusive of the Baltic States, Western
Belorussia and Western Ukraine, Bessarabia and North Bukovina, and the
territory ceded by Finland in March 1940). Poland would be compensated for
its loss of eastern provinces by expansion into German territory in the west.
Finland would concede the Petsamo area to the USSR. Czechoslovakia,
Greece, Albania, Yugoslavia and Austria would be restored as independent
states. As a reward for maintaining its neutrality, Turkey would get the
Dodecanese islands, some Bulgarian territory and, perhaps, some Syrian terri-
tory. Germany would be weakened by disarmament and by dismemberment –
its break-up into a number of smaller political units. Britain would have an
alliance with Belgium and Holland and military bases in Western Europe,
while the USSR would have military bases in Finland and Romania. Finally,
there would be a postwar military alliance in Europe to safeguard the peace.130
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Compared to the sphere of influence in Eastern Europe that Stalin actually
achieved in 1945, these were quite modest proposals; essentially, the restora-
tion of the European status quo, punishment of enemy states (above all,
Germany), and the enhancement of British and Soviet security. In conversa-
tion with Eden, however, Stalin made it clear that his main and immediate
priority was British recognition of the territorial gains the USSR had made
under the Nazi–Soviet pact. As he told Eden: ‘It is very important for us to
know whether we shall have to fight with Britain over our western frontiers at
a peace conference.’131

From Stalin’s point of view the war looked as if it could be over in only a
few months. How the war would come to an end was difficult to foresee.
Confident of short-term military success, Stalin was attempting to maximise
his political position in advance of the war’s end. But Eden resisted Stalin’s
demands, saying that he needed to consult Churchill and the Cabinet and that
the Americans also had an interest in what was being proposed. Eden left
Moscow on 22 December 1941 but it was not until April 1942 that the British
responded formally to Stalin’s proposals, offering a series of anodyne general-
ities about wartime and postwar co-operation which committed them to
nothing and conceded none of the essential Soviet demands. On 22 April
Stalin wrote to Churchill that he proposed to send Molotov to London to
discuss the differences between the Soviet and British positions.132 Arriving in
London on 20 May, Molotov, as instructed, doggedly restated the Soviet posi-
tion. Then a curious thing happened. Molotov suddenly agreed to accept the
British offer of a wartime treaty of alliance that contained no more than vague
commitments to postwar co-operation. Molotov’s initial response to the
British offer, which he cabled to Moscow, had been that it was an ‘empty decla-
ration’ and should be rejected. On 24 May, however, Stalin ordered a change
of line:

We have received the draft treaty Eden handed you. We do not consider it
an empty declaration but regard it as an important document. It lacks the
question of the security of frontiers, but this is not bad, perhaps, for it gives
us a free hand. The question of frontiers, or to be more exact, of guarantees
for the security of our frontiers at one or another section of our country,
will be decided by force.133

Prompting Stalin’s change of policy was the deteriorating military situation at
home. In December he had been musing on the shape of the postwar world;
now his priority was to shore up the Anglo-Soviet alliance and to obtain a
commitment from the British and Americans to open a second front in
Europe in 1942 that would relieve pressure on the Eastern Front.
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Stalin had entered 1942 confident of victory. In early January Stavka
regrouped its forces and prepared to launch a counter-offensive to collapse the
German position all along the Eastern Front. On 10 January Stalin issued the
following directive to his commanders:

After the Red Army had succeeded in wearing down the German fascist
troops sufficiently, it went over to the counter-offensive and pursued the
German invaders to the west. So as to hold up our advance, the Germans
went on the defensive . . . The Germans intend thereby to delay our advance
till the spring so that then, having assembled their forces, they can once
again take the offensive against the Red Army . . .

Our task is not to give the Germans a breathing space, to drive them
westwards without a halt, force them to exhaust their reserves before
springtime when we shall have fresh big reserves, while the Germans will
have no more reserves; this will ensure the complete defeat of the Nazi
forces in 1942.134

The Soviet offensive secured some local gains but failed to achieve any of its
important objectives. By February it was beginning to run out of steam. On
23 February – the 24th anniversary of the foundation of the Red Army – Stalin
issued an ‘Order of the Day’ to all troops. Politically, the main theme of the
order was that the Red Army was waging ‘not a predatory, not an imperialist
war, but a patriotic war, a war of liberation, a just war’. Stalin stressed, too, that
the Soviet Union did not aim to exterminate the German people or destroy
the German state: ‘The experience of history indicates that the Hitlers come
and go, but the German people and the German state remain.’ Stalin empha-
sised the anti-racist credentials of the Soviet state and the Red Army which
annihilated the invaders ‘not because of their German origin, but because they
want to enslave our Motherland’. On military matters Stalin was upbeat and
confident, claiming that the Soviets now had the initiative and that ‘the day is
not far distant when the Red Army . . . will thrust back the brutal enemy . . .
and the red banners will fly again victoriously over the entire Soviet land’.
However, he made no prediction of victory in 1942 but chose instead to intro-
duce the idea that the war would be decided by ‘permanently operating
factors: stability of the rear, morale of the army, quantity and quality of divi-
sions, equipment of the army, organizing ability of the commanding
personnel of the army’135 – all of which suggested that the war would be won
in the medium rather than the short term.

In March 1942 the multi-pronged Soviet offensive became bogged down in
the Rasputitsa – the spring muds. In April Stavka called the offensive off and
the Red Army went over to the defensive. But plans were already being
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prepared to renew the Soviet counter-offensive in summer 1942. Having
tasted victory at Moscow in December 1941 Stalin and his generals were
determined to seize the strategic initiative once again and to keep the
Germans on the defensive. Hitler, however, had his own ideas and the
Wehrmacht was already planning and preparing for another blitzkrieg
campaign in Russia.

By the end of 1941 the Red Army had lost nearly 200 divisions in battle and
suffered a stunning 4.3 million casualties. Many more men and divisions were
lost in the futile counter-offensive of early 1942. But the Soviet regime had
survived Hitler’s war of annihilation, and had halted and then turned back the
German invasion. Stalin was confident that the tide of war would continue to
turn his way. But the greatest test of the Soviet system and of Stalin’s war
leadership was yet to come.
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For 1942 Hitler was planning another blitzkrieg campaign in Russia. Its scope
and aims were to be very different from those of Operation Barbarossa.
Notwithstanding its great victories in 1941 the Wehrmacht had taken a severe
battering at the hands of the Red Army and was no longer capable of waging
a multi-pronged, strategic offensive on the Eastern Front. By March 1942 the
Germans had suffered 1.1 million dead, wounded, missing, or captured –
some 35 per cent of their strength on the Eastern Front. Only 8 out of 162
divisions were at full strength and 625,000 replacements were needed. The
Germans’ mobility was severely impaired by the loss of 40,000 trucks, 40,000
motorbikes, nearly 30,000 cars and thousands of tanks. The Wehrmacht’s
other source of transport was draught animals (mainly horses) and it had lost
180,000 of these as a result of enemy action, with only 20,000 being replaced.1

Hitler’s only realistic option was an offensive on a single front and his atten-
tion focused on the south and on the quest for oil. South of the Caucasus
mountains were the Baku oilfields – the source of nearly 90 per cent of Soviet
fuel. Hitler’s calculation was that the seizure of these fields would deny the
Soviets their oil, increase supplies to Germany and its Axis allies, and decrease
the Wehrmacht’s dependence on the vulnerable Ploesti wells in Romania.
Even before the Soviet–German war Hitler had been anxious about his oil
supplies: ‘Now in the era of air power,’ he said in January 1941, ‘Russia can
turn the Romanian oil fields into an expanse of smoking debris . . . and the
very life of the Axis depends on those fields.’2 Hitler also worried increasingly
about the implications of the United States’s entry into the war. American
economic and military power was seen as crucial in swinging the balance
against Germany during the First World War and Hitler was concerned about
the danger to his Festung Europa (Fortress Europe) from an Anglo-American
invasion of France. That invasion did not come until June 1944 but in early
1942 it seemed months rather than years away. It would mean a two-front
land war in Europe and Hitler was desperate to settle accounts with Stalin
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before turning to deal with the British and Americans in the west. Over the
long run Hitler needed the means to fight a prolonged war of attrition with
the allied coalition on a multiplicity of fronts – in the Atlantic, the
Mediterranean, North Africa and the Middle East as well as in Western and
Eastern Europe. 3

The goals of the German summer campaign of 1942 were set out in Führer
Directive no. 41, dated 5 April 1942:

All available forces will be concentrated on the main operations in the
Southern sector, with the aim of destroying the enemy before the Don, in
order to secure the Caucasian oil fields and the passes through the
Caucasian mountains themselves.4

Unlike in 1941, Hitler did not necessarily expect to win the war in the east in
1942. His aim was to deal the Red Army a devastating blow by destroying its
forces in the Don area and in the Donets basin (the Donbas) and to seize
control of oil and other Soviet economic resources in the Ukraine, southern
Russia and Transcaucasia. That might lead to victory in the short term, but
more important was acquiring the means and securing the position from
which to wage a global war over the longer term.

Hitler’s generals shared his resource-driven strategic view but their opera-
tional priority was the destruction of the Red Army. The plan of campaign
was to occupy the Donbas and all the territory west of the Don. Soviet forces
in these areas would be encircled and destroyed and a defensive line estab-
lished along the banks of the Don River. With the Red Army safely in the bag,
the Germans could cross the Don south of Rostov and head for the Kuban, the
Caucasus and Baku (see Map 7 on p. 120).

It was this plan that led in autumn 1942 to the most important turning
point of the entire Second World War – the battle of Stalingrad. Stalingrad
was located on a bend in the Volga that brought the river to within 50 miles
of the most easterly point of the great bend in the Don. From the point of
view of defending the line of the Don it made sense for the Germans to
occupy key points on the western bank of the Volga in the vicinity of
Stalingrad. This would enable them to construct a defensive landbridge
between the two rivers. Stalingrad was also a big industrial centre and
guarded the flow of oil up the Volga from Astrakhan to northern Russia.
According to Hitler’s Directive 41, ‘every effort will be made to reach
Stalingrad itself, or at least bring the city under fire from heavy artillery so
that it may no longer be of any use as an industrial or communications
centre.’5 But there was as yet no definite commitment to occupy the city.
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The projected campaign was code-named Operation Blau (Blue) and was
to be implemented by Army Group South, consisting of the 6th and 17th

Armies and the 1st and 4th Panzer Armies, as well as the 11th Army based in the
Crimea. Supporting the German armies were a large number of Axis divi-
sions, including the Hungarian 2nd, Italian 8th and Romanian 3rd and 4th

Armies. In total there were 89 divisions, including nine armoured, in this
nearly 2-million-strong force.6

Before the start of the main campaign the Germans embarked on an oper-
ation to complete their conquest of the Crimea. They had conquered virtually
all the Crimea in 1941 but had lost control of the Kerch Peninsula in early
1942 – the result of a series of counter-actions by the Red Army designed to
relieve the embattled defenders of the city-fortress of Sebastopol.7 The
German 11th Army began its campaign to recapture the Kerch Peninsula on
8 May and within a fortnight had destroyed three Soviet armies with a total of
21 divisions and taken 170,000 prisoners.

Following this débâcle Stalin and Stavka drew up a detailed critique of the
performance of the commanders of their Crimean Front. In a document
dated 4 June 1942, distributed throughout the senior levels of the Red Army,
the leadership of the Crimean Front was criticised, first, because they did not
understand the nature of modern warfare; second, because they had lost
control of their troops; and, third, because of the indiscipline they had shown
in carrying out Stavka instructions. The document also announced the
removal and demotion of virtually all the Front’s senior officers. Among those
demoted was the Front commander General Kozlov; and Lev Mekhlis, the
head of the GPU (Main Political Administration of the Red Army), who had
been sent to the Crimea as Stavka’s representative. Mekhlis lost his post of
deputy commissar for defence along with his GPU job and was demoted from
army commissar of the first rank to corps commissar. Stalin’s ire towards
Mekhlis had become evident during the early days of the Wehrmacht’s Kerch
offensive when the commissar cabled Moscow complaining about the actions
of General Kozlov in response to the German attack. In response Stalin dished
out a stinging rebuke:

You are taking a strange position as an outside observer who has no respon-
sibility for the Crimean Front affairs. This position may be convenient but it
is utterly disgraceful. You are not some outside observer . . . but the respon-
sible representative of the GHQ, responsible for all the Front’s successes and
failures and obliged to correct the command’s mistakes on the spot.8

On another occasion Stalin cabled Kozlov: ‘You are the commander of the
Front, not Mekhlis. Mekhlis must help you. If he doesn’t help, you must report
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it.’9 The general lesson of the affair, spelled out in Stavka’s 4 June document,
was that all commanders should ‘master the nature of modern warfare
properly’, understand the importance of ‘coordinated action by all arms’ and
‘put an end once and for all to harmful methods of bureaucratic leader-
ship . . . they must not confine themselves to issuing orders, but visit the
troops, the armies and divisions more often and help their subordinates to
carry out the orders. The task is that our commanding staff, commissars and
political officers should thoroughly root out elements of indiscipline among
commanders of all ranks.’10

The Red Army’s expulsion from Kerch opened the way for a final German
assault on Sebastopol which began on 2 June with a massive aerial and artillery
bombardment. During the course of a month-long siege the Luftwaffe flew
more than 23,000 sorties and dropped 20,000 tons of bombs on the city. The
Germans also transferred from the Leningrad front their very heaviest
artillery, including guns which fired 1-ton, 1.5-ton and even 7-ton shells.
Following infantry and amphibious assaults Sebastopol fell in early July.
Soviet fatalities were in the tens of thousands and the Germans captured
another 95,000 prisoners. In turn they suffered 75,000 casualties, including
25,000 dead. The Germans had prevailed but the defenders of Sebastopol had
put up an awesome fight and had added to the growing legend and tradition
of heroic Red Army defences which had begun at Brest in June 1941 and
now ran through Odessa, Smolensk, Leningrad, Tula and Moscow.11

The Kharkov Disaster

Meanwhile, major action was also under way in Eastern Ukraine: however, its
initiation had come not from the Germans but the Soviets. On 12 May the Red
Army launched a major offensive designed to retake Kharkov – the Ukraine’s
second city. Unfortunately, the Soviet offensive coincided with local German
concentration and mobilisation for action preparatory to Operation Blau and
the 6th Army and 1st Panzer Army were able to wage an effective defence and
mount a devastating counterattack. Not only did the Russians fail to recapture
Kharkov but the three Soviet armies involved in the operation were encircled
by the Germans and mostly destroyed. The battle was over by 28 May.
Soviet casualties were nearly 280,000, including 170,000 killed, missing or
captured. Around 650 tanks and nearly 5,000 artillery pieces were also lost by
the Red Army.12

Kharkov was yet another military disaster subsequently laid at Stalin’s door.
Leading the charge once again was Khrushchev, who was at the time the polit-
ical commissar of the South-Western Direction that conducted the Kharkov
operation. In 1956 Khrushchev claimed that he had asked Stalin for permis-
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sion to call off the operation before Soviet forces were encircled by the
Germans.13 Khrushchev’s version of events was duly incorporated into the
official history of the Great Patriotic War published in the early 1960s when
he was still leader of the Soviet Union.14 But Zhukov flatly denied
Khrushchev’s story in his memoirs and laid the blame on the South-Western
Direction leadership who, he said, had lobbied for the operation and then
misled Stalin about the course of the battle.15 This critique of the local leader-
ship was taken up by Marshal K.S. Moskalenko, one of the army commanders
involved in the operation. In his view the South-Western Direction had
underestimated the German opposition and exaggerated the capabilities of
their own forces.16 This new version of the affair featured in the official Soviet
history of the Second World War published in the 1970s,17 although a slightly
discordant note was struck by Vasilevskii in his memoirs. He went along with
the Zhukov–Moskalenko view of events but confirmed Khrushchev’s story of
his efforts to persuade Stalin to call the whole thing off. Vasilevskii also argued
that Stavka might have done more to help the South-Western Direction.18

This last point was taken up in the memoirs of Marshal Bagramyan, the Chief
of Staff of the South-Western Direction, who felt the main problem was
Stavka’s under-resourcing of the operation.19

Stalin’s own verdict on the Kharkov failure was delivered in a missive to the
South-Western Direction on 26 June announcing that Bagramyan had been
sacked as Chief of Staff because of his failure to provide clear and accurate
information to Stavka, which ‘not only lost the half-won Kharkov operation,
but also succeeded in giving 18–20 divisions to the enemy’. Stalin compared
the ‘catastrophe’ to one of the Tsarist army’s biggest disasters during the First
World War and pointed out that it was not only Bagramyan who had made
mistakes but Khrushchev and Timoshenko, the South-Western Direction’s
Commander-in-Chief. ‘If we had reported to the country fully about the
catastrophe . . . then I fear they would deal with you very sternly.’ Stalin,
however, treated the guilty parties with kid gloves. While Bagramyan was
demoted from a Direction-level to an Army-level Chief of Staff, he later re-
emerged as one of the senior Soviet commanders of the whole war – one of
only two non-Slavs (he was Armenian, the other was Jewish) to command a
multi-army Front.20 No one else was ‘scapegoated’; indeed, many of those
involved in the operation later assumed ranking positions in the Soviet High
Command; for example, General A.I. Antonov, who became Stalin’s Deputy
Chief of the General Staff from December 1942. In July 1942 Timoshenko
was transferred to Leningrad to become commander of the North-Western
Front. This could be seen as a punishment or a demotion, but equally likely
it was a case of sending Timoshenko back to the scene of his triumph in the
Soviet–Finnish war.21
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Stalin’s lenient treatment of the leadership of the South-Western Direction
contrasts sharply with his demotion of the culprits in the Crimean Command
reflecting, perhaps, some recognition on his part that the Kharkov catastrophe
was a collective responsibility shared by Stavka and the Supreme Commander
himself. In this respect the proposals and reports submitted by the South-
Western Direction to Stavka in March–May 1942 are highly revealing.22 These
documents show that in proposing the operation the Direction leadership was
very confident of success and extremely ambitious, aiming not only to retake
Kharkov but to reach the Dnepr. Even when it became clear during the course
of the battle that the Germans were much stronger than expected and that
goals achieved were falling far short of operational expectations, the
Direction’s leadership continued to submit optimistic reports to Moscow.

In formulating such plans and maintaining such optimism the Direction –
and it was not alone in this respect23 – reflected Stalin and Stavka’s sanguine
view of the Red Army’s prospects on the Eastern Front in spring 1942: that the
renewal of offensive action would achieve the expulsion of German forces
from the USSR by the end of the year. Kharkov was only one of a number of
ambitious offensive operations authorised by Stalin and Stavka in spring
1942. In the Crimea further offensive action by the Red Army was forestalled
only by the launch of the German attack on 8 May. In early May the North-
Western Front began an operation against a strong pocket of German forces
in the Demyansk area. In mid-May the Leningrad Front began an operation
to free a Soviet army trapped in the Lyubon area. In the central sector there
was no immediate Red Army action but plans were afoot to launch attacks in
the direction of Rzhev, Viazma and Orel.24

Arguably, it was Stavka’s strategic commitment to the doctrine of the offen-
sive that lay at the root of the Kharkov disaster rather than any operational
errors by Stalin or the South-Western Direction. This deeper truth about
Kharkov has been obscured by the memoir blame-game and by the wide-
spread acceptance of Zhukov and Vasilevskii’s account of discussions within
the Soviet High Command in spring 1942. According to them, Stavka’s basic
plan for 1942 was to remain on the defensive until the summer. In this context
the Kharkov operation is presented as an unfortunate deviation from the
main plan and as the result of Stalin’s predilection for attack and of
Timoshenko’s lobbying for a big offensive in his area.25 ‘Are we supposed to sit
in defence, idling away our time and wait for the Germans to attack first?’
Stalin is quoted as saying by Zhukov.26 Doubtless Stalin was, as usual, gung ho
for offensive action, but the picture presented by Zhukov and Vasilevskii of
Stavka’s basic commitment to strategic defence is unconvincing. According to
Zhukov, for example, he favoured a defensive posture but also pushed for an
early major offensive against Army Group Centre in the Viazma–Rzhev area,
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a proposal overruled in favour of the Kharkov operation. This suggests that
the discussion within Stavka was about where to deploy resources for attack
rather than a debate about whether or not to remain on the defensive. This
interpretation is confirmed by Zhukov’s subsequent self-serving claim that his
Viazma–Rzhev operation – which did actually take place in various forms in
July–August 1942 – could have transformed the whole strategic situation in
the central sector in front of Moscow had more forces been allocated to it.27

Vasilevskii’s account of the internal discussions within Stavka is equally
contradictory. He says that the decision was taken ‘simultaneously with the
strategic defence to undertake local offensive operations on several sectors
which, in Stalin’s view, were to consolidate the successes of the winter
campaign, improve the operational situation of our troops, help us maintain
the strategic initiative and disrupt Nazi plans for a new offensive in the
summer of 1942. It was assumed that all combined would set up favourable
conditions for the Red Army to launch even greater offensive operations in
summer on the entire front from the Baltic to the Black Sea.’28 This sounds like
a rolling programme of offensive action rather than strategic defence and such
was the concept embodied in the General Staff ’s planning documents of
spring 1942. These envisaged the local actions mentioned by Vasilevskii, but
they were to be followed by ever more ambitious offensives and by an advance
to the USSR’s western frontier by the end of 1942; the Red Army would then
assume the defensive.29 This offensive strategic perspective was propounded
by Stalin to Churchill in a message dated 14 March 1942: ‘I feel entirely confi-
dent that the combined efforts of our troops, occasional setbacks notwith-
standing, will culminate in crushing the common enemy and that the year
1942 will see a decisive turn on the anti-Hitler front.’30 In public, Stalin’s Order
of the Day on 1 May 1942 defined the current phase of the war as ‘the period
of the liberation of Soviet lands from Hitlerite scum’ and called upon the Red
Army ‘to make 1942 the year of the final rout of the German-fascist troops
and the liberation of the Soviet land from the Hitlerite blackguards!’31

Another important aspect of Stavka planning in spring 1942 concerned
predictions about the main direction of German offensive action. Whilst there
was accurate intelligence that the main German offensive would be in the
south and would be aimed at seizing control of Soviet economic resources, the
information was not definitive. The fact that Army Group Centre, with its 70
divisions, remained less than 100 miles from Moscow weighed heavily in
Stalin’s and Stavka’s calculations.32 Although Stalin did not rule out a major
German advance in the south, he saw it as aimed mainly at contributing to a
flanking attack on Moscow. Defence of those sectors of the front vital to the
security of Moscow was given top priority and Stavka’s reserves placed in suit-
able locations. The idea that Hitler aimed above all to capture Moscow
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prevailed throughout the 1942 campaign and was reinforced actively by a
German deception campaign, Operation Kreml, consisting of elaborate faked
preparations for an attack on the Soviet capital.33 In his speech in November
1942 on the 25th anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution – when the German
advance in the south was at its height – Stalin denied that the German
summer campaign had been primarily about oil and insisted that the main
goal was (still) to outflank Moscow from the east and then to strike at the
Soviet capital from the rear. ‘In short, the main aim of the Germans’ summer
offensive was to surround Moscow and end the war this year.’34

Not for the first time, Stalin’s and Stavka’s plans and calculations were upset
by the actual course of events. The Red Army’s offensive actions at Kharkov
and elsewhere not only failed but resulted in large losses and denuded Stavka’s
reserves. When the German attack came it was directed at Stalingrad and
Baku, not Moscow. The decisive engagement between the Red Army and the
Wehrmacht in 1942 took place not in front of Moscow but at Stalingrad.

The Road to Stalingrad

Operation Blau was launched on 28 June 1942 35 and made rapid progress. By
the end of July the Germans occupied the whole of the Donbas, much of Don
country and were on their way to Stalingrad and the Caucasus. As in summer
1941, the German High Command was soon dizzy with success. On 6 July
Halder noted, ‘we have overestimated the enemy’s strength and the offensive
has completely smashed him up’. On 20 July Hitler told Halder: ‘The Russian
is finished’. Halder replied: ‘I must admit that it looks that way.’ By the end of
August the Germans were on the Volga and Stalingrad was under siege. In the
south German forces had reached the foothills of the Caucasus, occupied the
Maikop oilfield and were threatening another oilfield at Grozny in Chechnya.
On 21 August 1942 the German flag flew on top of Mount Elbruz, the highest
peak of the Caucasus (see Map 8 on p. 127).36

During July and August the Germans took 625,000 prisoners and captured
or destroyed 7,000 tanks, 6,000 artillery pieces and more than 400 aircraft.
German casualties were high, too: some 200,000 in August alone. The Red
Army’s losses were significant but not on the scale of summer 1941. Since then
the Soviets had learned to withdraw and had become more adept at escaping
encirclement. The German strategy of deep penetration and large-scale envel-
opment worked well, as long as the enemy chose to stand and fight rather than
evade encirclement.37 Although generally adhering to a ‘no-retreat’ policy,
Stalin and Stavka were more willing than previously to authorise withdrawals.
Faced with mounting losses and a depletion of their manpower reserves the
Soviet High Command was anxious to preserve its forces. During this period
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there were a number of communications from Stalin to front commanders
enquiring about the fate of encircled units and demanding to know what was
being done to help them escape encirclement.38 To the Germans, however, it
seemed that the relatively small number of enemy prisoners signalled Soviet
weakness and full-scale retreat rather than a change of tactics. This mistaken
impression had a crucial impact on the strategic reorientation of Operation
Blau that took place in July 1942.

In its original conception Blau was a unified and co-ordinated operation
whose goals would be achieved on a phased basis. First would come control of
the Don and Volga, then a major push south to the Caucasus. On 9 July,
however, Army Group South was split into separate commands of Army
Groups A and B. Von Bock, the commander of Army Group South, took
charge of Army Group B, consisting of the 6th Army, 4th Panzer Army and the
various Axis armies. Its task was to strike east from Kursk and Kharkov in the
direction of Voronezh and then south-east towards the great bend of the Don
River. Army Group A was headed by Field Marshal Wilhelm List, who
controlled the 17th Army and the 1st Panzer Army and was tasked to capture
Rostov-on-Don and march to Baku. On 13 July Bock was dismissed by Hitler
because of operational disagreements and replaced by Field Marshal Baron
von Weichs. That same day 4th Panzer was detached from Army Group B and
directed to join Army Group A’s campaign in the south. Ten days later, on 23
July, Hitler issued Directive 45. This stated that ‘in a campaign which has
lasted little more than three weeks, the broad objectives outlined by me for the
southern flank of the Eastern front have been largely achieved’. Supported by
the 11th Army in the Crimea, Army Group A was now tasked to destroy the
enemy south of Rostov and then ‘to occupy the entire Eastern coastline of the
Black Sea’ and to reach Baku. What was left of Army Group B would ‘thrust
forward to Stalingrad to smash the enemy forces concentrating there, to
occupy the town, and to block the land communications between the Don
and Volga’.39

Hitler’s decision to split his southern offensive, to pursue two strategic goals
simultaneously – the occupation of Baku and the capture of Stalingrad – is
widely seen as a fatal mistake. While the Wehrmacht might have been able to
achieve one or other of these two goals by concentrating its forces and
resources on either Stalingrad or Baku, it was not strong enough to pursue
both ambitions. But this was not how it seemed to Hitler at the time and the
recapture of Rostov on 23–24 July served only to confirm his optimism.

German forces were now ready to embark on their campaign in
Transcaucasia but, as General Alfred Jodl, the operations chief of the German
armed forces’ High Command, noted paradoxically at the end of July, ‘the fate
of the Caucasus will be decided at Stalingrad’. The reason was that Stalingrad
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was the pivot of the defensive block on the Don and Volga that the Germans
needed to establish in order to protect their drive to Baku from a flanking
Soviet counterattack. But Hitler was confident this would be achieved and
when the German 6th Army reached the outskirts of Stalingrad towards the
end of August the Führer fully expected the city to be taken by storm.

Stalin’s reaction to Operation Blau was coloured by his continuing belief
that Moscow would be the Germans’ main target in 1942 – a perception
confirmed by the initial German attack in the south, which was aimed at
Voronezh, located closer to Moscow than Stalingrad. A German break-
through at this point would have threatened the capital’s communications
with the south of the country. The city itself fell to the Germans on 7 July
but for weeks after the Red Army mounted counterattack after counterattack
in the Voronezh area. The importance Stavka attached to these operations
was signalled by the decision to establish a Voronezh Front and the appoint-
ment of one of the General Staff ’s most talented officers, General Nikolai
Vatutin, to command it.40 Another region of persistent Red Army offensive
action in summer 1942 was the Rzhev–Viazma area. These operations were
conducted by Zhukov’s Western Front supported by the Kalinin Front and
the Briansk Front. In his memoirs Zhukov says little about these operations,
except that they might have succeeded had more forces been allocated. He
presents the episode as yet another example of the downgrading of his role
because he had dared to argue with Stalin about the priority given to the
Kharkov operation. In fact, the Rzhev–Viazma operations were a high
priority for Stavka and Zhukov was allocated considerable additional forces
at a time when the Soviet position in the south was collapsing and in urgent
need of reinforcement.41

While the Voronezh battles were covered quite extensively in the Soviet
press – at least until Stalingrad took over the headlines – there was little
reporting of the Rzhev–Viazma fighting. But both sets of operations featured
heavily in the General Staff ’s daily situation reports and are illustrative of
Stavka’s continuing commitment to offensive action even in the most
dangerous and difficult of circumstances.42

Further south the possibilities for offensive action were constrained by the
weakness of Timoshenko’s South-Western Front following the Kharkov
disaster. When the German attack swung south in early July Timoshenko’s
defences crumbled and Stavka was forced to order a withdrawal towards the
Don.43 The threat to Stalingrad soon became apparent and on 12 July Stavka
ordered the establishment of a Stalingrad Front.44 This was a rebranding of
Timoshenko’s South-Western Front but with the addition of three reserve
armies45 – the 62nd, 63rd and 64th – which had been deployed to defend
Stalingrad. In total Timoshenko had 38 divisions at his disposal, a force of
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more than half a million, including 1,000 tanks and nearly 750 aircraft.46

Timoshenko’s tenure at the Stalingrad Front did not last long, however; he was
replaced by General V.N. Gordov on 22 July.47 The next day Vasilevskii – who
had been appointed Chief of the General Staff on 26 June – arrived in
Stalingrad on the first of many trips to the battle zone.48 Vasilevskii was one of
a number of high-ranking military and political figures sent to Stalingrad
during the course of the battle to advise and report on the situation on the
ground. Stalin’s practice of sending Stavka representatives to critical areas of
the front was by now well established but its frequency and intensity grew
during the battle of Stalingrad.

In Russian and Soviet historiography 17 July 1942 is the ‘official’ date for the
beginning of the so-called ‘200 days of fire’ that were the battle of Stalingrad.49

On that day forward units of the German 6th Army clashed with the 62nd and
64th armies at the River Chir. Soviet forces were soon driven back to their main
defence line along the southern Don and a breakthrough across the river
threatened. Stalin’s concern about this danger was expressed in a directive to
the Southern, North Caucasus and Stalingrad Fronts on 23 July:

If the Germans succeed in building pontoon bridges across the Don and are
able to transfer tanks and artillery to the southern banks of the Don it
would constitute a grave threat to [your] Fronts. If the Germans are unable
to throw pontoon bridges across to the southern bank they will only be able
to send infantry across and this would not constitute a big threat to us . . .
In view of this the main task of our forces on the southern bank of the Don
and of our aviation is not to allow the Germans to build pontoon bridges
across the Don, and if they do succeed they are to be destroyed with all the
power of our artillery and air force.50

Within a few days the Germans had crossed the southern Don in great
numbers and were advancing rapidly towards the Caucasus and to Stalingrad.
The most important development was the loss of Rostov at the end of July, an
event of symbolic as well as strategic importance. The city guarded the
gateway to the Caucasus, which meant the way was now open for the Germans
to occupy the Kuban, the rich agricultural zone between the Don and the
mountains of Transcaucasia. Equally important was the impact of the loss of
Rostov on Soviet morale. The city was first occupied by the Germans in
November 1941 and its recapture by the Red Army a few days later had been
celebrated as a great turning point in the war, a part of the developing Soviet
counter-offensive that culminated in the triumph before Moscow. Now
Rostov had fallen to the enemy again and the ease with which the Germans
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had recaptured the city compared badly with the Red Army and Navy’s epic
and prolonged defence of Sebastopol.51

On 28 July 1942 Stalin issued Order 227, familiarly known as Ni shagu
nazad! (Not a step back!). The order was not published in the newspapers but
the text was distributed throughout the Soviet armed forces. Printed copies
were posted up at the front and officers read it out to their men. Ni shagu
nazad! quickly became the leading slogan of the Soviet press in summer 1942
and numerous articles and editorials disseminated its main themes to the
wider population.

The order began frankly by setting out the grave situation facing the
country:

The enemy throws at the front new forces and . . . is penetrating deep into
the Soviet Union, invading new regions, devastating and destroying our
towns and villages, violating, robbing and killing the Soviet people. The
battle rages in the area of Voronezh, in the Don, in the south at the gateway
to the Northern Caucasus. The German occupiers are breaking through
towards Stalingrad, towards the Volga and want at any price to seize the
Kuban and the Northern Caucasus and their oil and bread resources.

But the Red Army, said Stalin, was failing in its duty to the country:

Units of the Southern Front, succumbing to panic, abandoned Rostov and
Novocherkassk without serious opposition and without orders from
Moscow, thereby covering their banners with shame. The people of our
country . . . are losing faith in the Red Army . . . are cursing the Red Army
for giving our people over to the yoke of the German oppressors, while itself
escaping to the east.

Underlining the extent of the losses so far, Stalin emphasised that ‘to retreat
further would mean the ruination of our country and ourselves. Every new
scrap of territory we lose will significantly strengthen the enemy and severely
weaken our defence, our motherland.’ Stalin’s solution was to stop the retreat:

Not a step back! This must now be our chief slogan. It is necessary to defend
to the last drop of blood every position, every metre of Soviet territory, to
cling on to every shred of Soviet earth and to defend it to the utmost.

The implementation of this policy would require iron discipline, particularly
on the part of officers and commissars, who would be treated as traitors if they
retreated without orders, said Stalin. More specifically the order decreed the
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establishment of penal battalions for those guilty of disciplinary offences and
called for blocking detachments to be placed behind wavering divisions. The
penal battalions would be sent to the most dangerous sections of the front and
their members given a chance to atone for their sins of indiscipline, while the
blocking detachments would shoot panic-mongers and cowards fleeing to
the rear.52

There was nothing new in Order 227, although its urgent tone was a telling
sign of Stalin’s anxiety about the mounting defeats and losses that summer.
Iron discipline, harsh punishment and no retreat without authorisation had
been Stalin’s themes since the very beginning of the war. The proposal to
establish penal battalions was presented by Stalin as an idea picked up from
the Germans but was, in fact, a revival and reformulation of an earlier Soviet
practice of imprisoning in penal units those guilty of disciplinary offences.
Between 1942 and 1945 about 600 such penal units were established and some
430,000 men served in them. As Stalin directed, these units were assigned
difficult and dangerous missions such as frontal assaults on enemy positions
and, consequently, suffered 50 per cent casualties.53 While blocking detach-
ments already existed on a number of fronts, after Order 227 there was a
marked increase in their numbers and activities. According to an NKVD
summary report, 193 blocking detachments were formed after Order 227 was
issued. Between 1 August and 15 October these detachments detained 140,755
people. Of these detainees 3,980 were arrested, 1,189 were shot, 2,961 were
sent to penal battalions or companies and 131,094 were returned to their
units.54

Order 227 was generally supported by those serving on the front and
provided a welcome boost to morale.55 In fact, the main point of the new
disciplinary regime was not to punish offenders but to deter waverers and to
reassure those who were determined to do their duty, whatever its costs, that
those fighting at their side who broke discipline would be caught and dealt
with harshly. Stalin needed heroes much more than he needed an NKVD body
count of traitors and his main concern was to bolster those who were willing
to sacrifice their lives for the cause.56

Deployed alongside the threat of punishment was the appeal to patriotism.
The call to patriotic duty had been the main theme of Soviet political mobil-
isation since the war began but it became even more marked in what
Alexander Werth called the ‘black summer of 1942’, when catastrophic defeat
beckoned once again. The crisis atmosphere of this period was intensified by
the dashing of popular expectations that the dire circumstances of 1941 would
not be repeated. Such optimism was reinforced by official propaganda. On 21
June Krasnaya Zvezda (Red Star) the Red Army’s main newspaper editori-
alised that ‘the German army of 1942 is still stubborn in defence, but has
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already been deprived of that offensive drive it had before . . . There can be no
question of a German offensive like last summer’s.’ The next day the Soviet
Information Buro (Sovinform) issued a statement reviewing the first year of
the war. It reassured readers that ‘the German Army of 1942 is not what it was
a year ago . . . The German Army cannot carry out offensive operations on a
scale similar to last year’s.’ In Pravda the editorial that day stated: ‘1942 will be
the year of the Germans’ final defeat, of our final victory.’57 Hence the rapid
German advance in the south came out of the blue for most people and its
disillusioning effect contributed to the intense patrie-en-danger atmosphere
of that summer. Soviet propaganda quickly changed tack, however, and began
emphasising the grave dangers of the situation. On 19 July an editorial in
Krasnaya Zvezda compared the situation in the south with the battles of
Moscow and Leningrad in 1941.58 Anti-German hate propaganda filled the
press, exhorting Soviet soldiers to kill as many Germans as they could – or face
the extermination of their families, friends and country.59 After Order 227 was
issued the main slogans became ‘Not a step back!’ and ‘Victory or death!’60

The key target group of the appeal to patriotic sacrifice was the Soviet
officer corps. No group was more dedicated or more important to the Soviet
war effort. During the war a million officers were killed and another million
were invalided out of the services. On 30 July 1942 Stalin introduced new
decorations for officers only: the Orders of Kutuzov, Nevsky and Suvorov. An
editorial in Krasnaya Zvezda the next day called on readers to ‘stand by the
motherland like Suvorov, Kutuzov and Alexander Nevsky’.61 The pages of the
Soviet press also began to be filled with articles promoting both the special
role of officers in maintaining discipline and the importance to securing
victory of their technical expertise and professionalism. Later that year officers
were given new distinctive uniforms, complete with epaulettes and gold braid
(that had to be specially imported from Britain).62 Then, in January 1943, the
term ‘ofitser’ was restored to general usage. On 9 October 1942 – at the height
of the battle for Stalingrad – a decree was issued abolishing the Institution of
Commissars and ending the system of dual command of officers and political
officials. The stated rationale for this radical move was that officers had
proven their patriotic loyalty during the war and that dual command was
impeding the further development of their political as well as their military
leadership. The Institution of Commissars was replaced by a number of new
organisations devoted to propaganda work within the armed forces and
several of the most experienced commissars were transferred to military
command positions.63 The decree was not universally welcomed in the armed
forces, not least among commissars. Many felt that the abolition was ill-timed
and would undermine the fight to maintain discipline at the front; others felt
the commissars had done a good job and that it was lack of ability among
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military officers that was the main problem, not political interference in
command decisions.64

While more and more pages of the Soviet press were devoted to glorifying
patriotic feats of the pre-Revolutionary era, post-1917 history was not
neglected. The civil war theme became particularly prominent, and relevant,
as the Germans approached Stalingrad. Parallels were freely drawn between
Stalin’s successful defence of Tsaritsyn in 1918 and the coming battle to save
Stalingrad. The city’s defenders pledged to emulate the feat of their illustrious
predecessors during the civil war. As Alexander Werth, the Sunday Times
correspondent in Moscow at the time noted, whilst patriotism predominated
in Soviet propaganda, ‘the Soviet idea was never quite eclipsed . . . the combi-
nation of “Soviet” and “Russia” merely presented, in the danger year of 1942,
a different pattern from earlier or later times’.65

On Stalin’s part there was a growing realisation in summer 1942 that a deci-
sive battle was approaching. In early August Stavka decided to split the
Stalingrad Front into two – a Stalingrad Front and a South-Eastern Front.
Confusingly, Stalingrad itself came within the remit of the South-Eastern
Front, while the Stalingrad Front was deployed north and west of the city
along the Don. Yeremenko was appointed commander of the South-Eastern
Front, while General Gordov was put in charge of the new Stalingrad Front.66

To facilitate co-ordination of the defence of Stalingrad, on 9 August
Yeremenko was made overall commander of the two fronts. In the directive
announcing this new command structure Stalin urged Yeremenko and
Gordov to keep in mind that ‘the defence of Stalingrad and the defeat of the
enemy . . . are of decisive importance to all Soviet Fronts. The Supreme
Command mandates you to spare no effort nor to shirk any sacrifice to
defend Stalingrad and destroy the enemy.’67

Churchill in Moscow

As the Germans approached Stalingrad, Winston Churchill arrived in Moscow
in August with some bad news: there was to be no second front in Europe in
1942. Coming on top of Churchill’s earlier announcement that because of
high losses Britain was suspending its Arctic supply convoys to Russia, this was
a bitter blow to Stalin. It meant there was no immediate prospect of relief
from German pressure on the Eastern Front.

Stalin had been pressing Churchill for a second front since the beginning of
the war. In Britain, the United States and other allied countries the Comintern
had mounted a massive campaign for the opening of a second front in France.
When Molotov travelled to London and Washington in May–June 1942 one of
his main missions was to secure an Anglo-American commitment to open a

134 STALIN’S WARS

05 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:05  Page 134



second front as soon as possible. The outcome was an Anglo-Soviet commu-
niqué on 12 June stating that ‘full understanding had been reached on the
urgent task of creating a Second Front in Europe in 1942’.68 This declaration
was repeated in a Soviet–American communiqué published that same day.69

This wording, which was included in both communiqués on Stalin’s insis-
tence,70 generated expectations that a second front in France would indeed be
opened in 1942. A Pravda editorial of 13 June hailed the declaration as a
significant strengthening of the anti-Hitler coalition and called for 1942 to be
the year of ‘the final defeat of the Hitlerite hordes’.71 On 18 June Molotov
reported to the Supreme Soviet on the results of his trip to Britain and the
United States. Molotov said the declaration had ‘great importance for the
people of the Soviet Union since the creation of a second front will constitute
insuperable difficulties for the Hitlerite armies on our front. We hope that
our common enemy will soon feel the full weight of the growing military co-
operation of the three great powers’ – a statement that was greeted with
prolonged, stormy applause, according to the official record.72 In private,
however, Molotov was more pessimistic about the prospects for a second
front. In agreeing to the declaration the British had entered the caveat that
while they were ‘making preparations for a landing on the Continent in
August or September 1942 . . . we can . . . give no promise in the matter, but
provided that it appears sound and sensible, we shall not hesitate to put our
plans into effect’. In conversation with Molotov, Churchill had made it plain
that this meant at best the landing of six divisions on the Continent, to be
followed by a much larger invasion in 1943. Molotov’s conclusion in his report
to Stalin was that ‘the British Government is not undertaking any obligation
to open the second front this year, but is saying, and with reservation at that,
that it is preparing a trial landing operation’.73

When Molotov submitted this report, Stalin was still hoping for a substan-
tial military advance in 1942, notwithstanding the setbacks at Kharkov and in
the Crimea. In that context any commitment on the Second Front was
welcome: at best, it would happen and contribute to rolling back the
Wehrmacht on the Eastern Front by drawing forces to the west; at worst, the
threat would deter Hitler from redeploying too many troops from Western
Europe. In any event, Stalin believed a public commitment to a second front
would add to the political pressure on western governments to go ahead with
such an operation. By mid-July, however, the situation on the Eastern Front
had deteriorated drastically and Stalin now saw the Second Front as a critical
factor in the military equation. The further the Germans advanced in the
south the more urgent became Soviet diplomatic efforts to persuade the
western allies to implement their promise to open a second front.74 On 23 July
Stalin himself wrote to Churchill that concerning the ‘opening of a second
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front in Europe, I fear the matter is taking an improper turn. In view of the
situation on the Soviet–German front, I state most emphatically that the
Soviet Government cannot tolerate the second front in Europe being post-
poned to 1943.’75 Churchill responded by suggesting a personal meeting at
which he could talk to Stalin about Anglo-American plans for military action
in 1942. Stalin agreed to meet Churchill but asked the Prime Minister to come
to Moscow because neither he nor members of his General Staff could
possibly leave the capital at such a critical time.76

The prospects for the meeting were not very promising. In the weeks before
Churchill’s arrival in Moscow Soviet spies in Britain and the United States
reported that the Anglo-Americans would not open a second front in Europe
in 1942 and were instead planning a major military operation in North
Africa.77 A similarly pessimistic picture was evident in reports from Stalin’s
ambassador to the United States, Maksim Litvinov, who wrote that while
Roosevelt favoured a second front in France, Churchill was opposed to the
idea and had persuaded the President of the merits of action in North Africa
instead.78

On 7 August Ivan Maiskii, Soviet ambassador in London, submitted to
Stalin a briefing on the purposes of Churchill’s trip to Moscow. These were
threefold, wrote Maiskii. First, to pacify public agitation in Britain for a
second front. Second, and more positively, to discuss a unified allied strategy
to defeat Germany. Third, to convince Stalin that a second front in Europe in
1942 was both impossible and undesirable. Churchill, according to Maiskii,
was not confident about the prospects for British military success anywhere
and the succession of defeats suffered by Britain in North Africa and the Far
East had had a negative impact on his attitude. Maiskii also addressed an issue
that continued to trouble Stalin: were the British hoping for a weakening of
both Germany and the Soviet Union? Yes, said Maiskii, but bourgeois Britain,
especially Churchill, feared a Nazi victory and was looking for ways to assist
the Soviet Union short of a second front. In conclusion Maiskii argued that
since it was unlikely that Churchill’s position on the Second Front could be
changed, the Soviet side should concentrate on ‘second-line’ demands, such as
increased supplies, and use the visit to begin ‘forging a single allied strategy,
without which victory would be inconceivable’.79

Churchill arrived in Moscow on 12 August, accompanied by Averell
Harriman, Roosevelt’s lend-lease co-ordinator in London, who had been
added to the Prime Minister’s party at the President’s request. The two had
their first meeting with Stalin that same evening.80 The meeting began with an
exchange of views on the military situation. Churchill spoke of the situation
in Egypt, while Stalin said that
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The news was not good and that the Germans were making a tremendous
effort to get to Baku and Stalingrad. He did not know how they had been
able to get together so many troops and tanks and so many Hungarian,
Italian and Romanian divisions. He was sure they had drained the whole of
Europe of troops. In Moscow the position was sound, but he could not
guarantee in advance that the Russians would be able to withstand a
German attack.

Churchill asked if the Germans would be able to mount a fresh offensive at
Voronezh or in the north. Stalin replied that ‘in view of the length of the front
it was quite possible for Hitler to dispatch 20 divisions and create a strong
attacking force’.81 The discussion then turned to the issue of the Second Front.
Churchill explained that it would not be possible to invade France across the
Pas-de-Calais in 1942 because there were not enough landing craft to under-
take such an operation against a fortified coast. According to the American
interpreter’s report of the meeting, Stalin began ‘to look very glum’ and
suggested various alternatives, such as an invasion of the Channel Islands.
Churchill argued that such actions would do more harm than good and would
use up resources that could be better deployed in 1943. Stalin contested
Churchill’s assessment of German strength in France but the British Prime
Minister insisted the ‘war was war but not folly, and it would be folly to invite
a disaster that would help nobody’. By this time Stalin ‘had become restless’
and said that ‘his view about war was different. A man not prepared to take
risks could not win a war.’ Stalin further opined that the British and
Americans ‘should not be so afraid of the Germans’ and that they tended to
overestimate German strength. Stalin said ‘his experience showed that troops
must be blooded in battle. If you did not blood your troops you had no idea
of their value.’ After further exchanges on the possibility of landings in France
the conversation turned to the allied bombing campaign over Germany. Here
the two leaders found some common ground. Stalin hoped that the popula-
tion would be bombed as well as the industry as this was the only way to break
German morale. Churchill heartily agreed:

As regards the civil population, we looked upon its morale as a military
target. We sought no mercy and would show no mercy . . . If need be, as the
war went on, we hoped to shatter almost every dwelling in almost every
German city.

According to the American report of the conversation, Churchill’s ‘words had a
very stimulating effect upon the meeting, and thenceforward the atmosphere
became progressively more cordial’.
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Churchill then told Stalin about Operation Torch – the Anglo-American
invasion of French North Africa planned for October–November 1942. The
aim of Torch was to secure a position from which to attack German and
Italian forces in Tunisia and Libya, an operation that would be co-ordinated
with a thrust by the British 8th Army from Egypt. To illustrate the value of
the operation Churchill drew for Stalin a picture of a crocodile and said
that rather than attacking the hard snout of the beast in northern France
the Anglo-American intention was to attack its soft underbelly in the
Mediterranean. Stalin could be forgiven for thinking that the crocodile’s hard
snout was pointed at the Eastern Front and that the Red Army was already
doing battle with it. As to Torch, Stalin already knew a lot about it from his
own sources but he affected great interest and support for the operation. He
was concerned that it might antagonise the French but saw four ‘outstanding’
advantages: (1) it would attack the enemy in the rear; (2) it would make the
Germans and French fight each other; (3) it would put Italy out of operation;
and (4) it would keep the Spaniards neutral.

By the next day Stalin’s enthusiasm for Torch had waned somewhat.82 He
told Churchill and Harriman that while Torch was correct militarily it did not
directly concern the Soviet Union. As far as the Second Front was concerned
the problem was that for the British and Americans the Russian front was of
secondary importance, whereas it was of primary importance for the Soviet
government. Stalin then complained about the British and Americans’ failure
to fulfil their promises of supplies to the Soviet Union and suggested they
needed to make higher sacrifices in view of the 10,000 men each day being
sacrificed on the Russian front. Churchill responded that it grieved him that
the Russians did not think the western allies were doing enough for the
common cause. Stalin replied:

It was not a case of mistrust, but only of a divergence of view. His view was
that it should be possible for the British and Americans to land six or eight
divisions on the Cherbourg Peninsula, since they had domination of the air.
He felt that if the British Army had been fighting the Germans as much as
the Russian Army, it would not be so frightened of them. The Russians, and
indeed the RAF, had shown that it was possible to beat the Germans. The
British infantry could do the same provided they acted at the same time as
the Russians.

Stalin also presented Churchill and Harriman with a memorandum which
claimed that Soviet military plans for summer and autumn operations had
been calculated on the basis of the opening of a second front in Europe
in 1942.83

138 STALIN’S WARS

05 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:05  Page 138



On 15 August Churchill met Stalin again, this time without Harriman. It
proved to be a much more intimate and friendly encounter than the first two
meetings and spilled over into a private dinner in Stalin’s Kremlin apart-
ment.84 Stalin pushed a little more on the Second Front issue suggesting that,
if Torch succeeded, the allies would need to occupy southern France as well, a
point which Churchill readily conceded. But the main focus of the conversa-
tion was on other matters. Of particular interest was Stalin’s highly optimistic
briefing of Churchill about the situation on the Eastern Front. The Germans,
said Stalin, were invading in two streams – one towards the Caucasus and
another towards Voronezh and Stalingrad:

The front had been broken, the enemy had achieved success, but he had not
sufficient power to develop it . . . They expected to break through to
Stalingrad, but they failed to reach the Volga. [He] thought that they would
not succeed in reaching it. At Voronezh they wanted to get through to Elets
and Riazan, thus turning the Moscow front. Here they had also failed . . . At
Rzhev the Russians had straightened out the line somewhat and Rzhev
would be taken very shortly. Then the Russians would move in a southerly
direction in order to cut off Smolensk. At Voronezh the Germans had been
driven across the Don. The Russians had large reserves . . . north of
Stalingrad, and he hoped to undertake an offensive shortly in two direc-
tions: (a) towards Rostov, and (b) in a more southerly direction . . . The
object would be to cut off the enemy forces in the Northern Caucasia . . .
He concluded by saying that Hitler had not the strength to undertake an
offensive on more than one sector of the front at any one time.

At dinner Stalin and Churchill discussed the possibility of a joint operation
against northern Norway in order to protect British convoy routes to
Murmansk85 and also exchanged views on the future of Germany. Churchill
thought that Prussian militarism and Nazism would have to be destroyed and
Germany disarmed after the war, while Stalin said Germany’s military cadres
would have to be liquidated and the country weakened by detaching the Ruhr.
Stalin asked about rumours of an Anglo-German pact not to bomb Berlin or
London, which Churchill denied, saying that the bombing would resume
when the nights got longer.86 Churchill said that Maiskii was a good ambas-
sador, but Stalin thought he could be better: ‘he spoke too much and could not
keep his tongue between his teeth’. Churchill talked about his prewar plan for
a ‘League of the three Great Democracies: Great Britain, United States and the
USSR, which between them could lead the world’. Stalin agreed, and said it
would have been a good idea, but for Chamberlain’s government. By the end
of dinner the text of a joint communiqué on Churchill’s visit had been drawn
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up and signed photographs exchanged by the two leaders. As the British
interpreter’s report concluded, ‘the whole atmosphere was most cordial and
friendly’.

After Churchill left Moscow, Molotov wrote to Maiskii, briefing him on the
outcome of the visit. ‘The negotiations with Churchill were not entirely
smooth,’ Molotov told Maiskii, but were ‘followed by an extensive conversa-
tion in Comrade Stalin’s private residence, making for a close personal
rapport with the guest . . . Even though Churchill failed to come up with a
satisfactory response on the main question [of the Second Front], the results
can nevertheless be regarded as satisfactory.’ On a less positive note Molotov
informed Maiskii that ‘your idea of working out a unified strategy was not
discussed. It seems to me that at this stage, when we are the only party at war,
this idea is unacceptable to us. You should not put forward this idea to the
British. You have not received, and could not have received, such directions
from us.’87

Throughout his conversations with Churchill and Harriman, Stalin stressed
that the controversy over the Second Front was a disagreement between allies,
not a matter of bad faith or lack of trust, notwithstanding disputes over
supplies or other issues. The personal meeting between the two of them, Stalin
told Churchill, was of great significance. Stalin also made it plain to Harriman
that he was keen to meet Roosevelt as soon as possible.88 Stalin’s attitude
soon soured, however, when the growing crisis at Stalingrad magnified the
impact of the absence of a second front in France. Stalin’s growing impa-
tience with his allies came to a head publicly on 3 October when he chose to
reply to written questions submitted by Henry Cassidy, Associated Press
correspondent in Moscow:

Question: What place does the possibility of a Second Front occupy in Soviet
estimates of the current situation?

Answer: A very important place: one might say a place of first-rate
importance.

Question: To what extent is Allied aid to the Soviet Union proving effective,
and what could be done to amplify and improve this aid?

Answer: As compared with the aid which the Soviet Union is giving to the
Allies by drawing upon itself the main forces of the German-fascist armies,
the aid of the Allies to the Soviet Union has so far been little effective. In
order to amplify and improve this aid only one thing is required: that the
Allies fulfill their obligations completely and on time.89
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Stalin’s public criticism caused a sensation in the British and American press90

and signalled that he had given up on a second front for the time being and
was now prioritising the issue of supplies. This was consonant with his private
communications with the British and Americans which emphasised, above all,
the urgent need for aircraft.91 Stalin returned to the question of the Second
Front in his speech on the 25th anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution on 6
November 1942. He told his audience in Moscow that the absence of a second
front in Europe explained the Germans’ current military success in Russia
since they had been able to concentrate all their reserves on the Eastern Front.
Had a second front been launched, the Red Army would now be near Pskov,
Minsk, Zhitomir and Odessa and ‘the German-fascist army would already
have been on the verge of disaster’.92 Stalin’s critique of western policy on the
Second Front was repeated in countless newspaper articles and editorials and
seems to have been broadly shared by the Soviet public, if NKVD reports on
popular opinion are to be believed.93

This tension in the Grand Alliance about the Second Front coincided with
an inter-allied controversy about the trial and punishment of war criminals.
In early October the Soviets were invited by the British and Americans to
participate in a war crimes commission. But before Moscow could reply to the
invitation the British publicly announced a plan for the postwar punishment
of war criminals. In response Molotov issued a statement on ‘the responsi-
bility of the Hitlerite invaders and their accomplices for the crimes committed
by them in the occupied countries of Europe’.94 The substance of the state-
ment, published on 14 October, was a demand that Nazi leaders apprehended
during the war should be arraigned before an international tribunal, not least
Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s former deputy, who had been languishing in prison since
his dramatic flight to Britain in May 1941. On 19 October Pravda published
an editorial calling for Hess to be tried as a war criminal and commented that
‘to recognise that Hess will not be brought to trial until the end of the war, that
he will be spared trial by an international tribunal for the whole period of the
war, means closing one’s eyes to the crimes of one of the bloodiest Hitlerite
criminals and looking upon Hess not as a criminal, but as the representative
of another state, as Hitler’s envoy’.95

The war crimes controversy formed the backdrop to an extraordinary
telegram from Stalin to Maiskii that same day:

All of us in Moscow have formed the impression that Churchill is intent on
the defeat of the USSR in order to then come to terms with . . . Hitler . . . at
our expense. Without such a supposition it is difficult to explain Churchill’s
conduct on the question of the Second Front in Europe, on the question of
arms supplies to the USSR, which are progressively reducing, despite the
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growth in production in England, on the question of Hess, whom Churchill
seems to be holding in reserve, on the question of the systematic bombing
of Berlin by the English in September, which Churchill proclaimed he
would do in Moscow and which he did not fulfil one iota, despite the fact
that he could undoubtedly do it.96

Maiskii replied to Stalin on 23 October, pointing out that a German victory
over the USSR would hardly be welcomed by Churchill since it would leave
Hitler dominating not only Europe but Africa and the greater part of Asia, too.
There were British advocates of the defeat of the USSR and a deal with Hitler,
but they did not enjoy great influence at the present time. Churchill’s faults
Maiskii ascribed to the fact that he wanted an ‘easy war’. Supplies were being
reduced because of the demands of Torch. Churchill didn’t bomb Berlin
because he feared retaliation against London. Hess was not tried because the
Germans might retaliate by taking repressive measures against British POWs.
Besides, concluded Maiskii, Churchill thought the war would last a long time
and Hess might prove to be useful one day.97 Stalin responded to Maiskii on
28 October:

I still think that as a proponent of an easy war Churchill is easily influenced
by those pursing the defeat of the Soviet Union, since the defeat of our
country and a compromise with Germany at the expense of the Soviet
Union is the easiest form of war between England and Germany.

Of course, the English will later understand that without the Russian
front and with France out of action they, the English, are doomed to
destruction. But when will they understand this? We will see . . .

Churchill told us in Moscow that by spring 1943 about a million Anglo-
American troops would have opened a second front in Europe. But
Churchill belongs, it seems, among those leaders who easily make promises
in order to forget them or break them. He also promised in Moscow to
bomb Berlin intensively in September–October. However, he has not
fulfilled his promise and has not even tried to inform Moscow of the
motives for non-fulfilment. Well, from now on we will know what kind of
allies we are dealing with.

I have little faith in Operation ‘Torch’. If, contrary to expectations, the
operation finishes successfully, one could reconcile oneself to the fact that
aircraft are being taken away from us for the sake of the operation.98

Stalin was plainly rattled – by the absence of a second front, by shortages of
supplies, by the Hess affair, by the suspicion that many of his so-called allies
would like to see the Germans win. Above all, Stalin was feeling the strain of
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the battle of Stalingrad. Even now the Red Army was preparing a great
counter-offensive to defeat the enemy in the Stalingrad area. That action did
not depend on holding Stalingrad; strategically the important thing was to
keep the Germans at bay along the flanks of the city. But the loss of the city
itself would be a devastating blow to Soviet morale, and to Stalin personally.
Emotionally and politically he had invested as heavily in the defence of the
‘city of Stalin’ as Hitler had in its capture.

Siege at Stalingrad 

The siege of Stalingrad began with massive air raids on 23 August 1942. For
two days the Luftwaffe pounded the city, flying 2,000 sorties and killing at
least 25,000 civilians. General Wolfram von Richthofen, head of the
Luftwaffe’s 8th Air Corps flew over the battered city, noting in his diary that
Stalingrad was ‘destroyed and without further worthwhile targets’.99 The day
after the air raids began advance units of General Fredrich Paulus’s 6th Army
reached the Volga at Rynok and Spartakanovka in the northern suburbs of the
city. However, the main body of Paulus’s forces did not reach the outskirts of
central Stalingrad until early September. South of the city Herman Hoth’s 4th

Panzer Army – now redeployed from the Caucasus campaign to attack
Stalingrad – didn’t reach the Volga at Kuporosnoye until 10 September but
when they did the Soviet defenders were cut off in all directions except east
across the Volga.

Defending the city were the 62nd Army in the centre and north of Stalingrad
and the 64th Army in the southern suburbs. But they had been separated from
each other by the German advance to the Volga. According to Soviet figures,
along the 40–mile front of Stalingrad and its environs the Germans deployed
13 enemy divisions, with about 170,000 men, 500 tanks, 3,000 artillery pieces
and 1,000 aeroplanes. Facing them was a Soviet force of 90,000, with 2,000
artillery pieces, 120 tanks and fewer than 400 planes.100

At first Stalin was confident that he could defend Stalingrad. The city had
been preparing for siege since early July and Stavka reserves were flooding into
the area. Between mid-July and the end of September Stavka transferred 50
divisions and 33 independent brigades to the Stalingrad area. Among the rein-
forcements were a number of crack divisions from the Far Eastern command
and 100,000 sailors from the navy.101 On 23 August Stalin issued a directive to
Yeremenko stating that the enemy forces breaking through on his front were
not very strong and that he had enough strength to deal with them. He was
urged to attack the enemy with all his planes and artillery and to harass the
enemy day and night. ‘The main thing,’ said Stalin, ‘is not to give in to panic,
not to be afraid of the impudence of the enemy and to maintain confidence in
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our success.’102 The next day Stalin sent a further directive, ordering
Yeremenko to plug gaps in Soviet defences and throw back the Germans from
Stalingrad.103 But Stalin had also learned some caution by now and on 25
August he sent a message to Vasilevskii and Malenkov – visiting Stalingrad as
Stavka representatives – to ask them if they thought the 62nd and 64th Armies
should be withdrawn to a line along the eastern Don.104 On 26 August Zhukov
was recalled to Moscow and appointed Deputy Supreme Commander.105 He,
too, was sent to Stalingrad to report on the situation. By early September
Stalin’s confidence was beginning to wane and on the 3rd he instructed
Zhukov:

The situation is getting worse. The enemy is [two miles] from Stalingrad.
They can take Stalingrad today or tomorrow . . . Get the commanders of the
troops to the north and north-west of Stalingrad to attack the enemy
without delay . . . No delay can be tolerated. Delay at this moment is equiv-
alent to a crime. Throw in all aircraft to help Stalingrad. In Stalingrad itself
there is very little aviation left.106

On 9 September Stavka appointed General Vasilii Chuikov to command the
62nd Army.107 When Chuikov took over he had about 54,000 troops, 900
artillery pieces and 110 tanks, while Paulus had about twice that strength
deployed in the city. Despite being outgunned and outnumbered, it was
Chuikov’s forces that saved Stalingrad from complete German occupation,
although the 63rd, 64th and 66th Armies operating on the flanks of the city also
made an indispensable contribution to the defensive battle.

Stalingrad was a long, narrow city that stretched for 30–40 miles along the
west bank of the Volga and was divided into three mains sections. In the south
was the old town, which bordered on the city’s railway stations and the central
landing-stage river dock area. In the central section was a modern city centre
with wide boulevards, department stores, civic buildings and public ameni-
ties. The north of the city was dominated by three huge factories along the
river front: the Dzerzhinsky tractor factory (converted during the war to tank
production); the Barrikady ordnance works and the Krasnii Oktyabr (Red
October) metal plant. The southern section of the city was bisected by the
Tsaritsa River (from which derived the city’s original name, Tsaritsyn, changed
to Stalingrad in 1924 in honour of Stalin’s defence of the city during the
Russian civil war). The city centre was dominated by a 300-foot hill, Mamayev
Kurgan.

In tactical terms the battle for the city was all about control of the river-
bank. While the Red Army occupied the riverbank its forces fighting in
Stalingrad could be resupplied from the east across the Volga. If the Germans
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were able to seize control of the riverbank they could liquidate the Soviet
bridgehead within the city.

The battle within the city unfolded in four main phases (see Map 9 on
p. 146).108 In the first phase, which began on 13 September, the battle concen-
trated in the south and centre of the city. German aims were to seize control
of the city south of the Tsaritsa, to occupy the central landing stage and to split
the 62nd Army in two. North of the Tsaritsa the German aims were to occupy
the city centre and to capture Mamayev Kurgan. By 26 September Paulus was
able to declare that the south and centre of the city had been won. However,
whilst the central landing stage was under fire the Germans did not securely
occupy it. Similarly, the high ground of Mamayev Kurgan – which consists of
several lower peaks as well as the main hill – remained contested territory.

During the second phase of the battle, from 27 September to 7 October, the
fight for Mamayev Kurgan continued but the main struggle was waged in the
north for control of the factory district. Again the Germans made consider-
able progress but failed to take the factories or to occupy the crucial river
frontage on the west bank of the Volga.

Stalin’s increasing anxiety about the tenability of the Soviet position in the
city was expressed in an angry directive to Yeremenko on 5 October:

I think that you do not see the danger threatening the forces of the
Stalingrad front. Occupying the city centre and advancing towards the
Volga in northern Stalingrad the enemy intends . . . to surround the 62nd

Army and take it prisoner and then to surround the 64th Army in the south
and take it prisoner. The enemy can accomplish this aim if they can occupy
the Volga crossings in the north, centre and south of Stalingrad. To prevent
this danger it is necessary to drive the enemy back from the Volga and to
occupy the streets and buildings that the enemy has taken from you. To do
this it is necessary to turn every street and every building in Stalingrad into
a fortress. Unfortunately, you have not managed to do this and continued
to give up to the enemy block after block. This speaks of your bad work. The
forces you have in the Stalingrad area are greater than those of the enemy,
in spite of which the enemy continued to squeeze you out. I am not pleased
with your work on the Stalingrad front and demand that you take every
measure to defend Stalingrad. Stalingrad must not be yielded to the enemy
and every part of Stalingrad occupied by the enemy must be liberated.109

Despite Stalin’s exhortations, the Red Army was forced to yield yet more
ground in the third phase of the battle, which began on 14 October with a
renewed assault on the factory district. By the end of the month the Germans
had taken the tractor factory and the Barrikady and most of Red October.
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Chuikov’s forces were squeezed into a long strip on the west side of the Volga
that in places was only hundreds of yards across.

Finally, on 11 November Paulus launched his last major attack in
Stalingrad. Again the target was the factory district and the Germans achieved
some success in breaking through to the Volga, occupying another section of
the west bank of the river, thereby splitting the 62nd Army into three. By mid-
November the Germans occupied more than 90 per cent of Stalingrad, but,
crucially, Chuikov’s troops remained entrenched in a 16-mile-long strip along
the Volga’s west bank. As long as the Red Army held this bridgehead the
Germans could not claim total victory at Stalingrad and remained endangered
by a Soviet counterattack. Paulus had also exhausted his forces in getting thus
far and the 6th Army was in no condition to mount further offensive action.
By hanging on in Stalingrad, by avoiding complete defeat, Chuikov effectively
won the strategic battle for control of the city.

Chuikov’s success was based on three main factors. First, his employment
of some effective street-fighting tactics that involved not only the ferocious
defence of fortified positions in the city’s rubble but taking the fight to the
enemy in hundreds of small battles in the ruined factories and buildings of
Stalingrad. The offensive spirit of the Red Army proved to be alive and well at
Stalingrad. Second, there was constant resupply from across the Volga.
Particularly important were troop reinforcements. Among the units sent
across the river was the ill-fated 13th Guards Division commanded by A.I.
Rodimtsev. ‘Guards’ divisions were elite formations, experienced and proven
in combat, better paid, and, generally, better supplied. The 13th crossed the
Volga on 14 and 15 September and went straight into action in the city centre.
On its first day in action the 10,000-strong division suffered 30 per cent casu-
alties, one reason being that many of the men had been sent across the river
without ammunition.110 By the end of the battle for Stalingrad the division
had only 320 survivors. In his memoirs Chuikov wrote that ‘had it not been
for Rodimtsev’s division the city would have fallen completely into enemy
hands approximately in the middle of September’.111 Third, there was the air
and artillery support for the defenders of Stalingrad. Images of the battle tend
to be dominated by pictures of the street and factory fighting, but as impor-
tant was the fire rained down on the Germans by batteries of Soviet artillery
on the eastern bank of the Volga and the contest for air superiority in the skies
above Stalingrad.

There was also another reason for the Soviet success at Stalingrad and this
was the reason that seemed most obvious to contemporary observers, at least
in the allied world: the Red Army’s heroic defence of the city. During the
course of the battle Chuikov’s forces suffered 75 per cent casualties yet the 62nd

Army’s will to resist did not crack. The Soviet and allied public marvelled at
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the Red Army’s resilience, but were not particularly surprised by it: Stalingrad
was the latest in a long line of heroic defences by the Red Army. What was
different about this battle was its prolonged and public character as it was
played out daily in the pages of western and Soviet newspapers between
August and November 1942. Naturally, Soviet propagandists went to great
lengths to talk up the Red Army’s feats at Stalingrad, and to feed this image of
heroism back to those fighting in the city. The legend of heroic Stalingrad was
rooted in real heroics but it was amplified by the media coverage. No wonder
that for decades afterwards Stalingrad stood as a symbol for do or die defence.

Of course, it wasn’t all heroic acts. At Stalingrad, as elsewhere, Stalin’s
unforgiving and relentless disciplinary regime played its role in steadying the
line. Throughout the battle the NKVD submitted reports on its activities in
Stalingrad. One report recorded the following incident that took place on
21 September:

Today, during a breakthrough attack by the enemy, two units of the 13th

Guards Division wavered and began to retreat. The commander of one of
these units, Lieutenant Mirolubov, also panicked, and ran from the field of
battle, leaving his unit. The blocking detachment of the 62nd Army detained
the retreating units and stabilized the position. Lieutenant Mirolubov was
shot in front of the men.112

During the course of the battle the NKVD units in the city and its environs
examined the documents of 750,000 people, as a result of which they detained
2,500 deserters and 255 enemy spies, diversionists and parachutists.113

According to another NKVD summary report, its units operating in the
Don and Stalingrad Front areas detained, in the period from 1 August to
15 October, more than 40,000 people: 900 were arrested, 700 shot, 1,300 sent
to penal battalions, and the rest returned to their units.114 However, at
Stalingrad even the NKVD was heroic. As well as carrying out its security and
counter-intelligence activities, the NKVD was in the thick of the fighting and
took a high number of casualties. Its operatives also penetrated enemy lines
and committed numerous acts of sabotage.115

‘Mars’, ‘Saturn’, ‘Jupiter’ and ‘Uranus’

All through the battle in Stalingrad, Stavka had been planning and preparing
its riposte. This came on 19 November with the launch of a combined
counter-offensive by the Stalingrad, Don and South-Western Fronts. The
Stalingrad and Don Fronts had been formed on 28 September when
Yeremenko’s South-Eastern Front was renamed the Stalingrad Front and
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Rokossovskii took command of the old Stalingrad Front, which was renamed
the Don Front. The South-Western Front, adjacent to the Don Front, had
been set up on 31 October under General Vatutin’s command.116 The basic
idea of Operation Uranus was to encircle the enemy at Stalingrad by the
armies of all three fronts advancing towards and converging on Kalach (see
Map 10 on p. 150).

The counter-offensive was prepared in the utmost secrecy and a number of
maskirovka (deception and disinformation) measures were put into effect.117

Frontline areas were cleared of civilians118 and the main assault forces were
not deployed until the last moment. Moreover, as the Russian historian
V.V. Veshanov has put it, ‘this time Stalin did not hurry his commanders, the
operation was prepared carefully and efficiently’.119 To secure the necessary
attack forces and reserves, other fronts and armies were placed on the defen-
sive or told to make do with what they had.120 By mid-November Stavka had
assembled an attack force of three-quarters of a million.

Operation Uranus was a stunning success. By 23 November the encir-
clement of Paulus’s forces in Stalingrad was complete. Stavka had expected to
trap 100,000 or so enemy troops. In the event, they caught three times that
number and Uranus represented the Red Army’s first successful grand encir-
clement manoeuvre. Among the enemy forces pulverised during the encir-
clement operation were the armies of Germany’s Axis allies whose task was to
guard Paulus’s flanks. After the event the Germans attempted to lay the blame
for the débâcle on the weaknesses of their allies, but the Romanians,
Hungarians and Italians had been starved of resources by the Wehrmacht and
had been given the impossible task of guarding vast swathes of open country
with no reserves to counter any enemy breakthroughs.121

The origins of Uranus are somewhat contentious. As the Russian proverb
has it, while failure is an orphan, success has many fathers. The most widely
accepted claim to paternity is that of Zhukov, who wrote in his memoirs that
he and Vasilevskii came up with the idea and proposed it to Stalin on 13
September 1942. Vasilevskii subsequently supported Zhukov’s account, in his
memoirs, although he did not specify a date or repeat Zhukov’s dramatic
presentation of Stalin as being persuaded to adopt a radical, new plan.122

However, according to Stalin’s appointments diary he had no meetings with
Zhukov between 31 August and 26 September. Stalin did meet Vasilevskii
during this period but not on any date between 9 and 21 September.123

Given the number of other dubious claims in his memoirs, it is likely that
Zhukov’s story is an invention. That is not to say Zhukov was not one of the
authors of Operation Uranus. He was, after all, Stalin’s deputy and he
worked closely with Vasilevskii who, as Chief of Staff, was responsible for
drafting the operational plan. Both Zhukov and Vasilevskii spent a lot of
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time in the Stalingrad area during the battle and had much first-hand
knowledge to contribute.

So the detailed genealogy of Operation Uranus remains unclear but it is
likely that it evolved from various plans and ideas to relieve the pressure on
the defenders of Stalingrad by attacking the Germans on their flanks. Such
counter-offensive thinking and planning was standard operating procedure
for the Red Army by this time. At any rate, by early October a decision on a
major counter-offensive at Stalingrad had been taken and the Fronts were
asked to draw up detailed plans of action.124

Another controversy about Operation Uranus concerns its relationship to
another offensive – Operation Mars. This was an attack against Army Group
Centre by the Kalinin and Western Fronts that aimed to encircle the German
9th Army in the Rzhev salient. Mars was initially scheduled to start before
Uranus but because of the weather and other factors was delayed until 25
November. While the forces allocated to Mars were equivalent to those given
to Uranus, it was not a great success. By the end of December the operation
had been called off, with little to show for the effort but 350,000 Soviet
casualties, including 100,000 dead.

In his memoirs Zhukov presented Operation Mars as a largely successful
supporting operation to Uranus, designed to make sure that troops from
Army Group Centre were not redeployed in the south.125 Although this
account has been accepted by most Russian military historians, in his book
Zhukov’s Greatest Defeat, the American historian David Glantz argued that
Mars was the Deputy Supreme Commander’s preferred operation and that it
was intended to be followed up by another operation called Jupiter or
Neptune – a plan for the grand encirclement and destruction of Army Group
Centre.126 Jupiter, in Glantz’s view, was a projected companion to Operation
Saturn in the south, itself the follow-up to Uranus that aimed to retake Rostov
and cut off Army Group A in the Caucasus. As Stephen Walsh has put it, what
Stavka had in mind was a breathtakingly ‘cosmic strategic design’.127 As a
glance at the operational map shows (see Map 11 on p. 152) the planetary
nomenclature of Mars–Saturn–Uranus–Jupiter can be seen as a metaphor for
the encirclement operations envisaged: relatively small ones in the case of
Mars and Uranus; gigantic encirclements in the case of Saturn and Jupiter.
More prosaically Glantz and his co-author Jonathan House wrote that ‘Soviet
strategic aims had expanded far beyond the simple defeat of German forces in
southern Russia: the Stavka sought to collapse enemy defences along virtually
the entire Eastern Front’.128 In other words, Mars–Saturn–Uranus–Jupiter was
yet another of Stalin’s grand designs to destroy the Wehrmacht in one fell
swoop. Certainly, it was an ambition that would have appealed to Stalin.
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Indeed, even when Mars failed Stalin stuck to the idea of a major rollback of
the German army across the Eastern Front.

As to Operation Mars it was probably not so much Zhukov’s greatest defeat
as his latest setback in the Rzhev–Viazma area. Mars was an operation that
grew out of many previous efforts to make headway against Army Group
Centre in that area. The difference was that Mars was much better resourced
than earlier operations and was conceptually linked to Uranus as one prong of
a dual offensive. This, in fact, was how the two operations were presented in
the Soviet press until Mars failed and faded from the headlines.129 Mars did
not succeed because Army Group Centre was stronger and entrenched in
better-prepared positions than were the German armies in the south; nor had
it faced such a tough summer of campaigning. Despite its failure, Mars was a
necessary adjunct to Uranus. Stavka could hardly ignore the strong German
forces on its doorstep, particularly when Stalin, and probably Zhukov too,
continued to believe the Soviet capital was Hitler’s main target. As Mikhail
Myagkov has argued,130 from Stavka’s point of view a strategic transformation
in the south could turn out to be a temporary success if the central sector was
not secure as well. Sooner or later the Red Army was going to have to deal with
Army Group Centre.

Hitler’s response to the encirclement of Paulus’s forces in Stalingrad was
twofold. First, there was an attempt to keep the 6th Army supplied by air. The
problem was that the Luftwaffe needed to fly in 300 tons of supplies a day and
it did not have enough planes to do that (half its transport aircraft were busy
helping the retreating German armies in North Africa, reeling under the
impact of Torch). The weather was also against the German airlift and in the
skies above Stalingrad the Red Air Force was growing in strength.131 Second,
there was Operation Wintergewitter (Winter Storm), an attempt to break
through to Stalingrad by Army Group Don, a special force set up for this
purpose. Commanded by Field Marshal Eric von Manstein, the Germans
made some progress but were stopped 25–30 miles short of Stalingrad and
Paulus’s troops were in no condition to fight their way out to meet them. In
any case, Hitler decided that the 6th Army should stand and fight rather than
conduct a risky and inglorious retreat. Like Stalin, Hitler saw the value of
heroic defeats, particularly when there was little choice in the matter. An
important side effect of Operation Wintergewitter was to force the Soviets to
revise plans for Operation Saturn. Instead Stavka had to mount Operation
Little Saturn to stop Manstein’s manoeuvre.132 Manstein was stopped but
Rostov was not retaken until February 1943 – a delay that enabled Army
Group A to escape from the Caucasus.

When the Soviets realised the full extent of the force they had trapped in
Stalingrad they prepared a major operation to reduce the encirclement ring.
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Seven Soviet armies, commanded by Rokossovskii, attacked on 10 January
1943. By the end of the month the battle was won and 90,000 Germans had
surrendered. Among them was Paulus, one of 24 German generals at
Stalingrad who went into Soviet captivity.

Meanwhile the Red Army had launched a general offensive in the southern
sector: Voronezh was retaken on 26 January and Rostov on 14 February. The
next day the Germans evacuated Kharkov (but in mid-March they counter-
attacked and captured the city again). In early February a major offensive in
the Orel, Briansk and Smolensk direction was launched. A few days later
Operation Polar Star began – an attempt to lift the blockade of Leningrad. In
his Order of the Day on 23 February 1943 Stalin bemoaned the fact that in
‘absence of a Second Front in Europe, the Red Army alone bears the whole
burden of the war’ but claimed that the initiative was now firmly in Soviet
hands: ‘to-day, in hard winter conditions the Red Army is advancing over
a front of 1,500 kilometres and is achieving successes practically every-
where’.133 This was true, but the Soviet advance soon ground to a halt in the
Rasputitsa. Once again the Red Army’s capabilities had not matched Stavka’s
ambitions and the Germans had proved surprisingly resilient in the wake of
the devastating defeat at Stalingrad.

The Victories at Stalingrad and Kursk

While Stavka had failed to achieve its most ambitious goals, the victory at
Stalingrad was spectacular enough. The Germans and their Axis allies suffered
a million and a half casualties during the course of the 1942 southern
campaign and gained nothing. A year after the launch of Operation Blau the
Germans were back to the lines they had started from. Nearly 50 divisions had
been lost, including the whole of the elite German 6th Army. In Stalingrad
alone 150,000 Germans had perished. The armies of all Germany’s European
Axis allies, except Finland, had been shattered beyond repair. It was the begin-
ning of the end for the Axis alliance in Europe, which was to disintegrate
entirely in 1943–1944.134 Resistance movements all over German-occupied
Europe took heart from Hitler’s defeat at Stalingrad. The psychological boost
to Soviet and allied morale was immeasurable. Germany had suffered its first
great defeat of the war and victory for the allies now seemed certain.

In retrospect Stalingrad has often been identified as the turning point of the
war on the Eastern Front. At Stalingrad the Soviets seized the strategic initia-
tive and never lost it. After Stalingrad, it was always a question of how and
when the Germans would lose the war, no longer if and when. Apart from a
last-ditch effort at Kursk in summer 1943 the Wehrmacht was in retreat all the
way to Berlin.
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Contemporary observers in the allied world were quick to grasp the
significance of Stalingrad. In Britain the Soviet victory was hailed in the press
as the salvation of European civilisation.135 Writing in the Washington Post on
2 February 1943, Barnet Nover compared Stalingrad to the great battles of the
First World War that had saved and delivered victory to the then allied
alliance: ‘Stalingrad’s role in this war was that of the Battle of Marne, Verdun
and the Second Marne rolled into one.’

According to the New York Times editorial on 4 February 1943:

Stalingrad is the scene of the costliest and most stubborn struggle in this
war. The battle fought there to its desperate finish may turn out to be
among the decisive battles in the long history of war . . . In the scale of its
intensity, its destructiveness and its horror, Stalingrad has no parallel. It
engaged the full strength of the two biggest armies in Europe and could fit
into no lesser framework than that of a life-and-death conflict which
encompasses the earth.

At the time the Soviets themselves had a more restrained view of the signifi-
cance of Stalingrad. Naturally, the battle was hailed as a great victory,136 but
there were no triumphalist assertions that the war was won. The Soviet High
Command knew that great though the victory was it had fallen far short of its
hopes for a rout of the German armies across the Eastern Front. It had also
been a very hard-won victory for the Soviets, with casualties far in excess of
those publicly admitted. Soviet casualties during the course of the Germans’
southern campaign were in the order of 2.5 million. These casualties came on
top of the colossal losses of 1941, not to speak of the hundreds of thousands
incurred elsewhere on the front in 1942. Moreover, Stalin and Stavka also
believed that the decisive battle – against Army Group Centre – had yet to
come. The road to Berlin lay along the relatively short central axis running
through Smolensk, Minsk and Warsaw. While this route remained barred by
still substantial German forces there could be no complacency about victory.

As its winter offensive ground to a halt in early spring 1943 Stavka consid-
ered its options for future operations. Following various meetings and consul-
tations in March and April a consensus emerged that, for the immediate
future, the Red Army should remain on the defensive. Stalin’s willingness to
countenance a defensive stance seems to have been influenced by three main
factors. First, the disappointment that the post-Stalingrad operations had not
made greater progress, indeed had been thrown back in a number of sectors,
most notably in the Kharkov area. Second, Stavka lacked the reserves neces-
sary to mount offensive operations immediately. On 1 March Stavka had only
four reserve armies at its disposal, although by the end of the month this had
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risen to 10.137 Third, the Germans’ next target could be clearly identified as
the outward bulge in the Soviet defensive line near the town of Kursk at the
junction of the central and southern theatres of operation. This suggested the
possibility of preparing for and absorbing a German attack and then
launching a counter-offensive. An early proponent of this strategy was
Zhukov, who wrote to Stalin on 8 April:

The enemy, having sustained heavy losses over the 1942–43 winter
campaign, will apparently be unable by spring to build up reserves suffi-
ciently large for a new offensive aimed at seizing the Caucasus and reaching
the Volga with the objective of widely enveloping Moscow. Because of
limited reserves the enemy will be compelled . . . to open offensive opera-
tions on a narrower front and pursue strictly by stages his prime objective
of taking Moscow. The present enemy confrontation of our Central,
Voronezh and South-Western Fronts leads me to believe that the enemy will
strike chiefly against those fronts with the aim of smashing us here in order
to secure ground for freely manoeuvring and outflanking Moscow from as
close as possible. In the initial stage the enemy is likely to strike in force . . .
in a two-pronged movement to envelop Kursk . . . I believe it inexpedient
for our forces to launch a preventative offensive in the next few days, it
being more to our advantage to wear the enemy down in defensive action,
and destroy his tanks. Subsequently by committing fresh reserves, we
should assume an all-out offensive completely to destroy the main enemy
grouping.138

By highlighting the threat to Moscow as well as advocating an all-out offen-
sive at a later stage, Zhukov was pushing the right buttons with Stalin.
According to the General Staff ’s Chief of Operations, S.M. Shtemenko, Stalin’s
response to Zhukov’s proposal was to depart from his long-held principle of
‘not being carried away by predictions about the enemy’.139 He ordered a poll
of the opinions of Front commanders and when they responded along much
the same lines as Zhukov he was persuaded to prepare for a defensive battle in
the Kursk area. In line with this view the main theme of Stalin’s Order of the
Day on 1 May 1943 was the need to consolidate the successes of the winter
battles.140

The prediction that Kursk would be the Wehrmacht’s next target was
confirmed by intelligence reports of German intentions and preparations.141

In fact, during May there were a number of premature reports of imminent
German attack, which prompted Stavka to issue a series of alerts to its front
commanders. The failure of the attack to materialise led some in the High
Command to conclude that it wasn’t coming and that the Red Army needed
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to take the initiative. One advocate of attack was General Vatutin, now back in
command of the Voronezh front. ‘We’ll miss the boat, let the moment slip,’ he
reportedly told Vasilevskii. ‘The enemy is not going to move, soon it will be
autumn and all our plans will be ruined. Let’s get off our backsides and begin
first. We’ve enough forces for it.’142 Zhukov and Vasilevskii managed to
persuade Stalin to sit tight and wait for the German attack but the Supreme
Commander was anxious about the defensive preparations, particularly the
Red Army’s ability to withstand a full-scale tank attack. Heightening the
tension was the news from Churchill and Roosevelt in June that, although
operations were continuing in the Mediterranean, there would definitely be
no second front in France in 1943.143

The German attack at Kursk came on 4/5 July.144 Their plan was to pinch
out the Kursk salient by combined thrusts from Army Group Centre and the
reconstituted Army Group South. Soviet forces trapped inside the encir-
clement manoeuvre would be destroyed and the Germans’ defensive line
shortened and consolidated. In effect what the Germans envisaged was a
strategic battle of defence, which would wound the Red Army, regain the
initiative in the central sector and enable the Wehrmacht to survive the war on
the Eastern Front, for the time being at least.

Hitler committed to battle 18 infantry divisions, three motorised divisions
and 17 panzer divisions, including large numbers of his new Tiger and
Panther tanks, which outgunned anything the Soviets had in their arsenal. The
German attack lasted about a week and climaxed in a mass tank battle on
11–12 July – the greatest of the Second World War, which resulted in the loss
of hundreds of tanks on both sides. The Red Army’s having survived the
German attack meant that the defensive battle was won and Stavka now
moved into attack mode (see Map 12 on p. 158). The Germans were pushed
back from the Kursk area and then attacked at a number of other points along
the Eastern Front. On 24 July Stalin publicly proclaimed that ‘the German
plan for a summer offensive can be considered as having failed completely
. . . the legend that in a summer offensive the Germans are always successful,
and that the Soviet troops are compelled to retreat, is refuted.’145 Soon the
Soviet counterattacks developed into a general offensive. Within a few weeks
the Wehrmacht had been driven back to the River Dnepr along a broad front.
Among the early reconquests of the Red Army were the cities of Orel and
Belgorod in early August. Their recapture was marked by a 120-gun salute in
Moscow, the first of 300 such salvoes ordered by Stalin during the remaining
years of the war. As Alexander Werth says, the era of Victory Salutes had
begun.146 This was also the period when Stalin began to issue frequent Orders
of the Day noting Soviet victories and awarding decorations to the successful
commanders. In August Kharkov was retaken, followed by Smolensk in
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September, and Kiev in November. By the end of 1943 the Red Army had
liberated half the territory occupied by the Germans in 1941–1942. In his
November 1943 speech Stalin summed up the year’s campaigning as a ‘radical
turning point in the course of war’ which meant that Nazi Germany now faced
military and political catastrophe.

Stalin and his Generals

The two main architects of the victory at Kursk were Zhukov and Vasilevskii
who, together with Antonov, the Deputy Chief of the General Staff, persuaded
Stalin of the merits of a strategic pause in spring 1943. During the Kursk battle
Vasilevskii was sent to co-ordinate the Voronezh and South-Western Fronts,
while Zhukov looked after the Central, Briansk and Western Fronts. At the
same time, Stalin was more inclined than ever to allow Front commanders to
take the critical operational decisions and to ask their advice before making
up his mind about the best course of action. For example, according to
Shtemenko, Stalin thought the Front commanders during the Kursk battle
were better placed than Stavka to take the decision about when to make the
transition from defensive to offensive action.147

Stalin’s relationship with his generals during the Kursk battle was illustra-
tive of a broader transformation of relations within the Soviet High
Command in 1942–1943. It is often said that Stalin became more willing to
listen to professional military advice and to accept the judgement of his
generals. The moral of the tale – derived from the memoirs of Zhukov,
Vasilevskii and others – is that when Stalin started to heed his generals the Red
Army began to win. This somewhat self-serving picture drawn by Stalin’s
generals is only partly true. In fact, Stalin had always listened to and often
taken the advice of his High Command. What happened from Stalingrad
onwards was that he listened more, the advice got better and he got better at
taking it. The Soviet generals as well as Stalin were on a steep learning curve
from day one of the war and it was only through the bitter experience of
defeat that they became better commanders and he became a better Supreme
Commander. Furthermore, while mistakes are magnified by defeat they tend
to be masked by victory. After Stalingrad and Kursk the Soviet High
Command continued to make mistakes and to experience many more mili-
tary setbacks, but none that threatened catastrophe or captured the historical
headlines. Arguably, it was victory, more than anything else, that transformed
relations between Stalin and his generals and led to a more balanced relation-
ship between his power and their professional expertise. At the same time
Stalin remained very much in overall command and continuously asserted his
military as well as his political leadership.
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Beyond the issue of whether Stalin was as wise, or as foolish, as his generals
there is a more important point to make. As Simon Sebag Montefiore has
shown very effectively in his portrait of life in Stalin’s political court,148 one of
the sources of the Soviet dictator’s enduring power was the loyalty and
stability of his inner circle. From the late 1920s through to the early 1950s
there was remarkable continuity in the Stalinist political grouping that ruled
the party and the country. Stalin’s closest associates – Molotov, Kaganovich,
Voroshilov, Beria, Zhdanov, Malenkov, Mikoyan and Khrushchev – feared
him, were overawed by him, were managed and manipulated by him, but they
were also charmed by him and seduced by his attention to their personal
needs and those of their families. The cumulative result was a leadership
clique that stuck together through thick and thin and in which disloyalty to
Stalin was never an issue even in the most dire of circumstances. During the
war Stalin created a similar coherence and loyalty in his closest military asso-
ciates, and used many of the same techniques to secure it. Marshal
Rokossovskii, for example, painted a very flattering picture in his memoirs of
Stalin’s personal leadership qualities, particularly when compared to those of
Zhukov (with whom Rokossovskii often clashed). He wrote that ‘the concern
displayed by the Supreme Commander was invaluable. The kind, fatherly
intonations were encouraging and raised one’s self-confidence.’149 Similarly, in
his memoirs Vasilevskii recounted an incident during the battle of Moscow in
which Stalin wanted to promote him to general. He declined but asked that
some of his assistants should be promoted. Stalin agreed and they were all
promoted along with Vasilevskii. ‘This attention to us touched us deeply,’
wrote Vasilevskii. ‘I have already mentioned how Stalin could be very irascible
and abrasive; but even more striking was this concern for his subordinates at
such a grave time.’ In his memoirs Stalin’s operations chief, General
Shtemenko, told a story which showed that Stalin could be terrifyingly
mischievous as well as charming. He had inadvertently left some important
maps in Stalin’s office after a briefing session. When he went to retrieve them
Stalin pretended not to have them and said they must be lost. Shtemenko
insisted that he must have left them behind, whereupon Stalin produced
them, telling him ‘here you are. And don’t leave them behind again . . . It’s a
good thing you told the truth.’150 Normally, however, Stalin’s dealings with his
High Command were polite and respectful. While there are examples of acer-
bity in Stalin’s many recorded conversations with his Front commanders,
mostly he was businesslike and formally correct in these exchanges, including
those conducted amid military disaster, and he rarely forgot to wish his offi-
cers success in their missions. It is evident, too, that Stalin did not generally
punish or scapegoat his commanders simply for failure. After the purge of
Pavlov’s Western Front and of the Red Air Force generals in 1941 the Soviet
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High Command settled down to a remarkable continuity, notwithstanding
the disasters and near defeat of 1941–1942. With the exception of those who
were captured or died as a result of combat, Stalin’s generals nearly all served
in senior command positions throughout the war. According to David Glantz:

Contrary to popular belief . . . command stability was far greater in the Red
Army and command turbulence was significantly less damaging than has
previously been assumed, not only after November 1942 but also during the
first 18 months of war. Furthermore, command was most stable in the Red
Army’s fronts, key armies, tank and mechanized forces and in its largest
supporting air, artillery, and air defence formations . . . More important
still, when command instability was the greatest during 1941 and 1942
Stalin was still able to identify and develop the key commanders who would
lead the Red Army to victory in the last two years of war . . . In short, most
of the marshals and generals who led the Red Army to victory during May
1945 were already serving as generals or colonels in responsible command
positions when war began on 22 June 1941. What is surprising is the rela-
tively high percentage of these officers who survived their education at the
hands of the Wehrmacht during 1941 and 1942 to emerge as successful
commanders in the victorious Red Army of 1945.151

Stalin stuck with his generals as long as they were loyal, disciplined and
reasonably competent. The first two qualities were a given for all high-ranking
Red Army officers, who would never have reached such rank had they not
been loyal to Stalin and the party and committed to defend the Soviet system
to the utmost. Any doubts were quelled by the experience of the prewar purges
and by the exemplary punishment handed out to Pavlov and others in 1941.
Stalin was a little more relaxed when it came to competence and inclined to
give those loyal to him more than one chance to prove their worth. But there
were limits to his patience and if they proved to be too incompetent even the
most loyal of cronies were shunted off to safer pastures.

Even more remarkable is how within these inviolable structures of loyalty
and discipline Stalin was able to foster a considerable amount of talent and
creativity in the upper reaches of the Red Army. A major part of the explana-
tion is the emphasis he personally placed on learning from experience, on
experimentation and on adaptation to changing circumstances. During the
Great Patriotic War the Red Army was very much a learning organisation. The
experience and lessons of combat and command were carefully and systemat-
ically collected, and disseminated through documentation and training. Red
Army command structures and force organisation were kept under constant
review and reformed on many occasions. For example, the large mechanised
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corps abolished in summer 1941 were reconstituted in 1942 as tank corps and
armies. Air armies were formed. ‘Shock’ armies were formed to spearhead
offensives and the combat-proven designation ‘Guards’ applied to armies as
well as divisions and sub-divisional units. The titles and demarcation lines of
the ‘Fronts’ were changed as the military situation demanded and by the end
of the war complex, co-ordinated offensive operations by a multiplicity of
fronts were the norm. As the war progressed Red Army officers were increas-
ingly encouraged to take risks and to make their own decisions, particularly
when they were on the attack. Military doctrine was kept under constant
review. Attack remained the priority but the conceptualisation, preparation
and implementation of offensive operations became ever more sophisticated.
Efforts to improve the effectiveness of propaganda work among the armed
forces were as intensive as they were continuous. Of course, Stalin can hardly
be credited with all this innovation and dynamism but he did preside over the
system and culture that made it possible and none of it could have happened
without his assent. Stalin also made one very specific contribution to the Red
Army’s performance during the war: the priority he attached to supplies and
reserves – which he numbered among the ‘permanently operating factors’ that
would determine the outcome of the struggle with Germany in the long
run. It is not for nothing that the most noted quality of Stalin’s war leadership
in both western and Soviet memoirs is his role in organising the materiel
foundations of the Red Army’s victory over the Wehrmacht.

The transformation in Stalin’s military position and standing after the
victory at Stalingrad was symbolised by the title Marshal of the Soviet Union
bestowed upon him in March 1943. With defeat averted and victory assured it
was safe to begin the process of extending the cult of his personality to the
realm of military affairs, and from early 1943 the myth of Stalin’s strategic
genius began to figure increasingly in the Soviet press. But the new title
reflected more than propaganda and cult politics. It was a fair reflection of the
development of his military abilities and of the positive relationship he had
established with his generals since June 1941. Above all, the new title repre-
sented the reality of Stalin’s supreme commandership, his domination of mili-
tary decision-making structures, and his central, indispensable position in the
Soviet war machine.

The Economic Bases of Victory

The Soviet victories at Stalingrad and Kursk were the result of a number
of factors: Stalin’s leadership, good generalship, German mistakes, patriotic
mobilisation, heroic deeds, harsh discipline, and not a little luck. But overlaying
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the effects of all these factors was a tremendous economic and organisational
achievement.152

By the time the battle of Stalingrad commenced the Germans occupied half
of European Russia – more than a million square miles of territory containing
80 million people or 40 per cent of the Soviet population. The occupied area
accounted for nearly 50 per cent of the USSR’s cultivated land and the produc-
tion of 70 per cent of its pig iron, 60 per cent of its coal and steel and 40 per
cent of its electricity. Yet by the end of 1942 Soviet annual output of rifles had
quadrupled (to nearly 6 million) compared to 1941, while tank and artillery
production had increased fivefold to 24,500 and 287,000 per annum respec-
tively. The number of aeroplanes produced rose from 8,200 to 21,700. This
achievement was testimony to the mobilisation power of the Soviet economy
but also to the amazing feat of the mass relocation of industrial plant to the
eastern USSR in 1941–1942. One of Stalin’s first wartime decrees was to order
the establishment of an evacuation committee which organised the transfer to
the east of more than 1,500 large-scale enterprises in summer 1941. With the
plant and machinery went hundreds of thousands of workers. Tens of thou-
sands of trucks were used and up to a million and half railway wagon loads of
evacuation cargo. This achievement was replicated on a smaller scale in
summer 1942 when 150 big factories were evacuated from the Don and Volga
regions. As well as the relocation of industry, the Soviets created 3,500 new
factories during the war, most of them dedicated to armaments production.

On the manpower front, by the end of 1941 the original 5-million-strong
Red Army had been virtually wiped out by the Germans. However, the Soviets
had been preparing for war for a decade or more and there was a civilian pool
of 14 million people with basic military training. The Soviet authorities were
able to call up 5 million reservists on the outbreak of war and by the end of
1941 the Red Army numbered 8 million. In 1942 the number increased to
11 million, despite the substantial losses of that year. At the time of the
Stalingrad counter-offensive the Red Army was able to field an attack force of
90 fully equipped and fresh divisions just for Operation Uranus. The Red
Army’s ‘manpower’, it should be noted, included a million Soviet women,
about half of whom served at the front in the full range of combat roles.

Did the highly successful Soviet wartime mobilisation of its human and
material resources take place because of Stalin or in spite of him? Did the
centralised and directive Stalinist state economy deliver the wartime goods or
was it the decentralisation of decision-making and the introduction of
elements of a market economy that made such a performance possible? Did
planning work in wartime or was it improvisation and individual initiative
that made the difference between success and failure? Could a better system
and better leadership have performed better? The debate continues but one
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thing is clear: it was within Stalin’s power to disrupt the flow of production
and undermine the economy’s actual performance by bad decisions. Instead,
Stalin largely left matters of wartime economic management in the hands of
his economic experts, intervening when he deemed it necessary to achieve
urgent targets but usually restricting his role to maintaining the priority of
supplies for the military, even at the cost of a severe reduction in civilian living
standards.

A related controversy concerns the contribution of western aid to the Soviet
war effort. Between 1941 and 1945 the USSR’s western allies supplied about
10 per cent of Soviet wartime economic needs. For example, the United States
under its lend-lease programme supplied 360,000 trucks, 43,000 jeeps, 2,000
locomotives and 11,000 railroad cars – making the Red Army more mobile
than the Germans and far less dependent than them on horse-drawn trans-
portation. Canadian and American food shipments fed a third of the Soviet
population during the war. Australia supplied thousands of sheepskin coats to
keep the Red Army warm in its winter campaigns. The Soviets grumbled
constantly about the failure of the west to fulfil its supply commitments and
during the early years of the war these complaints spilled over into the public
arena, but generally the Soviets were quite fulsome in their thanks for western
support. The various supplies agreements were highlighted in the press, as
were many individual instances of western aid. Towards the end of the war the
Soviet authorities began to reveal to citizens the full extent of the material
support they had received.153 Most of this aid arrived after Stalingrad, so its
main role was to facilitate victory rather than stave off defeat. On the other
hand, as Mark Harrison has pointed out, the territorial and economic losses
of mid-1942 meant the Soviet economy was on a knife-edge of collapse. All
support made a crucial difference, including the limited amount of western
aid delivered in 1941–1942.154 As important was the boost to Soviet morale
provided by the political alliance with the west which signified that the USSR
did not stand alone in its struggle against the Axis. The Anti-Hitler coalition,
as the Soviets called it, also represented the hope of a peaceful future. In his
wartime speeches Stalin skilfully played on popular hopes and expectations
about what peace would bring. Indeed, after the victories at Stalingrad and
Kursk, Stalin began to put aside his own fears and disappointments
concerning his Anglo-American allies and embraced the idea that after the
war there should be a peacetime Grand Alliance to safeguard the postwar
world, a new security order that the Soviet Union would play a critical role in
shaping and controlling.
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From the very beginning Stalin saw the war with Hitler as a political and
diplomatic contest as well as a military struggle. The war, and the peace that
followed, would be won or lost not only on the battlefield but through the
political alliances each side formed. For Stalin the Grand Alliance with Britain
and the United States was as much a political alliance as a military coalition.
Until mid-1943 Stalin’s diplomatic efforts within the Grand Alliance focused
on ensuring that Hitler, and anti-communist elements within Britain and the
US, did not succeed in splitting the Soviet–Western coalition. In his
November 1941 speech Stalin spoke at length of the German aim of using the
fear of communism and revolution to enlist the British and Americans in an
anti-Soviet coalition.1 In June 1942 the Soviet Information Buro (Sovinform)
issued a statement on the first year of the Soviet–German war highlighting the
USSR’s achievement in averting political isolation and in successfully forging
a coalition with its western allies.2 All major government statements were
carefully scrutinised by Stalin and there can be no doubt that Sovinform’s
view reflected his own. But as shown by his exchange with Ambassador
Maiskii about the Hess affair in October 1942, Stalin remained anxious that
the British would contemplate a separate peace with Germany should Hitler
emerge victorious from the battle of Stalingrad. In this regard the frantic
Soviet pressure on the Anglo-Americans to open a second front in France had
political as well as military purpose: to get the western allies to commit their
troops to a bloody battle that would copper-fasten their commitment to pros-
ecute the war against Germany through to the very end. Even in the darkest
days of defeat Stalin was confident the war would be won sooner or later,
provided the Soviet Union survived the initial German military onslaught and
the coalition with Britain and the United States held together.

But did Stalin ever contemplate an alternative survival strategy: a separate
Soviet peace with Germany? There have been many rumours and reports that
during the war Stalin sought to entice Hitler into a peace deal. One set of
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rumours refers to a peace feeler of summer 1941 floated via Ivan Stamenov,
the Bulgarian ambassador in Moscow.3 However, according to Pavel
Sudoplatov, the NKVD official entrusted with this approach, Stamenov was a
Soviet agent and the object of the exercise was to use him unwittingly to sow
disinformation in the Axis camp.4 Another suggestion is that Stalin was so
disturbed by the German approach to Moscow in autumn 1941 that he seri-
ously contemplated a capitulationist peace. But such a scenario does not
square with Stalin’s comportment during the Moscow crisis or with his plans
and preparations for a decisive rebuff of the German threat to the Soviet
capital.5 As Sudoplatov sensibly commented: ‘Stalin and the leadership sensed
that any attempt at capitulation – in a war that was so harsh and unprece-
dented – would automatically ruin the leadership’s ability to run the country.’6

In his book Generalissimus the Russian historian and war veteran, Vladimir
Karpov, reproduced documents that suggest Stalin sought a separate peace
with Hitler in early 1942. One of these purported documents is a signed
proposal by Stalin dated 19 February 1942 for an immediate armistice, to be
followed by a withdrawal of German troops from Russia and then a joint
Soviet–German war against ‘international Jewry’ as represented by England
and the US.7 The fact that in February 1942 Stalin was contemplating the
defeat of Germany by the end of the year makes this document an absurd as
well as a blatant forgery.

These various stories are such an obvious attempt to discredit Stalin and the
Soviet war record that they would barely merit comment were it not for the
fact that even serious scholars can be tempted by such speculation. Vojtech
Mastny, for example, in his classic study of Russia’s Road to the Cold War,
speculated at length that in 1942–1943 Stalin contemplated using his victories
at Stalingrad and Kursk to leverage a good deal with Hitler.8 Mastny, writing
in the 1970s, was repeating wartime rumours of Soviet–German peace nego-
tiations in neutral Sweden in summer 1943. In fact, Moscow was so keen to
refute these reports that the official Soviet news agency, Tass, issued two
separate denials that the Soviet Union was conducting unofficial peace nego-
tiations with Germany.9 At the Moscow conference of American, British and
Soviet foreign ministers in October 1943 it was agreed to share information
about any approaches from the Axis for peace negotiations. For their part, the
Soviets were adamant that the only basis for negotiations with any Axis state
was its unconditional surrender. At a dinner to mark the end of the conference
on 30 October 1943 Stalin told Averell Harriman, the newly appointed
American ambassador in Moscow, that he was sure the British and Americans
thought ‘the Soviets were going to make a separate peace with Germany and
he hoped that they had found this was not going to be done’.10 In line with the
agreement made at the conference, on 12 November Molotov sent Harriman
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a memorandum stating that the Soviet embassy in Stockholm had been
approached by the supposed representative of a group of German industrial-
ists, reputedly in close contact with Hitler’s Foreign Minister, Ribbentrop, who
favoured a separate peace with the Soviet Union. According to Molotov the
Soviet embassy staff had rebuffed this approach and refused to conduct any
further conversations.11 These rumours of Soviet–German peace negotiations
in Sweden in summer 1943 were revived and repeated in the early years of the
cold war12 but there was no hard evidence to support them then and no such
evidence has emerged in the decades since. Indeed, it simply beggars belief
that Stalin would even consider such a move when victory was in sight. Nor is
it plausible that Stalin would have risked the break-up of the Grand Alliance
for the sake of a separate peace with Hitler, who had proved so perfidious in
the past. Could any Soviet regime – even Stalin’s – have survived the internal
opposition that a peace deal with Hitler would have provoked? 

In truth, an armistice with Germany was the furthest thing from Stalin’s
mind after Stalingrad and Kursk. Stalin looked forward to victory with
renewed confidence and began to refocus his priorities within the Grand
Alliance from war-related issues to problems of the postwar peace. Stalin had
begun thinking about Soviet war aims and the shape of the postwar world as
early as autumn 1941 and, in his meetings with the British Foreign Secretary
Anthony Eden in December of that year, he proposed a wide-ranging
programme for the settlement of European frontiers and the maintenance of
postwar security. At the forefront of his demands was the restoration of the
USSR’s June 1941 borders and a Soviet sphere of influence in Europe encom-
passing military bases in Finland and Romania. In January 1942 Stalin
ordered the creation of a ‘Commission for the Preparation of Diplomatic
Documents’, an internal committee of the People’s Commissariat of Foreign
Affairs, chaired by Molotov, which was charged with the examination of the
full range of postwar issues – borders, the postwar economic and political
order, the organisation of peace and security in Europe. This commission had
a few meetings and generated some materials and reports but did not get very
far in its deliberations,13 probably because Stalin’s active interest in postwar
questions waned as the military situation worsened in 1942. But after
Stalingrad, as victory beckoned once again, the Soviet leader renewed his
interest in the settlement of a number of postwar issues. Unlike in 1941–1942,
Churchill and Roosevelt were also now keen to arrive at some specific advance
agreements about the postwar world. Stalingrad signalled that the Germans
would definitely be defeated on the Eastern Front and that the Soviet Union
would emerge from the war as the dominant power in continental Europe.
The balance of power had shifted to Moscow, leaving London and Washington
as the suitors within the Grand Alliance. The Soviet position was also buoyed
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up by the wave of admiration for the Red Army’s heroic deeds at Stalingrad
that swept through the allied world.14 For his part Stalin was happy to explore
the possibilities of a peacetime Grand Alliance with Britain and the United
States. The more the Big Three talked about the peace, the more likely they
were to co-operate and stick together in wartime. Stalin thought it far better
to maintain postwar unity with the British and Americans than to have them
unite against him, possibly in association with a revived Germany. A peace-
time Grand Alliance would offer a framework in which the Soviet Union
could attain its security goals, enhance its prestige and secure the time
necessary to repair the damages of war.

But how did this diplomatic perspective mesh with Stalin’s communist
political and ideological perspectives? The answer to this question lies, some-
what paradoxically, in his decision to abolish the Communist International in
May 1943.

Abolition of Comintern

The abolition of the Communist International (Comintern) had been on Stalin’s
personal agenda for quite some time. In April 1941, after a night at the Bolshoi
Ballet, Stalin told Dimitrov that he thought the various communist parties
should be made independent of Comintern and should concentrate on their
national tasks rather than on those of international revolution. Comintern,
said Stalin, had been formed in expectation of an international revolution
but in today’s conditions it had become an obstacle to the development of
individual communist parties on a national basis.15

When Stalin spoke, even casually and off the cuff, you jumped to it, and
Dimitrov and his comrades on the Executive Committee of the Communist
International began to discuss how to reform Comintern to make it a more
effective support for its constituent parties. However, Stalin did not pursue the
idea and any plans he might have been hatching were disrupted by the
outbreak of war in June 1941. But Stalin returned to the idea two years later
and informed Dimitrov via Molotov that Comintern should be liquidated.16

Comintern’s Executive Committee duly discussed its own abolition and
consultations were carried out with a number of foreign communist parties.
The proposed passing of the organisation was noted with regret by some, but
there was no dissent from the proposal; indeed, the general tenor of the
discussion was that the abolition of Comintern would be a positive step
forward for the communist movement.17 On 22 May 1943 the resolution on
abolition was published in Pravda. The resolution emphasised the deep differ-
ences in the historical development of different countries, which required the
pursuit of diverse strategies and tactics by national communist parties. The
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war had accentuated these differences and Comintern had, in any case,
increasingly allowed the national parties to decide their own policies.18 By
8 June the resolution had been approved by 31 national sections and two days
later the organisation was formally abolished.19

Stalin was closely involved in the internal deliberations leading to
Comintern’s dissolution, advising Dimitrov on the text of the resolution and
on the handling of the process of consultation. At first Stalin advised Dimitrov
not to rush the process, but then pushed him to publish the resolution on
dissolution even before receipt of all the responses from communist parties
abroad.20 On 21 May 1943 Stalin convened a rare wartime meeting of the
Soviet Politburo to discuss Comintern’s fate. The resolution passed by that
meeting noted the main motive for abolition as the impossibility of directing
the activities of all communists from a single international centre during
wartime, especially when national parties were confronted by very different
tasks: in some countries seeking the defeat of their governments, in others
working for victory. Another motive, noted the Politburo resolution, was that
it would deny enemies the ability to say that the activities of the communist
parties were directed by a foreign state.21 The text of the resolution was
evidently based on remarks made by Stalin at the meeting, who is recorded by
Dimitrov in his diary as saying much the same thing. Stalin also exuded confi-
dence about the positive impact of the abolition: ‘the step now being taken
will undoubtedly strengthen the communist parties as national working-class
parties and will at the same time reinforce the internationalism of the popular
masses, whose base is the Soviet Union’.22 Stalin’s upbeat assessment was also
apparent in a public statement on the proposed abolition of Comintern issued
on 28 May. Responding to a written question from Harold King, the Reuters
correspondent in Moscow, Stalin said the dissolution of the Communist
International would be a good thing for four reasons. First, it would expose
the Hitlerite lie that Moscow wanted to ‘bolshevise’ other countries. Second, it
exposed the calumny that communists worked not for the interests of their
own people but on orders from outside. Third, it would facilitate the patriotic
unity of progressive forces, ‘regardless of party or religious faith’.23 Fourth, it
would facilitate the international unity of all freedom-loving peoples and
would pave the way for ‘the future organisation of a companionship of
nations’. Together these four factors, concluded Stalin, would result in a
further strengthening of the Grand Alliance against Hitler.24

But why did Stalin choose this particular moment – May 1943 – to abolish
Comintern? It seems likely that the timing was greatly influenced by the
major political development of the preceding month – the ‘Katyn’ crisis,
which had led to the severing of Soviet diplomatic relations with the Polish
government in exile in London. The crisis had been provoked by Germany’s
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announcement that it had discovered the mass graves of thousands of Polish
officer POWs in the Katyn forest near Smolensk, at that time still under occu-
pation by the Wehrmacht. Moscow responded by claiming that it was a Nazi
propaganda ploy and that the Germans themselves must have shot the Poles,
not the NKVD, as Berlin claimed. The Polish exile government, however,
supported a German proposal for an independent medical commission to
examine the graves with a view to determining what had happened to the
POWs. The Russians were outraged and Pravda and Izvestiya both published
virulent editorials denouncing the exile Poles as accomplices of Hitler.25 On 21
April Stalin fired off an indignant telegram to Churchill and Roosevelt
deploring the anti-Soviet slander campaign of the Poles.26 The break in
diplomatic relations with the London Poles came four days later.

Behind the Katyn crisis27 lay events of 1939–1940 when several hundred
thousand Polish POWs were captured and imprisoned by the Soviet authori-
ties following the Red Army’s invasion of eastern Poland in September 1939.
Many of these prisoners were detained only briefly and most of the rest were
released after June 1941 under the terms of a wartime treaty of alliance
between the USSR and the Polish exile government. By October 1941 the
Soviets had released some 400,000 Polish citizens from prison or places of
confinement. However, more than 20,000 officers and government officials
remained missing and the Poles pressed the Soviet authorities for information
on their whereabouts. Even Stalin was probed on this matter by General
W. Sikorski, the Polish Prime Minister, and by General W. Anders, the
commander of a Polish army being raised on Soviet soil. Stalin insisted,
however, that he had no knowledge of their whereabouts and that they must
have left the country somehow.

In actuality, the missing POWs had been shot by the NKVD after the adop-
tion of a Politburo resolution on 5 March 1940 that mandated their execu-
tion.28 This decision was as curious as it was chilling and revealed a lot about
the dystopian character of Stalin’s regime. When the Polish POWs were
captured the intention was not to murder them but to segregate them from
the population of the newly incorporated territories of Western Belorussia
and Western Ukraine and to re-educate them into an acceptance of the new
Soviet order in eastern Poland. The NKVD’s proselytising in the POW camps
made little headway, however, and the Soviets soon concluded that the ‘bour-
geois’ officer POWs were intransigent class enemies who must be liquidated.
Accordingly, Beria, the internal affairs commissar, wrote to the Politburo in
early March recommending that the POWs be summarily tried by the NKVD
and then executed. Bearing down on the Politburo’s decision was the Soviets’
fear that the war with Finland could escalate into a broader conflict, a context
in which the recalcitrant Poles would prove an even greater security problem.
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The mass executions were carried out in March–April 1940, not just at Katyn
but at a number of other locations in Russia, Belorussia and the Ukraine. At
the same time the families of the executed POWs were deported to
Kazakhstan.

There is no evidence that Stalin dwelt on this horrific decision, but he must
have bitterly regretted the subsequent embarrassment and complications. The
Germans’ international medical commission found, quite accurately, that the
POWs had been shot by the NKVD in spring 1940. When the Red Army
recaptured Smolensk the Soviets had to mount an elaborate cover-up opera-
tion to convince the world that the Germans were the guilty party. Among the
Soviet ploys was an invitation in January 1944 to a group of American jour-
nalists to visit the Katyn massacre site. Among those invited was Kathleen
Harriman, the daughter of Averell Harriman. On 28 January 1944 Kathleen
wrote to her sister Mary about the trip to Smolensk:

The Katyn Forest turned out to be a small measly pine tree woods. We were
shown the works by a big Soviet doctor who looked like a chef in white
peaked cap, white apron and rubber gloves. With relish he showed us a
sliced Polish brain carefully placed on a dinner plate for inspection
purposes. And then we began a tour to each and every one of the seven
graves. We must have seen a good many thousand corpses or parts of
corpses, all in varying degrees of decomposition, but smelling about as bad.
(Luckily I had a cold, so was less bothered by the stench than others). Some
of the corpses had been dug up by the Germans in the spring of ’43 after
they’d first launched their version of the story. These were laid in neat
orderly rows, from six to eight bodies deep. The bodies in the remaining
graves had been tossed in every which way. All the time we were there, the
regular work of exhuming continued by men in army uniform. Somehow I
didn’t envy them! The most interesting thing, and the most convincing bit
of evidence, was that every Pole had been shot through the back of the head
with a single bullet. Some of the bodies had their hands tied behind their
backs, all of which is typically German. Next on the program we were taken
into post mortem tents. These were hot and stuffy and smelt to high
heaven. Numerous post mortems were going on, each and every body is
given a thorough going over, and we witnessed several . . . personally I was
amazed at how whole the corpses were. Most still had hair. Even I could
recognise their internal organs and they still had a good quantity of red-
coloured ‘firm’ meat on their thighs . . . You see, the Germans say that the
Russians killed the Poles back in ’40, whereas the Russians say the Poles
weren’t killed until the fall of ’41, so there’s quite a discrepancy in time.
Though the Germans had ripped open the Poles’ pockets, they’d missed
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some written documents. While I was watching, they found one letter dated
the summer of ’41, which is damned good evidence.29

Another complication of the Katyn crisis was its impact on the Polish
Communist Party, or Polish Workers’ Party as it was then called. When the
crisis broke, Polish communists were in the midst of trying to negotiate a
broad national front of resistance to the German occupation of Poland,
including unity between themselves and the Polish Home Army – linked to
the exile government in London. These negotiations broke down at the end of
April 1943 in the face of demands that Polish communists subordinate them-
selves to the exile government, repudiate Soviet territorial claims on Poland
and break their links with Comintern.30 On 7 May – the day before Molotov
spoke to Dimitrov about the abolition of Comintern – Wanda Wasilewska, a
leading Polish communist, met with Stalin and, presumably, reported on the
failed negotiations with the Home Army.31 It is quite possible that it was this
development that prompted Stalin to abolish Comintern, a move that would
help undermine nationalist claims that the Polish communists were not
patriots but Soviet agents.

Stalin’s dissolution of Comintern has typically been cast as a gesture to
Britain and the United States,32 a signal that he would not be seeking a revo-
lution or a communist takeover in Europe at the end of the war. It may well
be that Stalin did want to impress his Grand Alliance partners with his bona
fides, but it is more likely that he was seeking to regain the political initiative
in the wake of the Katyn crisis. Viewed in the context of the projected struggle
for political influence in postwar Poland – by far the most important country
on the USSR’s western border – a more direct and simple motive suggests
itself: Comintern was abolished to enhance the strategic challenge of European
communism. In Poland, and in Europe as a whole, communists were seeking
influence and political power through the formation of anti-fascist national
fronts that would lead the resistance to Nazi occupation and then the struggle
for progressive policies after the war. In other words, the European commu-
nists would – as the Soviets had done – reinvent themselves as radical patriots
dedicated as much to their countries’ national interests as to proletarian inter-
nationalism. By the middle of the war this process of patriotic reinvention was
already far advanced in many countries as communist parties revived and
built upon the anti-fascist politics of the prewar popular fronts. Thus, far from
being a diplomatic accommodation to the Grand Alliance, the abolition of
Comintern represented an ideological and political challenge to the Soviet
Union’s western allies. Stalin was committed to the maintenance of the Grand
Alliance, in peace as well as in war, but that did not mean he believed there
could or should be a return to the prewar political status quo in Europe.
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At this stage Stalin did not know exactly how European politics would change
as a result of the war but he realised that some kind of radical transformation
was highly likely and he wanted his communist allies to be in a strong position
to exploit any political opportunities as and when they arose.

Another important meaning of the abolition of Comintern was highlighted
by the Italian historian Paolo Spriano:33 Stalin’s prestige and myth were now
so great that he no longer needed an institution like Comintern to mediate his
relationships with the international communist movement. From now on he
would personally direct the broad lines of communist strategy and policy and
would do so via face to face meetings with foreign party leaders as and when
necessary. Stalin had long dominated the international communist movement
politically and ideologically, but his power had been balanced to a degree by
the collective organisational form of Comintern and by the public promi-
nence of a number of other communist party leaders. Dimitrov, for example,
was the hero of the Reichstag Fire trial of 1933 and was widely seen as the
personification of the anti-fascist popular front politics of Comintern. In
private, Stalin personally dominated Dimitrov but publicly the Comintern
leader appeared as a quite independent and charismatic figure, as did other
communist leaders such as the French party leader Maurice Thorez, the
Italian communist Palmiro Togliatti, and Earl Browder and Harry Pollitt,
leaders of the American and British parties. But Soviet success in the war
meant that Stalin’s figure now cast a huge shadow over the whole interna-
tional communist movement. At the moment of Comintern’s dissolution, the
international communist movement became, in effect, the party of Stalin.

Although Comintern as an institution ceased to be in June 1943, many of
its constituent organisational elements continued to function much as before.
This was particularly true of those structures providing material and financial
support to communist parties operating clandestinely and involved in
partisan struggles.34 Dimitrov was transferred to a new ‘Department of
International Information’, a component of the central apparatus of the Soviet
communist party that in the postwar years morphed into the party’s
International Department. Dimitrov’s department was to provide informa-
tion and analyses on international questions to the Politburo and the Central
Committee and to liaise and maintain ties with foreign communist parties. At
the end of 1944 the department began producing a confidential briefing
bulletin Voprosy Vneshnei Politiki (Questions of Foreign Policy). A more
public version of evolving Soviet views on international relations was
provided by Voina i Rabochii Klass (War and the Working Class), a fortnightly
journal which began publication in June 1943. When the journal was estab-
lished by the Politburo it was exempted from the formal processes of the
Soviet censorship regime.35 Instead its contents were closely monitored by
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Stalin and Molotov. Partly it was a replacement for the Comintern periodical
the Communist International but it functioned mainly as the public house
journal of the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs, with much of its
content based on internal briefings and on reports produced within the
commissariat. Its articles were widely reprinted in the Soviet and communist
press and were, quite rightly, viewed as authoritative statements of Moscow’s
view on current international events and on plans for the postwar world.

Preparing for Peace

The appearance of Voina i Rabochii Klass signalled Stalin’s growing interest in
the project of preparing and planning for the postwar world. In summer 1943
it was decided to replace the Commission for the Preparation of Diplomatic
Materials by two new commissions: a Komissiya po Voprosam Peremiriya
(Commission on Armistice Terms), headed by Marshal Voroshilov, and a
Komissiya po Voprosam Mirnykh Dogovorov i Poslevoennogo Ustroistva
(Commission on Peace Treaties and the Postwar Order) headed by Litvinov,
who was recalled from his position as ambassador to the United States in
summer 1943. Maiskii – who was under a bit of a cloud because of the failure
of the Soviet campaign for a second front – was recalled from London and
placed in charge of a Commission on Reparations.36 Stalin’s appointment of
Litvinov to head the key commission was highly significant, particularly given
the long-standing personal rivalry between Litvinov and Molotov, his replace-
ment as people’s commissar for foreign affairs in 1939.37 Litvinov was by far
the most knowledgeable and experienced of Stalin’s diplomats and the Soviet
leader needed his skills and expertise. Litvinov was also a strong advocate of
collaboration with Britain and the United States and had long been urging
Stalin to develop the tripartite machinery that would institutionalise
Soviet–Western co-operation. After his return from the United States in May
1943 Litvinov wrote a long paper for Stalin and Molotov on ‘The Policy of the
USA’. In this document he argued that the USSR should ‘participate in an
American–Anglo-Soviet commission for the discussion of general military-
political questions arising from the common struggle against the European
Axis’. Such a commission, said Litvinov, would enable the Soviets to influence
British and American strategic planning and sway political opinion in the
western states.38 Litvinov’s proposal for an allied military-political commission
seems to have influenced Stalin’s thinking. On 22 August he wrote to Churchill
and Roosevelt:

I think the time is ripe for us to set up a military-political commission of
representatives of the three countries . . . for consideration of problems
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related to negotiations with various governments falling away from
Germany. To date it has been like this: the USA and Britain reach agreement
between themselves while the USSR is informed of the agreement between
the two Powers as a third party looking passively on. I must say that this
situation cannot be tolerated any longer.39

Prompted by the allied invasion of Sicily and Italy in summer 1943, this was
the first of several messages to Roosevelt and Churchill in the same vein.
Mussolini had resigned and a new government headed by the monarchist
Marshal Badoglio was negotiating the terms of an armistice with Britain and
the United States. Stalin was concerned that the Soviet Union should take part
in the negotiations leading to the Italian surrender and in the allied occupa-
tion regime to be established there. From Stalin’s point of view it made sense
to secure an agreement that would facilitate Soviet influence in enemy terri-
tories occupied by the British and Americans in exchange for commensurate
western influence in lands yet to be invested by the Red Army. Roosevelt, and
more particularly Churchill, had a different view: they wanted to hold on to
what they had and insisted that the occupation regime in Italy would be the
responsibility of their military commanders on the ground. The result was the
exclusion of the Soviet Union from any effective say in the allied administra-
tion of occupied Italy. Soviet representatives sat on an allied control commis-
sion and later on an advisory council but they wielded little, if any, power.40

The Anglo-American stance on the Italian occupation backfired in the long
run since it established a precedent for occupation regimes in the Axis coun-
tries of Eastern Europe invaded by the Red Army in 1944–1945: Stalin was
able to use the model established in Italy to minimise western influence in the
areas of Soviet military occupation.

In 1943, however, Stalin had no idea that the Italian situation would even-
tually redound to his advantage and he worked to maximise Soviet influence
over the occupation regime, sending Deputy People’s Commissar for Foreign
Affairs, Andrei Vyshinskii to serve on the Advisory Council for Italy. But
within a few months the Soviets concluded that the tripartite advisory
machinery in Italy was a waste of time. In March 1944 Stalin decided to
circumvent inter-allied arrangements by becoming the first of the three great
powers to enter into de facto diplomatic relations with the Badoglio govern-
ment (which was now a co-belligerent of the allies and engaged in the battle
against the Germans in Italy). A long front-page editorial in Pravda on ‘The
Italian Question’ justified Soviet recognition of the Badoglio government by
reference to British and American unilateralism in Italy and argued that such
a move was necessary to strengthen the anti-fascist struggle.41 To bolster
Soviet influence within the Badoglio government Stalin simultaneously
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ordered Togliatti to abandon the Italian communists’ opposition to serving in
a coalition headed by the monarchist Marshal. Stalin told Togliatti:

The existence of two camps (Badoglio-King and the anti-fascist parties) is
weakening the Italian people. This is to the advantage of the English who
would like to have a weak Italy in the Mediterranean42 . . . Communists may
join the Badoglio government in the interests of . . . the intensification of
the war against the Germans, carrying out the democratization of the
country and unifying the Italian people. The essential thing is the unity of
the Italian people in its struggle against the Germans for an independent
and strong Italy.43

Stalin’s use of the Italian communist party to bolster his diplomatic and
geopolitical position in relation to Italy was also calculated to boost commu-
nist influence in the country by the broadening of the communists’ political
base. Stalin was pessimistic about the prospects for a communist seizure of
power in Italy, and adamantly opposed any such adventure while the war
against Germany stilled raged.44 He pursued a similar political and diplomatic
strategy in relation to France. In March 1944 French communists were
instructed that ‘the party must act as the leading force of the nation,
expressing its aspirations as a state party capable of arguing and winning over
not only its own adherents but broader strata as well’.45 Stalin did not have a
high opinion of de Gaulle but in October 1944 he joined the British and
Americans in recognising the General’s French Committee for National
Liberation as the provisional government of France. At a meeting with the
communist leader Maurice Thorez in November 1944, just before the latter’s
return to liberated France, Stalin urged him to support de Gaulle’s govern-
ment, to seek political allies and not to allow the communists to become
isolated. He even suggested the resistance movement in France should change
its name to the ‘Resurrection Front’ and that the programme of the French
communist party should be the ‘resurrection of industries, granting of jobs
for [the] unemployed, defence of democracy, punishment of those who had
smothered democracy’.46

Another reason for Stalin to push for an agreed approach to the allied occu-
pation regime in Italy in summer 1943 was his forthcoming meeting with
Roosevelt and Churchill. Roosevelt had been trying to persuade Stalin to meet
him for some time and, in May 1943, sent Joseph Davies the former American
ambassador to the Soviet Union, to Moscow with a note suggesting when and
where they should get together.47 Stalin agreed in principle to meet Roosevelt
but did not want to commit himself to the specifics until the German summer
offensive at Kursk had been dealt with. A date and venue for the meeting were
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not agreed until September. By then the meeting had been broadened to
include Churchill and it had also been agreed that the American, British and
Soviet foreign ministers would meet in Moscow in October 1943 as part of the
preparations for a conference of the Big Three in Tehran scheduled for the end
of November.

Moscow Conference of Foreign Ministers

In preparing for the Moscow conference48 the British and Americans
submitted a large number of agenda items for discussion. The British wanted
to discuss Italy and the Balkans; the creation of an inter-allied consultative
machinery; the issue of joint responsibilities in Europe (as opposed to sepa-
rate ones); the Polish question; agreements between big and small powers on
postwar questions; the postwar treatment of Germany and the other Axis
states; policy towards the partisan movement in Yugoslavia; the formation of
a provisional government for France; the formation of federations in Eastern
Europe; Iran; and postwar economic co-operation with the USSR. On the
American agenda was the establishment of an international security organisa-
tion; the treatment of enemy states; postwar reconstruction; and methods of
examining political and economic issues arising during the course of the war.
In response the Soviets proposed only one item: ‘measures to shorten the war
against Germany and its allies in Europe’. While the Soviets were prepared to
discuss the questions raised by the western allies they asked the British and
Americans to table their specific proposals. Moscow also insisted that the
conference was only preparatory and could only discuss draft proposals for
subsequent consideration by the three governments.49 This Soviet response to
the western agenda proposals reflected Moscow’s view that the Anglo-
American aim was to distract attention from the issue of the Second Front and
to probe the Soviet position on a number of questions, especially in relation
to the future of Germany.50 The Soviet negotiating stance did not augur well
but the British and American proposals prompted a major effort by the
Soviets to clarify their position on the questions posed. A large number of
briefing documents and position papers were produced within the
Commissariat of Foreign Affairs and these formed the basis of the Soviet
stance at the conference itself.51 One major contributor to this internal discus-
sion was Litvinov, who wrote a number of documents for Molotov. Unlike
some of the Soviet analysts’ proposals, Litvinov’s were firmly within a tripar-
tite context, although that did not mean that he either neglected specific
Soviet interests or too easily conceded to western positions. Indeed, one of the
themes of his contributions was the desirability of containing possible future
Soviet–Western conflicts by dividing the world into separate zones of security
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within the framework of an overarching international organisation. Other
contributors to the internal discussion – particularly those with a background
of work in Comintern – were more suspicious of Britain and the United States
and stressed Soviet–Western differences rather than areas of agreement. But
no one challenged directly the desirability and possibility of tripartite co-
operation. Such a wide-ranging consensus could only have come from the
very top of the Soviet decision-making hierarchy – from Stalin – and this pro-
tripartite spirit fed into the conference itself, resulting in frank but very
friendly discussions with the British and Americans, and in the conclusion of
some significant agreements that went far beyond the initial idea of the
conference as a preparatory meeting for Tehran.

The Soviet delegation to the conference, which was held in the
Spiridonovka Palace, was headed by Molotov, with Litvinov as his deputy.
Great Britain was represented by the British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden
and the United States by Secretary of State Cordell Hull. Stalin did not attend
but was briefed extensively on its proceedings by Molotov, Litvinov and the
other leading members of the Soviet delegation.52 On 18 October, the day
before the conference opened, Stalin was presented with a summary docu-
ment setting out the Soviet position on the various questions slated for
discussion.53 During the conference Stalin met twice with Eden and once with
Hull. He also hosted the closing conference dinner on 30 October.

Stalin’s priority for the conference was evident from his talk with Eden on
27 October when he predictably pressed the Foreign Secretary on the question
of the Second Front, stressing that the Soviet Union would not be able to
mount any more big offensives against the Germans if Hitler was not forced
by a substantial threat from the west to divide his forces.54

At the conference the western powers reaffirmed their commitment to open
a second front in France, this time in spring 1944. Agreement was also reached
on the need to persuade Turkey to enter the war against Germany and there
was discussion of a Soviet proposal for allied air bases in neutral Sweden.
Cordell Hull’s priority was an agreement on the establishment of a successor
to the discredited League of Nations. A declaration to this effect was issued by
the conference. At the Soviets’ suggestion it was agreed to hold further trilat-
eral discussions on the proposed new security organisation. Another impor-
tant decision was the adoption of a British proposal to establish a European
Advisory Commission of the three powers with the initial task of examining
the armistice terms for Germany. The only specific agreement reached at the
conference on the future of Germany was a declaration that Austria would be
detached from the Reich and made an independent state again. But in the
discussion of the German question it became plain that all three foreign
ministers were broadly agreed on the need to disarm, demilitarise, denazify,
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democratise and dismember Germany. It was also agreed that the major Nazi
leaders would be tried as war criminals.55

A communiqué issued at the end of the conference declared the three states’
commitment to ‘continue the present close collaboration and cooperation in
the conduct of the war into the period following the end of hostilities’ and
concluded by noting ‘the atmosphere of mutual confidence and under-
standing which characterised all the work of the Conference’.56 These senti-
ments were no mere propagandistic hyperbole. The conference had been a
resounding success and marked the beginning of a period of extensive tripar-
tite co-operation in planning for the postwar world. Publicly the Soviets
lauded the conference as the harbinger of a long and stable peace that would
be guaranteed by the co-operation of the Big Three.57 Internally, the Soviet
foreign commissariat instructed its diplomats that the conference was ‘a big
event in the life of the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs’ which ‘all
PCFA workers must study in detail . . . and, if possible, make proposals on the
realisation of its decisions’.58 The British and Americans were no less enthusi-
astic. The British were particularly gushing about Molotov’s performance at
the conference, which all agreed had been brilliant. At the end of the confer-
ence Eden even proposed that Molotov should chair all future meetings of the
three foreign ministers.59 On his return to London Eden told the House of
Commons: ‘I have yet to sit under a chairman who showed greater skill,
patience and judgement than Mr Molotov, and I must say that it was his
handling of a long and complicated agenda that [explains] a large measure of
the success we achieved.’60 Hull told the American Congress that the declara-
tion on the establishment of a new international security organisation meant
that ‘there will no longer be need for spheres of influence, for alliances, for
balance of power, or any other of the special arrangements through which, in
the unhappy past, the nations strove to safeguard their security or to promote
their interests’.61 Ambassador Harriman’s verdict was that the conference
‘came pretty close to the type of intimacy that exists in the discussions
between the British and ourselves’, while his deputy in the American embassy,
Charles Bohlen, thought it ‘marked the return of the USSR as a fellow member
of the society of nations with the sense of responsibility that carried with it’.62

Stalin’s verdict on the conference was delivered in his revolution anniversary
speech on 6 November 1943, by now an annual event of considerable public
importance in setting out the Soviet Union’s military and foreign policy. In a
section of the speech entitled ‘The Consolidation of the Anti-Hitler Coalition
and the Disintegration of the Fascist Bloc’ Stalin said:

The victory of the allied countries over our common enemy approaches
and, notwithstanding the efforts of the enemy, relations between the allies
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and the military co-operation of their armies is not weakening but
strengthening and consolidating. In this regard the historic decisions of the
Moscow Conference . . . are eloquent testimony . . . Now our united coun-
tries are fully resolved to carry out joint blows against the enemy which will
lead to our final victory over them.

Despite the talk about the future of the Grand Alliance Stalin’s priority
remained a second front in France to draw substantial German forces to the
west and ease the Soviet path to victory on the Eastern Front. In his speech,
Stalin noted allied military action in North Africa, the Mediterranean and
Italy and the impact of the continuing air bombardment of German industry.
He also went out of his way to praise western supplies to the USSR, saying that
these had greatly facilitated the success of the Soviet summer campaign. The
sting in the tail was his observation that allied military action in southern
Europe was not the Second Front, which when it was opened would further
strengthen the allies’ military co-operation and accelerate the victory over
Nazi Germany.63 As the Tehran conference was to show, the realisation of the
Second Front remained Stalin’s prime goal in his relations with Churchill and
Roosevelt. ‘The main issue being decided now is whether or not they will help
us,’ Stalin is reported to have said on the way to Tehran.64

The Tehran Conference 

Stalin’s meeting with Churchill and Roosevelt took place in Tehran because the
Soviet leaders insisted on a venue that would enable him to remain in direct
telephone and telegraphic contact with his General Staff in Moscow. According
to General Shtemenko, his Chief of Operations, on the way to Tehran (by train
to Baku and then by plane) he had to report to Stalin three times a day on the
situation at the front. Shtemenko carried on briefing Stalin throughout the
conference and the Soviet leader continued to authorise military directives
telegraphed to him by Antonov, his Deputy Chief of the General Staff.65

Iran had been occupied by British and Soviet troops since August 1941 in
an operation to oust a pro-German government in Tehran and to secure the
supply routes to the southern USSR. By 1943 British and Soviet troops had
been formally withdrawn from the Iranian capital but it remained full of
allied soldiers and the grounds of the Soviet embassy were considered a safe
location for the conference. For security reasons Roosevelt stayed in the Soviet
embassy with Stalin, while Churchill resided at the British Legation nearby.

Many stories have been told about the Tehran Conference: about German
plots to kidnap or assassinate the Big Three; about Soviet spying on Churchill
and Roosevelt; about the spy in the British embassy in Ankara who provided
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Berlin with transcripts of the entire conference.66 But the real drama was the
impact of what was said and decided at Tehran on the lives of millions for
years to come.

Stalin’s first meeting at Tehran was with Roosevelt on 28 November 1943.
According to Valentin Berezhkov, one of Stalin’s interpreters, the meeting
took place in a room adjoining the main conference hall and the Soviet
leader was at pains to ensure that the seating arrangements took account of
Roosevelt being in his wheelchair.67 As this was the first ever meeting
between the two leaders it was more a social call than anything else. The
conversation began with Roosevelt asking about the situation on the Eastern
Front and saying that he would like to draw 30–40 enemy divisions away
from Stalin’s forces. Stalin was naturally gratified and expressed sympathy
for the logistical difficulties the United States faced in supporting an army of
2 million located 3,000 miles from the American continent. Roosevelt then
said that he intended to talk to Stalin about postwar issues, including the
question of trade with the Soviet Union. Stalin said that after the war Russia
would be a big market for the US. Roosevelt agreed, noting that the US
would have a great demand for raw materials that could be supplied by the
USSR. There then followed an exchange about the fighting qualities of China
in which both agreed that, while the Chinese were good warriors, they were
badly led by the likes of Chiang Kai-shek. An even greater meeting of minds
was evident in an exchange about de Gaulle and the French. According to
Stalin

In politics de Gaulle is not a realist. He considers himself the representative
of the true France which, of course, he doesn’t represent. De Gaulle does
not understand that there are two Frances: symbolic France, which he
represents, and real France, which helps the Germans in the person of
Laval, Pétain and others. De Gaulle does not have a relationship with the
real France, which must be punished for its aid to the Germans.

Roosevelt’s sentiments were similar and the two agreed as well on the need to
examine the position of France’s colonies after the war. Stalin agreed, too, with
an American idea to establish an ‘international commission on the colonies’,
but concurred with Roosevelt that they had better not raise the question of
India with Churchill – it was a sore point with the British leader. To
Roosevelt’s suggestion that India wasn’t suited to a parliamentary system and
might do better with some kind of Soviet system created from below, Stalin
responded that ‘this would mean going along the path of revolution. In India
there are many different peoples and cultures. There is no force or group in a
position to lead the country.’ But Stalin agreed with Roosevelt that those – like
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themselves – with a more detached view of the Indian question were in a
better position to examine it objectively.68

The rapport established between Roosevelt and Stalin continued during the
first plenary session later that day. The main topic of discussion at this first
meeting of the Big Three was the cross-Channel invasion of France planned
for 1944. In effect, Stalin and Roosevelt ganged up on Churchill and insisted
that Operation Overlord, as it was called, should have absolute priority in
Anglo-American military operations for 1944. In siding with Roosevelt in this
discussion, Stalin was well aware from intelligence reports of the prolonged
Anglo-American dispute about the priority of Overlord relative to continuing
operations in the Mediterranean area. Although he agreed in principle with
Overlord, Churchill doubted the wisdom of a cross-Channel invasion against
the well-fortified French coast and instead favoured attacking the ‘soft under-
belly’ of the Axis.69 In supporting Overlord, as against Churchill’s
Mediterranean strategy centred on operations in Italy and the Balkans, Stalin
was pursuing the long-standing Soviet aim of a second front in France. He
wanted a definite end to western procrastination on this issue. Stalin’s other
major statement during this session was his announcement that the Soviet
Union would join the war against Japan in the Far East after Germany had
capitulated. This was not exactly a surprise to the Americans since Stalin had
revealed his intentions to Harriman and Hull at the earlier Moscow confer-
ence. But it still represented a major future military commitment, one that
Roosevelt had been seeking from the Soviets ever since Pearl Harbor.70

At the tripartite dinner that evening Stalin’s main theme was the postwar
fate of Germany. According to Bohlen, who acted as American interpreter at
Tehran:

In regard to Germany, Marshal Stalin appeared to regard all measures
proposed by either the President or Churchill for the subjugation and for
the control of Germany as inadequate . . . He appeared to have no faith in
the possibility of the reform of the German people and spoke bitterly of the
attitude of the German workers in the war against the Soviet Union . . . He
said that Hitler was a very able man, but not basically intelligent, lacking in
culture and with a primitive approach to political and other problems. He
did not share the view of the President that Hitler was mentally unbalanced
and emphasised that only a very able man could accomplish what Hitler
had done in solidifying the German people, whatever we thought of the
methods.

Stalin also cast doubt on the utility of the principle of unconditional
surrender announced by Roosevelt in January 1943, and subsequently
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accepted by him and Churchill, arguing that it served to unite the German
people against the allies.71 After dinner Stalin had a further exchange on the
German question with Churchill. He told Churchill that ‘he thought that
Germany had every possibility of recovering from this war and might start on
a new war within a comparatively short time. He was afraid of German
nationalism. After Versailles peace seem assured, but Germany recovered very
quickly. We must therefore establish a strong body to prevent Germany from
starting a new war. He was convinced that she would recover.’ Asked by
Churchill how long the Germans would take to recover, Stalin said 15 to 20
years. Stalin agreed with Churchill that the task was to make the world safe
from Germany for at least 50 years but did not think the Prime Minister’s
proposed measures – disarmament, economic controls and territorial changes
– went far enough. Judging by later discussions at Tehran, as well as the
reports of this particular conversation, Stalin’s objection to Churchill’s vision
of a curtailed and controlled Germany centred on the limited measures of
dismemberment proposed by the Prime Minister – basically the detaching
and isolating of Prussia from the rest of Germany – which did not go far
enough for Stalin. Churchill also raised the Polish question with Stalin, who
didn’t say much in response but indicated he was ready to discuss the
country’s postwar borders, including the acquisition by Poland of German
territory.72

Before the second plenary session, on 29 November, Stalin met Roosevelt
again. The main topic of this conversation was Roosevelt’s plans for a postwar
international security organisation. Stalin knew the President’s views since
Roosevelt had already, in mid-1942, presented to Molotov his idea of the great
powers constituting themselves as an international police force dedicated to
maintaining peace. On hearing of Roosevelt’s proposal Stalin had cabled
Molotov in Washington on 1 June 1942 that the President’s ‘considerations
about peace protection after the war are absolutely sound. There is no doubt
that it would be impossible to maintain peace without creating a united mili-
tary force by Britain, the USA and the USSR capable of preventing aggression.
Tell Roosevelt that . . . [he] is absolutely right and that his position will be fully
supported by the Soviet Government.’73 At Tehran Roosevelt outlined to Stalin
his plan for an international organisation with three components: a general
organisation of all the ‘united nations’; an executive committee of 10 or 11
countries; and a ‘police committee’ of the Big Three plus China. The small
states of Europe would not like such an organisation, Stalin observed (refer-
ring to the role of China), and suggested instead the foundation of two organ-
isations – one for Europe and one for the Far East. Roosevelt noted this was
similar to a proposal put forward by Churchill but added that the US
Congress would never agree to membership of a solely European organisation.
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Stalin asked that if a world organisation was formed, would the United States
send its troops to Europe? Not necessarily, said Roosevelt: in the event of
aggression in Europe the US would supply ships and planes but the troops
could come from Britain and Russia. Roosevelt enquired about Stalin’s views
on this and the Soviet leader began by noting that at dinner the previous night
Churchill had said Germany would not be able to re-establish its power very
quickly after the war. Stalin did not agree. He thought Germany would be able
to re-establish itself in 15 to 20 years and then be in a position to launch a new
war of aggression. To prevent this aggression the great powers had to be able
to occupy key strategic positions in and around Germany. The same was true
of Japan, and the new international organisation had to have the right to
occupy these strategic positions. Roosevelt said that ‘he agreed with Marshal
Stalin one hundred percent’.74

There was an important, if little known, background to Stalin’s evident
obsession with the German question at Tehran. Within the People’s
Commissariat of Foreign Affairs serious work had recently begun on planning
the postwar future of Germany. The main thrust of these plans was the long-
term military occupation of Germany by the allies and the dismemberment of
the German state. At the same time, the Soviets were concerned about pres-
sures from the Germans for reunification and about keeping Germany in a
weakened state over the long term. Stalin’s idea of being prepared to occupy
strategic positions was a natural and logical outgrowth of internal Soviet
discussions of the German question.75

Stalin’s conversation with Roosevelt was interrupted by his need to attend a
ceremony to receive the ‘Sword of Stalingrad’ – a gift from King George VI in
honour of the citizens of the heroic city. As was usual on such occasions, a
band played the Internationale (still at this time the Soviet national anthem)
and God Save the King. After the Soviet dictator and the British Prime
Minister had exchanged pleasantries about Anglo-Soviet relations, Stalin took
the sword from Churchill, kissed it, and handed it to Voroshilov, who nearly
dropped it – an aspect of the ceremony not reported in the allied press.

At the second plenary session the discussion on Operation Overlord
continued. Stalin pressed Churchill on a number of connected matters: on the
date of the invasion of France (so the Soviets knew where they stood and
could plan accordingly); on the appointment of an Anglo-American supreme
commander of the operation (necessary for the planning to have any reality,
in Stalin’s opinion); and on the relationship between Overlord and the other
planned military actions by the western allies. The sharpness of the exchanges
with Churchill during this session was summed up in Stalin’s barb that he
‘would like to know whether the English believe in Operation Overlord or
simply speak of it to reassure the Russians’.76
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On the following day, 30 November, Churchill had a bilateral meeting with
Stalin, and continued to hesitate about Overlord, arguing that he was not sure
an invasion could be sustained if there was a large German force in France.
Stalin insisted, however, that the Red Army was counting on an allied invasion
of northern France and that he had to know now if the operation would go
ahead or not. If it did go ahead the Red Army would be able to mount a
multi-pronged offensive to keep the Germans tied down in the east.77 At the
tripartite lunch that followed, Roosevelt announced that it had been agreed to
launch Overlord in May 1944, together with a supporting invasion of
southern France. With the decision on a second front finally nailed down, the
conversation between Churchill and Stalin took an altogether friendlier turn.
Churchill started the ball rolling by saying Russia had a right to warm-water
ports and Stalin took the opportunity to raise the issue of Turkey’s control of
the Black Sea Straits and the need to revise the Straits regime in Russia’s
favour. Stalin also spoke of securing warm-water outlets in the Far East,
including the Manchurian ports of Darien and Port Arthur, leased by Tsarist
Russia in the nineteenth century but ceded to Japan following defeat in the
Russo-Japanese war of 1904–1905. Churchill responded by reiterating that
‘Russia must have access to warm waters’ and then continued that ‘the direc-
tion of the world must be concentrated in the hands of those nations who are
fully satisfied and have no pretensions . . . our three nations are such coun-
tries. The main thing is that after we have agreed between ourselves we will
be able to consider ourselves fully satisfied.’78

Friendly exchanges on various political matters continued the next day.
During lunch there was a long discussion of Churchill’s pet project of
persuading Turkey to enter the war on the side of the allies. Stalin was scep-
tical but he committed the Soviet Union to declare war on Bulgaria if Turkey’s
entry into the war precipitated a Bulgarian–Turkish conflict. This gratified
Churchill greatly, and he thanked Stalin for making such a commitment. In a
discussion about Finland Churchill expressed sympathy and understanding of
the USSR’s security needs in relation to Leningrad but hoped the country
would not be swallowed up by Russia after the war. Stalin replied that he
believed in an independent Finland but there would have to be territorial
adjustments in the Soviet Union’s favour and that the Finns should pay repa-
rations for war damages. Churchill reminded Stalin of the Bolshevik slogan
during the First World War – ‘No annexations, no indemnities’ – but the
Soviet leader quipped, ‘I already told you, I have become a conservative.’

After lunch, at the formal plenary session, amicable agreement was soon
reached about distribution of the Italian naval and merchant fleet, with
Churchill and Roosevelt promising to deliver ships to Stalin as soon as they
could. The next subject for discussion was a little trickier: Poland. Churchill
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and Roosevelt raised with Stalin the question of the re-establishment of Soviet
relations with the Polish exile government in London. Stalin was adamant that
this would not happen while the Polish exiles continued to collaborate with
the Germans. On the territorial question Stalin supported the idea of Poland
being compensated at the expense of Germany but insisted that the eastern
border must be that established in 1939, i.e. with the incorporation of Western
Belorussia and Western Ukraine into the USSR. When Eden suggested that
this meant the ‘Molotov–Ribbentrop line’, Stalin said that he could call it what
he liked. Molotov intervened to say that they were talking about the ‘Curzon
line’ and there were no essential differences between the ethnographical fron-
tier established by the British Foreign Secretary Lord Curzon and the Russo-
Polish border proposed by the Soviets. Stalin did concede, however, that any
area east of the Curzon Line with a majority of ethnic Poles could go to
Poland.

The final topic discussed by the Big Three at Tehran was the dismember-
ment of Germany. The ‘German question’ was raised by Roosevelt, and Stalin
asked him what he had in mind. ‘The dismemberment of Germany,’ said
Roosevelt. ‘This is what we prefer,’ chipped in Stalin. Churchill also said he
favoured the partition of Germany but when questioned by Stalin about his
commitment to such a project the British leader explained that he thought
Prussia had to be dealt with more severely than the rest of the country and
that he favoured a Danubian confederation of Germany’s southern provinces,
mainly to head off future demands for German reunification. According to
the British record of the discussion Stalin’s view was that

It was far better to break up and scatter the German tribes. Of course they
would want to unite, no matter how much they were split up. They would
always want to reunite. In this he saw great danger, which would have to be
neutralized by various economic measures and in the long run by force if
necessary. That was the only way to keep the peace. But if we were to make
a large combination with Germans in it, trouble was bound to come. We
had to see to it that they were kept separate . . . There were no measures to
be taken which excluded a movement towards reunion. Germans would
always want to reunite and take their revenge. It would be necessary to keep
ourselves strong enough to beat them if they ever let loose another war.

Churchill asked if Stalin favoured a fragmented Europe of little states. Not
Europe, only Germany, replied Stalin. Roosevelt said Germany had been safer
when divided into 107 principalities but Churchill stuck to his view that five
or six larger units was better. Stalin reiterated that ‘Germany should at all costs
be broken up so that she could not reunite’ and proposed that the matter be
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referred to the tripartite European Advisory Commission, established by
the Moscow conference to examine the terms of Germany’s surrender and
occupation.

At the very end of the conference Churchill returned to the question of
Poland’s frontiers and tabled a formal proposal that they be constituted by the
Curzon Line in the east and by the River Oder in the west. Stalin said: ‘The
Russians have no ice-free ports on the Baltic Sea. Therefore the Russians need
the ice-free ports of Königsberg and Memel . . . The Russians need a lump of
German territory. If the English agree to transfer to us this territory we will
agree to the formula proposed by Churchill.’ Churchill said that he would
study this very interesting proposal.79

On 7 December 1943 the fact that a Big Three meeting had taken place in
Tehran was announced to the world and the famous picture of Churchill,
Roosevelt and Stalin sitting in front of the conference building was published
in the allied press. A communiqué in the name of the three leaders stated
that

we express our determination that our nations shall work together in war
and in the peace that will follow. As to war – our military staff have joined
in our round table discussions, and we have concerted plans for the
destruction of the German forces. We have reached complete agreement as
to the scope and timing of operations to be undertaken from the east, west
and south . . . And as to peace – we are sure that our concord will win an
enduring peace . . . We came here with hope and determination. We leave
here, friends in fact, in spirit and in purpose.80

Soviet press coverage of the results of Tehran was even more laudatory than
its treatment of the Moscow conference. According to Izvestiya the Tehran
decisions had ‘historical importance for the fate of the entire world’; while
Pravda stated that the conference declaration was ‘the harbinger not only of
victory but of a long and stable peace’.81 Stalin himself went to the trouble of
changing the headline of the Tass report on Tehran from the neutral
‘Conference of the Heads of the Governments of the Soviet Union, USA and
Great Britain’ to ‘Conference of the Leaders of the Three Allied Powers’.82

On 10 December a document summarising the discussions at Tehran was
prepared for Stalin. Stalin’s secretaries were always very careful to compile an
accurate record of his conversations and their summary followed the official
Soviet records of Tehran very closely. But Stalin’s handwritten corrections and
annotations indicate that he read this document very carefully and it can,
therefore, be taken as a record of what he thought he had said and committed
himself to at Tehran.
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In relation to Churchill’s proposal on Poland’s borders the summary docu-
ment repeated Stalin’s offer to accept it, providing there was agreement on the
transfer of Memel and Königsberg to the USSR. On Turkey the document
cited a statement by Stalin that ‘a big country like the USSR must not be
locked in the Black Sea and that it was necessary to re-examine the Straits
regime’. In relation to Stalin’s views on the dismemberment of Germany the
document stated:

Comrade Stalin declared that in relation to the aim of weakening Germany,
the Soviet government preferred to dismember her. Comrade Stalin posi-
tively favoured Roosevelt’s plan but without predetermining the number of
states into which Germany is to be split. He came out against Churchill’s
plan for the creation after the splitting up of Germany of a new, unsustain-
able state like the Danubian Federation. Comrade Stalin spoke in favour of
separate Austrian and Hungarian states.

Regarding the question of a postwar international security organisation the
document summarised Roosevelt’s views and noted Stalin’s counter-proposal
of two bodies – one for Europe and one for the Far East. Stalin changed this
part of the document to say that he had no objection to Roosevelt’s proposal83

but left unamended the summary of his views on strategic strong points:
‘Comrade Stalin indicated that the formation of such an organisation was not
sufficient in itself. It was necessary to create an organisation with the right to
occupy strategic strong points to prevent Germany and Japan from beginning
new aggressions.’84

Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt

Churchill was accompanied to Tehran by Field Marshal Alan Brooke, Chief of
the Imperial General Staff. Brooke’s assessment of Stalin’s performance at
Tehran was that ‘never once in any of his statements did he make any strategic
error, nor did he ever fail to appreciate all the implications of a situation with
a quick and unerring eye’.85 The verdict of Admiral King, the American naval
chief, was that ‘Stalin knew just what he wanted when he came to Tehran and
he got it’.86 Another Brooke comment was that ‘Stalin has the President in his
pocket.’87 Roosevelt himself thought Stalin witty, quick and humorous and a
man hewn from granite. To Harry Hopkins the President confided that Stalin
was much tougher than expected but he still believed the Soviet leader could
be won over to peaceful co-operation after the war if Russia’s rights and claims
were given due recognition.88 Churchill was more circumspect in his judge-
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ment but even he wrote in January 1944 of ‘the new confidence which has
grown in our hearts towards Stalin’.89

For Stalin the crucial outcome of Tehran was the agreement on Operation
Overlord. He no longer saw a second front in France as such a vital military
necessity but it remained important that his western allies shared the burden
of the land war against Germany. Victory would be Pyrrhic indeed if the
Soviet Union was so enfeebled by war that it was unable to win the peace.
Anglo-American armies on the Continent also meshed with Stalin’s perspec-
tive of a prolonged allied military occupation of Germany in order to suppress
German power. On the German question Roosevelt had concurred with Stalin
in wanting a punitive peace, including the radical dismemberment of the
country. Churchill had demurred a little but even he had agreed that harsh
measures would be necessary to prevent a resurgence of German power. On
Poland Stalin welcomed Churchill and Roosevelt’s enthusiasm for shifting its
frontiers westward because it legitimised the Soviet–Polish border established
as a result of the Nazi–Soviet pact. Roosevelt’s perspective on international
security promised a prominent role for the USSR in the governance of the
postwar world, while Churchill’s comments in relation to Russian rights to
warm-water outlets augured well for a change in the Straits regime. At a
personal level Stalin had established a good working relationship with
Roosevelt. There had been some grating moments with Churchill but
interpersonal harmony had been restored by the end of the conference.

But what did Stalin really think and feel about Churchill and Roosevelt? As
with most questions about Stalin’s innermost thoughts, it is difficult to avoid
entering the realm of surmise and speculation since he gave little away. In their
company Stalin was extremely intimate both politically and personally but, as
Spriano noted, he ‘was adept at drawing his interlocutors into relations of
confidence’ and such behaviour was repeated in countless other encounters
with western political figures. On the other hand, Churchill and Roosevelt
were the only two people he met during the war who could approach him on
anything like equal terms. It must have been a relief for Stalin to deal for once
with others of equal power and importance, as long as they respected him and
he was able to get what he wanted. Separating Stalin from Churchill and from
Roosevelt was, of course, a huge ideological gulf. But even that gap was
narrower than it might first appear. In Soviet ideological discourse Churchill
and particularly Roosevelt were portrayed as the representatives of the
progressive sections of the ruling classes of their respective countries: leaders
who genuinely wanted to make common cause with the Soviet Union not only
during the war but in peacetime, too. Of course, Churchill and Roosevelt’s
policy was self-interested, but in Stalin’s Marxist universe all politics was ulti-
mately driven by real or perceived material interests. Stalin was above all an
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ideological and political actor and these were the terms on which he judged
and related to others. That did not mean that purely personal factors were
unimportant to him. Soviet political culture, not least Stalin’s own mode of
operation, was lubricated by individual and group relations of trust, loyalty
and friendship. Stalin was also a great believer in the role of important indi-
viduals in history. In an interview in 1931 he had argued that great individuals
were those who correctly understood new conditions and how to change
them.90 In this same interview Stalin modestly denied any parallels between
his role in Russian history and that of either Peter the Great or the great Lenin,
but it is not difficult to divine that, like Hitler, Stalin saw himself as a man of
destiny. However, unlike Hitler, Stalin was not an egomaniac and he was
prepared to share the historical limelight with two other men of destiny –
Churchill and Roosevelt – as long as it continued to suit his purposes and
interests.

Two weeks after the Tehran conference Charles Bohlen penned a much-
quoted summary assessment of emerging Soviet war aims:

Germany is to be broken up and kept broken up. The states of eastern and
southeastern and central Europe will not be permitted to group themselves
into any federations or association. France is to be stripped of her colonies
and strategic bases beyond her borders and will not be permitted to main-
tain any appreciable military establishment. Poland and Italy will remain
approximately their present territorial size, but it is doubtful if either will
be permitted to maintain any appreciable armed force. The result would be
that the Soviet Union would be the only important military and political
force on the continent of Europe. The rest of Europe will be reduced to
military and political impotence.91

Bohlen’s assessment was not unfair, although it exaggerated the extent to
which Stalin had fixed his war aims beyond the re-establishment of the Soviet
Union within its 1941 frontiers. But Bohlen’s summary omitted a vital
component of Stalin’s perspective: Soviet aims would be achieved in co-
operation with Churchill and Roosevelt and there would be a quid pro quo
regarding British and American goals in their spheres of interest. More impor-
tantly, Stalin’s emergent goals were political and ideological as well as
strategic. The Europe that the Soviet leader sought to dominate would be a
continent transformed by social and economic upheavals and by communist
political advance. Stalin had every intention of maintaining the Grand
Alliance into the indefinite future, but this aim was in tension with his emer-
gent vision of a radical transformation of European politics. Stalin saw no
contradiction between a peacetime Grand Alliance and the beginning of a
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Europe-wide transition to socialism and communism but this perspective was
not shared by Churchill and Roosevelt. Their approach to the postwar world
was dominated by a vision of the re-establishment of European capitalism, on
a democratic basis and in accordance with British and American economic and
strategic interests. While the war continued to rage, this fundamental differ-
ence between Soviet and western perspectives on the postwar world could be
finessed by the rhetoric of anti-fascist unity. But, as victory approached, the
tensions and contradictions within the Soviet–Western coalition began to
multiply and to challenge Stalin’s commitment to a peacetime Grand Alliance.
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In the annals of Soviet history 1944 became the year of the ‘ten great victories’.
The original author of this heroic tale was Stalin, who used the ten ‘crushing
blows’ against the enemy as a means of structuring his account of military
developments in 1944. The occasion was his speech on the 27th anniversary of
the Bolshevik Revolution and it was a good example of Stalin’s use of narra-
tive technique in his wartime pronouncements, which typically analysed the
course of the war in the form of a sequential story of battles and operations.
In this case the events in question were:

1. The lifting of the blockade of Leningrad (January)
2. The encirclement of German troops in south-west Ukraine and the Red

Army’s entry into Romania (February–March)
3. The liberation of Odessa and the destruction of German forces in the

Crimea (April–May)
4. The defeat of Finland at Vyborg (which paved the way for the country’s

surrender in September 1944) (June)
5. The liberation of Belorussia (June–July)
6. The entry of Soviet forces into Poland (July)
7. The occupation of Romania and Bulgaria (August–September)
8. The liberation of Latvia and Estonia (September)
9. The liberation of Belgrade and the entry of Soviet forces into Hungary

and Czechoslovakia (October)
10. The defeat of German forces in northern Finland and northern Norway

(October).
(See Maps 13a and 13b on pp. 193, 194.)

Apart from Stalin’s lauding of the Red Army’s military success the speech
was significant in signalling a revival of the communist dimension of Soviet
propaganda. In previous speeches, most notably those of November 1941,
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Stalin had located the patriotic war against Germany firmly in the Russian
tradition of defence of the motherland. Now he emphasised that ‘the Socialist
system born in the October Revolution has endowed our people and our
Army with a great and unconquerable strength’. When Stalin spoke of the feats
of the Soviet people he referred not to Russians or other ethnic groups but
used the traditional Bolshevik class categories of workers, peasants and intel-
ligentsia, each seen as playing an important and distinctive role in the wartime
struggle – the workers in industry, the peasants on the land, and the intelli-
gentsia in the realm of ideas and organisation. But Stalin brought together the
class and ethnic dimensions of the wartime struggle in his definition of Soviet
patriotism:

The strength of Soviet patriotism lies in this, that it is founded not upon
racial or nationalist principles, but on profound loyalty and devotion of the
people to its Soviet Motherland, the brotherly partnership of the working
people of all the nations in our country. In Soviet patriotism are harmo-
niously combined the national traditions of the peoples and the common
vital interests of all the toilers of the Soviet Union. Soviet patriotism does
not divide; on the contrary, it welds into a single fraternal family all the
nations and nationalities of our country.

The other notable feature of Stalin’s November 1944 speech was a long state-
ment in support of the continuation of the Grand Alliance after the war. ‘The
foundation for the alliance of the USSR, Great Britain and the USSR lies not
in chance and passing considerations,’ said Stalin, ‘but in vitally important and
long-term interests.’ When the war was won the alliance would face the
problem of making ‘impossible the outbreak of a new aggression and a new
war – if not for ever, then at all events for a very long period’. The danger of a
new war arose because, as history showed, it was inevitable that Germany
would recover from defeat in 20–30 years and pose a new aggressive threat.
The way to avert that threat, said Stalin, was to create an international secu-
rity organisation endowed with the armed force necessary to protect peace
and to deal with any threats posed by aggressive states. At the heart of this new
organisation would be those great powers who had borne the burden of the
war against Germany and who would, therefore, need to maintain their unity
and co-operation in the postwar period.1

Dumbarton Oaks

Stalin’s pronouncement on the need for an effective replacement for the
League of Nations was a response to the outcome of the Dumbarton Oaks
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conference of August–September 1944, convened to discuss the plan for a new
international security organisation that had been announced by the Moscow
conference of foreign ministers in October 1943. On the Soviet side prepara-
tions for Dumbarton Oaks began early in 1944. Initially, the key figure in
Soviet internal discussions was Litvinov. As Chairman of the Commission on
the Peace Treaties and the Postwar Order Litvinov wrote a series of reports for
his boss Molotov responding to British and American proposals on postwar
security and outlining his own vision of the new international organisation.
Litvinov’s view was that it should be headed by a committee of the great
powers, operating on the basis of unanimous decision-making and charged
with the prime responsibility for safeguarding international peace and secu-
rity. Crucially, Litvinov argued, the operations of this leading committee
should be underpinned by a series of bilateral commitments and agreements
between the great powers. Litvinov’s reasoning here was that the experience of
the League of Nations showed that the great powers were more likely to stick
to specific agreements with each other than to adhere to general commit-
ments relating to collective security. Litvinov also advocated the establishment
of a series of regional sub-organisations to provide structure and form to a
division of the world into separate zones of great power responsibility and
security; in effect, Litvinov’s recipe for postwar security was an American–
British–Soviet condominium – a division of the world into great power
spheres of influence. Litvinov’s intention was to form benign spheres of influ-
ence that would facilitate the maintenance of peace and security by giving
Britain, the United States and the Soviet Union responsibilities as well as
power in their own zones of interest. A global division that specified the main
sphere of action of each great power would also, in Litvinov’s view, separate
the competing and potentially conflicting interests of Britain, the United
States and the Soviet Union.2

Litvinov’s ideas played an important part in the formulation of the Soviet
position at Dumbarton Oaks but his most radical proposition – that the new
organisation should be based on a great power division of the entire world –
did not figure in the instructions issued to the USSR’s delegation. The Soviet
leadership also shied away from the idea of regional sub-organisations and
instead adopted the position that the matter required further discussion.3 The
reason for these omissions was indicated in a contribution to the internal
Soviet discussion by Yakov Malik, the ambassador in Japan: the problem
with dividing the world into zones of responsibility was that it could lead to
the USSR’s exclusion or marginalisation in the Far East. Malik further pointed
out that in a regionally based organisation the British would participate in
four sectors (Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas) and the Americans in
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three (Europe, Asia and the Americas), while the USSR would only have
membership of two (Europe and Asia).4

Naturally, the final word in these discussions was Stalin’s and in late
July/early August Molotov submitted a series of memoranda to him outlining
the proposed Soviet negotiating stance at Dumbarton Oaks.5 One of the most
interesting details in this series of notes from Molotov to Stalin is the change in
the Soviet position on the question of France’s membership of what was later
to become the UN Security Council. In the early internal Soviet documenta-
tion France was not named as a member of the council of the great powers,
only China, Great Britain, the US and the USSR. In the Soviets’ final directive
to their delegation to Dumbarton Oaks, however, France is included as a
member of the future Security Council. Within the People’s Commissariat of
Foreign Affairs there had been a continuing debate about the future position
of France as a great power. Some, like Litvinov, argued for a weak France and
for a postwar Soviet–British alliance, while others argued for the restoration
of French power as a counter to Great Britain. It may well be that the change
in the Soviet position on French membership of the Security Council reflected
the ebb and flow of this internal debate. But the reason Molotov gave Stalin
was simply the need to keep in step with the Americans, who had changed
their minds and agreed to reserve a place on the Security Council for France.6

The Soviet delegation at Dumbarton Oaks was led by Andrei Gromyko, who
had replaced Litvinov as ambassador to the United States in summer 1943.
Conference arrangements were complicated by the fact that the Soviet Union
had yet to enter the Far Eastern war and Moscow was reluctant to compromise
its neutrality by participating in any formal talks that involved China, which
was at war with Japan but not involved in the European theatre. The solution
was to hold a two-phase conference. In the first and most important phase,
from 21 August to 28 September 1944, the American, British and Soviet dele-
gations held their discussions on the proposed postwar security organisation.
When the Soviets departed on the 28th, the British and Americans were joined
by the Chinese for a separate, but strictly secondary, discussion.7

Like all wartime conferences Dumbarton Oaks was conducted in secret, but
there were the inevitable leaks to the press. In many respects the conference
was successful and a large measure of inter-allied agreement was reached
about the shape of the organisation destined to become the United Nations.8

Full and final agreement was stymied, however, by two disputes. First there
was the question of the founding membership of the organisation. The
Soviets wanted membership restricted to those states that had fought as part
of the ‘United Nations’ coalition during the war and were opposed to UN
membership for neutral states, many of whom had, in Moscow’s view, aided
and abetted the Axis during the war. Second, was the question of great
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power unanimity when it came to agreement on collective security action.
The Soviets insisted that all decisions of the Security Council should be agreed
unanimously by the great powers. As the internal Soviet report on Dumbarton
Oaks noted, the issue of a great power’s right to veto decisions of the Security
Council ‘was the most difficult question discussed at the conference’ and
Gromyko made it clear to the British and Americans that the Soviets would
not agree to a founding conference for the UN until the matter was settled.9

The British and American position was that unanimity would apply in all
cases, but a great power would not have the right of veto if it was directly
involved in a dispute. Towards the end of the conference Roosevelt appealed
to Stalin for an acceptance of this derogation, but the Soviet leader was
unmoved and insisted on the complete and consistent application of the
unanimity principle which, he argued, was vital to maintaining the great
power unity necessary to prevent future aggression.10

Failure to reach final agreement on these contentious issues meant the
Dumbarton Oaks conference ended on a slightly downbeat note and there was
much press speculation about disagreements between the allied powers. Stalin
addressed this speculation directly in his November 1944 speech:

There is talk of differences between the three Powers on some questions of
security. There are differences, of course, and they will still arise on a
number of other questions . . . The surprising thing is not that differences
exist but that they are so few, and that as a rule they are settled almost
always in the spirit of unity and coordination of action by the three Great
Powers. What matters is not that there are differences, but that the differ-
ences do not go beyond the bounds of what is tolerable in the interests of
the unity of the three Great Powers.11

Privately, Stalin was saying much the same thing. In a discussion with members
of the communist-controlled Polish Committee of National Liberation on 9
October 1944 he told them: ‘The three-power alliance is based on a compro-
mise involving the capitalist powers on the one side and the USSR on the other.
This was the source of certain divergences of aims and views. These were,
however, subordinate to the fundamental issue of the war against Germany and
the establishment of a new set of relationships in Europe. Like any compromise
the alliance also contained certain areas of conflict. [But] . . . there have not
been any threats of disruption to the basic nature of the alliance. As regards
particular current events, each ally had his own point of view.’12

In the year since Tehran Stalin’s commitment to the Grand Alliance had not
weakened and he still saw the shape of the postwar world as being determined
by tripartite negotiations between Britain, the Soviet Union and the United
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States. Driving this commitment was Stalin’s continuing dread of a resurgence
of German power after the war. While the Victory Salutes could be heard more
and more often in Moscow in 1944, the fighting on the Soviet–German front
remained fierce and each battle still had to be won. As Alexander Werth noted,
‘the victories of 1944 were spectacular but very few of them were easy victo-
ries’.13 The Red Army was winning the war and advancing towards Berlin but
Soviet civilian and military losses were mounting. As the war’s end approached
the long-term continuation of the Grand Alliance assumed greater, not lesser,
importance in the face of the USSR’s need for a prolonged period of peace for
reconstruction.

Operation Bagration 

The biggest Soviet military operation of 1944 was Bagration, named by Stalin
after a Georgian hero of the Napoleonic Wars. The plan was to surround and
destroy Army Group Centre – the Wehrmacht’s last major intact force on
the Eastern Front – and expel the Germans from Belorussia. Planning for the
Soviet summer campaign of 1944 began early in the year and by mid-April
the General Staff had worked out its basic strategy: a campaign to liberate the
remaining quarter of the USSR still under German occupation.14 This goal
was proclaimed by Stalin in his Order of the Day on 1 May 1944: ‘the objec-
tive now is to liberate all our territory from the Fascist invaders and to
restore the State frontiers of the Soviet Union in their entirety, from the Black
Sea to the Barents Sea’.15

As usual there were extensive consultations with Front-level commanders
before the final operational plan was adopted on 31 May 1944.What the Soviets
had in mind was an ambitious and complex multi-pronged offensive against
Army Group Centre. The main attack force consisted of the 1st, 2nd and 3rd

Belorussian Fronts and the 1st Ukrainian Front. These four fronts disposed 2.4
million troops, 5,200 tanks, 36,000 artillery pieces and 5,300 military aircraft.
They had a two to one superiority over the Germans in personnel, six times as
many tanks and four times as many planes and artillery.16 In a supporting role
were the Leningrad and Baltic Fronts, which would pin down Army Group
North, as well as pursue secondary goals such as knocking Finland out of the
war. Operations were to begin with the Leningrad Front’s advance to Vyborg in
early June, followed by a surprise attack in Belorussia and then an advance by
the 1st Ukrainian Front in the direction of Lvov with the aim of preventing the
transfer of enemy forces from the south to the central sector.

Soviet plans for Operation Bagration were closely co-ordinated with Anglo-
American preparations for the launch of the long-awaited Second Front in
France. The Soviets were informed of the approximate date of D-Day in early
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April and, on 18 April, Stalin cabled Roosevelt and Churchill that ‘as agreed in
Tehran, the Red Army will launch a new offensive at the same time so as to
give maximum support to the Anglo-American operation’.17 Since Tehran
there had been a significant increase in the sharing of allied intelligence on the
German order of battle and on the Wehrmacht’s military technology, partic-
ularly that relating to defensive fortifications. There was also extensive co-
operation between the Soviets and the British on a deception plan to convince
the Germans that an Anglo-Soviet invasion of Norway was in the offing.18

This false operation, code-named Bodyguard, was part of an elaborate, and
highly successful, Soviet maskirovka campaign directing the Germans’ atten-
tion from the planned operation in Belorussia. When Overlord was launched
on 6 June 1944 Stalin cabled Churchill and Roosevelt his congratulations and
informed them that, in keeping with the agreement reached at Tehran, the
Soviet summer offensive would soon be launched on ‘one of the vital sectors
of the front’.19 In public Stalin’s welcome to the Second Front was nothing less
than gushing. The invasion of France, Stalin told Pravda on 13 June, was a
‘brilliant success for our Allies. One cannot but recognise that the history of
warfare knows no other similar undertaking in the breadth of its conception,
in its giant dimensions, and in the mastery of its performance . . . History will
record this event [as] an achievement of the highest order.’20

Belorussia was the main centre of Soviet partisan operations against the
Germans and by summer 1944 up to 140,000 partisans were organised into
some 200 detachments operating behind the Wehrmacht’s lines. On 19–20
June the partisans launched a wave of attacks on German communications,
staff headquarters and aerodromes. They also acted as forward observers to
guide massive bombing attacks on the Germans on 21–22 June. The main
Soviet ground attack began on 23 June and was a stunning success. Attacking
across a 500-mile-wide front the Red Army smashed through Army Group
Centre’s defences and rapidly converged on Minsk. The Belorussian capital
was recaptured by the Soviets in early July and, in a poignant reversal of the
Red Army’s catastrophe at Minsk in June 1941, 100,000 Germans were encir-
cled and trapped east of the city. Vilnius, the Lithuanian capital was recap-
tured on 13 July and in mid-July the 1st Ukrainian Front commanded by
Marshal Konev began its advance towards the West Ukrainian capital, Lvov,
which fell to the Red Army on 27 July (see Map 14 on p. 201).

Between 22 June and 4 July, Army Group Centre lost 25 divisions and well
over 300,000 men; another 100,000 were lost in the weeks that followed.21 By
the end of the July it had ceased to be an effective fighting force. However, the
destruction of Army Group Centre did not come cheap. The four main Fronts
involved in Operation Bagration suffered three-quarters of a million casual-
ties during the course of the campaign to liberate Belorussia.22 But there was
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no gainsaying the magnitude of the Soviet victory. By the end of the operation
Belorussia and Western Ukraine were back in Soviet hands, Finland was about
to capitulate, the Red Army had penetrated deep into the Baltic States and in
the south were heading for Belgrade, Bucharest and Budapest. John Erickson
went so far as to argue that ‘when the Soviet armies shattered Army Group
Centre, they achieved their greatest single military success on the Eastern
Front. For the German army in the east it was a catastrophe of unbelievable
proportions, greater than that of Stalingrad.’23 At Stalingrad the symbol of
Soviet success had been the iconic newsreel footage of the surrender of the
6th Army’s commander Field Marshal Fredrich Paulus. In the case of
Operation Bagration the symbol of capitulation was the image of 57,000
German POWs led by their generals being marched through the streets of
Moscow on 17 July 1944.

The magnitude of the Soviet victory was largely a function of the weakened
state of the Wehrmacht by mid-1944 and of the Red Army’s decisive superi-
ority in men and materiel, allowing the Soviets to plan and implement offen-
sive action without fear of defeat or even a major counterattack by the
Germans. The contribution of the western allies to Soviet successes on the
Eastern Front was also a factor of growing importance in 1944. In his May Day
statement Stalin paid tribute to ‘the United States of America and Great
Britain, who hold a front in Italy against the Germans and divert a consider-
able portion of the German forces from us, supply us with most valuable
strategic raw materials and armaments, subject military objectives in
Germany to systematic bombardment and thus undermine the latter’s mili-
tary strength’. On 11 June Tass published a statement detailing the deliveries
of arms, raw materials, industrial equipment and foodstuffs to the Soviet
Union by Britain, Canada and the United States.24 Allied supplies to the USSR
also featured in the Sovinform statement issued on the third anniversary of
the outbreak of the Soviet–German war.25 In his November 1944 speech Stalin
estimated that the Second Front in France had tied down as many as 75
German divisions and that without such support the Red Army ‘could not in
such a short space of time have broken the resistance of the German armies
and driven them out of the territory of the Soviet Union’.26

Operation Bagration demonstrated the new heights being reached by Soviet
operational art. By 1944 Stalin and Stavka had finally learned the lesson that the
war would not be won in one fell swoop and that they had to concentrate on the
achievement of one strategic goal at a time. Stalin was particularly keen to
maintain the focus and priority on Bagration. As Vasilevskii noted, ‘Stalin was
constantly drawing our attention to preparations for this operation’.27 By 1944
Stalin was much more realistic about what could be achieved by his armies and
had learned the lesson that setting initially modest goals in offensive operations
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paid dividends in the long run. For Bagration the Fronts were limited to an
initial advance of no more than 50 miles, the idea being that it was better to
consolidate the occupation of a smaller area if that meant the Germans were
unable to escape encirclement.28 The key to the smooth implementation of
Operation Bagration was the co-ordination of the Fronts, a problem dealt with
by sending Zhukov to co-ordinate the 1st and 2nd Belorussian Fronts and
Vasilevskii to the 1st Baltic and 3rd Belorussian Fronts. Later Zhukov and
Vasilevskii were given the right to command as well as co-ordinate these
Fronts.29 Unlike in more desperate times, the process of planning and prepara-
tion for the operation was characterised by relative harmony in relations
between Stalin and his generals and between Stavka and the Front
commanders. The usual differences about strategy and tactics and the
inevitable gripes about the sharing out of resources were subsumed under a
coherent, common purpose. In this respect, Stalin’s participation in the formu-
lation and implementation of Bagration was both more restrained and more
relaxed than it had been in the past. Although Stalin reserved the last word for
himself on all strategic decisions, he had learned to trust his High Command
when it came to many operational matters and to concentrate his own energies
on troop morale and battle readiness, supplies issues and the work of political
officers in the Red Army. This collective and devolved approach to the conduct
of operations also meant that Stalin could devote more time to addressing
some pressing political problems within the Grand Alliance.

The Warsaw Uprising30

The aim of Bagration was to liberate Belorussia, but the collapse of Army
Group Centre and the rapid advance of the Red Army propelled Soviet forces
to the borders of East Prussia and into central and southern Poland. By the
end of July the Red Army was converging on the Polish capital Warsaw from
several directions. The extent of the Red Army’s penetration westwards raised
the question of the future direction of the offensive now that Belorussia had
been liberated. On 19 July Zhukov proposed to Stalin a series of operations to
occupy East Prussia, or at least cut it off from the main body of Germany.
Zhukov’s proposals, together with other ideas, were considered at a Stavka
meeting with Stalin on 27 July. The meeting decided that East Prussia would
be too tough a nut to crack, at least without extensive preparations. The
capture of Warsaw was a much more promising prospect, and the decision
was made to cross the River Vistula at a number of points and concentrate the
Soviet offensive in the direction of the Polish capital.31 Pride of place in the
campaign for Warsaw, which was expected to fall to the Red Army in early
August, was given to the 1st Polish Army. Recruited from among Polish citizens
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who had been deported to the USSR in 1939–1940, the 1st Polish had begun
forming up in July 1943. Its leadership was pro-communist and many of its
officers were Russian. By July 1944 its total strength was about 20,000 and it
formed part of Rokossovskii’s 1st Belorussian Front. Its task was to cross the
Vistula just south of Warsaw.

Soviet plans soon ran into trouble when the Red Army came up against
strong German defences in the Warsaw area. The Wehrmacht was down but
not out, and the Germans quickly rebuilt the strength of Army Group Centre
by transferring divisions from other sectors of the Eastern Front and from
western Europe. Warsaw barred the way to Berlin and was a crucial strategic
outpost for the Germans to defend. As the Germans stabilised their defensive
position, so the Soviet offensive lost its momentum. Soviet troops were tiring,
the Red Army’s supply chains were now stretched hundreds of miles long, and
the Red Air Force’s relocation to forward deployed airfields had disrupted
operations and allowed the Luftwaffe to regain some of the initiative in the air.
Nonetheless, the Soviets did manage to establish a number of bridgeheads on
the western bank of the Vistula and to get as close to Warsaw as Praga, a
suburb of the city on the eastern side of the river. But the Red Army had great
difficulty in hanging on to its forward positions and was forced to retreat from
Praga after the Soviet 2nd Tank Army received a severe mauling at the hands of
six German divisions, including five armoured. High casualties were also
incurred by the 1st Polish Army in its unsuccessful attempts to cross and
establish a bridgehead on the western bank of the Vistula.

In charge of the Warsaw operations were Zhukov, the Stavka co-ordinator
of operations on this sector, and Rokossovskii, the commander of the 1st

Belorussian Front. On 6 August they reported to Stalin that strong enemy
forces in the Warsaw area necessitated the drafting into action of some reserve
divisions.32 On 8 August Zhukov and Rokossovskii submitted to Stalin a
detailed plan for the capture of Warsaw which involved securing the attack
force’s flanks, consolidating the existing bridgeheads on the west bank of the
Vistula, and reinforcing the 1st Belorussian Front. They estimated that the
operation could begin on 25 August.33 The go-ahead was given by Stalin, but
enemy counter-action in the Warsaw area meant that it was mid-September
before the Soviets were ready for another major assault on the city, although
local offensive operations continued throughout August and early
September.34 But, as previously, the Red Army’s efforts to cross the Vistula in
force and advance on Warsaw made little headway in the face of strong
German opposition. In early October the Soviet attack was finally called off
and the Red Army did not resume offensive operations against Warsaw until
January 1945 (see Map 15 on p. 205).
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The Soviets had expected to capture the Polish capital quite quickly and
easily. When that did not happen they regrouped and prepared for another
assault on the city. Again the Soviets were confident of success, but it took
much longer to prepare and launch the attack than predicted and by the time
it did take place the Germans were even more entrenched in the approaches
to Warsaw. The failure of this attack in September ended the Red Army’s
hopes for the immediate capture of Warsaw.

This picture of consistent, if ill-fated, Soviet efforts to capture Warsaw in
summer 1944 runs completely counter to an alternative scenario: that when
the Red Army reached the Vistula it deliberately halted its offensive operations
to allow the Germans time to crush a popular uprising in the city.35 This
uprising, which began on 1 August, was staged by the Polish Home Army (the
AK) – the partisan arm of Poland’s government in exile in London. Like the
Soviets, the Polish partisans expected Warsaw to fall to the Red Army quickly
and easily. The aim was to liberate the city from the Germans and seize control
before the Red Army arrived.36

Among the many defects of the alternative scenario is that the Red Army
did not at any stage voluntarily slacken its efforts to capture Warsaw. Nor does
it take into account the Wehrmacht’s recovery after its expulsion from
Belorussia or the difficulties the Red Army faced in continuing its prolonged
offensive. As to Stalin’s motives and calculations, the idea that he stood idly by
while the Germans finished off the Polish Home Army is way off the mark. If
anything, the uprising reinforced Stalin’s determination to capture Warsaw as
soon as possible. When it began on 1 August Stalin had no idea the uprising
would fail; indeed, the collapsing German military position indicated that it
might succeed. The anti-Soviet politics of the uprising soon became clear to
Stalin, making it even more urgent that the Red Army seize control of Warsaw
as soon as possible. It might be supposed that Stalin feared a clash with the
Polish Home Army and was, therefore, content to let the Germans crush the
AK in Warsaw. But the Red Army had been dealing with the AK ever since it
crossed the frontiers of prewar Poland in early 1944, sometimes co-operatively,
often conflictually, but at no stage did a few thousand Polish partisans pose a
major threat or problem from the military point of view.37 As Rokossovskii
said to Alexander Werth in an off-the-record interview at the end of August
1944: ‘And do you think that we would not have taken Warsaw if we had been
able to do it? The whole idea that we are in any sense afraid of the AK is too
idiotically absurd.’38 Indeed, that was how the local Polish leaders of the
uprising saw the situation themselves. As Jan M. Cienchanowski noted:

The Home Army generals were firmly convinced that the Russians were
extremely anxious to capture Warsaw as soon as possible because of its
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strategic and military importance . . . In addition they assumed that the
Russians were anxious to take Warsaw because this would enable them to
pose as the true ‘redeemers of the Polish capital’, a role which could be
exploited politically.39

In his discussion of the motives for the uprising the Polish historian
Eugeniusz Duraczynski suggests the uprising was staged not so much in antici-
pation of the Soviet capture of Warsaw as to force Stalin to prioritise the capture
of the city rather than bypass it.40 If that was their calculation, the uprising’s
leaders were not far wrong. The uprising did reinforce Stalin’s inclination to
capture the city; the problem was that he was unable to do so. Stalin could, of
course, have ordered the Red Army to concentrate all its available strength on
the capture of Warsaw. Even so, it is doubtful that the city would have fallen very
quickly given the time it would have taken to redeploy forces from other fronts
and such action would have jeopardised other operational goals that were
considered by Moscow as important as storming Warsaw. Most important, the
Soviets saw no need to take such drastic action. They thought they had enough
forces in the Warsaw area to take the city in days rather than weeks.

None of this is to deny Stalin’s blatant hostility to the AK, to the uprising,
and to the anti-communist and anti-Soviet politics of the Polish government
in exile in London – all of which threatened his plans for a postwar Poland
friendly to the USSR. If the uprising failed and undermined the nationalist
opposition to Soviet and communist influence in Poland, then so much the
better from Stalin’s point of view. However, a detailed look at Stalin’s policy
towards Poland at this time reveals that he was not averse to an accommoda-
tion with elements of the AK and the Polish exile government, if he could
protect the USSR’s interests and be assured of Soviet political influence in
postwar Poland. The uprising finally convinced him that such an arrangement
was not possible, although he continued to be willing to strike deals with those
Polish politicians prepared to break with the AK and the exile government.

Ironically, when the uprising began on 1 August the Prime Minister of the
Polish government in exile, Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, was in Moscow to discuss
with Stalin a Soviet–Polish agreement that would lead to the restoration of
diplomatic relations. Mikolajczyk’s presence in Moscow was partly the result
of pressure from Churchill and Roosevelt for the Soviets to repair relations
with the exile Poles. The key issue was the negotiation of an agreement on
Poland’s postwar borders. At Tehran the understanding reached between
Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin was that Poland’s eastern border would run
along the Curzon Line (which was very close to the Nazi–Soviet demarcation
line of September 1939) but that the country would be compensated for terri-
torial losses by the acquisition of German lands in the west. But no formal
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agreement had been concluded at Tehran and many details of the proposed
Polish–Soviet border remained to be negotiated.

In January 1944 the London Poles issued a statement noting reports that
the Red Army had crossed into Poland and asserting their governmental rights
in the liberated territories.41 The territories in question were Western
Belorussia and Western Ukraine. On 11 January Moscow issued its reply to the
Polish statement, declaring that both territories had joined the USSR of their
own free will in 1939. The Soviet statement added that the USSR stood for a
strong and independent Poland, one bounded by the Curzon Line in the east
and in the west by ‘ancient Polish lands’ reacquired from Germany.
Additionally, the Soviet Union was willing to transfer to Poland any areas in
Western Belorussia and Western Ukraine with a majority Polish population.42

The Soviets’ protestations that they favoured a strong and independent
Polish state were not new. There had been many such public statements,
including by Stalin himself, and the restoration of an independent Poland
after the war was the governing assumption of Soviet internal discussions on
its postwar future.43 Nor was Moscow’s insistence that Western Belorussia and
Western Ukraine rightly belonged to the USSR at all surprising. But the public
commitment to compensate Poland territorially at Germany’s expense was a
new development, although in private the Soviets had expressed support for
such a move on many occasions.44 While the statement was critical of the
Polish exile government it left open the possibility of a reconstruction of rela-
tions between it and the Soviet Union, and Moscow’s promise to negotiate the
ethnic details of the Curzon Line was a definite gesture of conciliation. From
the Soviet point of view this was a moderate and positive statement on the
Polish question and was presented as such to the American and British ambas-
sadors in Moscow. When Molotov asked Harriman what he thought of the
statement the ambassador replied that ‘as a statement of the Soviet position of
the Polish question it was most friendly in tone’.45

On 15 January the London Poles replied to the Soviets, reasserting their
rights in relation to Western Belorussia and Western Ukraine and reiterating
their desire to co-operate with the USSR in the struggle against Germany. This
was not acceptable to the Soviets, who issued a rebuttal statement two days
later emphasising that the key issue for them was recognition of the Curzon
Line as the Polish–Soviet frontier.46 In presenting a preview of this statement
to the British and American ambassadors Molotov signalled a hardening of
the Soviet position: Moscow was willing to negotiate with the London Poles,
but only if their government was reconstructed and the anti-Soviet elements
were excluded.47 At a further meeting with Harriman and Clark Kerr, the
British ambassador, on 18 January Molotov clarified that the reconstructed
Polish government he had in mind would include Poles living in Britain, the
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United States and the Soviet Union as well as those active in anti-German
resistance in Poland.48

Acceptance of the Curzon Line and reconstruction of the exile govern-
ment – these were the constant themes of the Soviet position on the Polish
question, repeatedly stated by Stalin and Molotov in their meetings with the
two ambassadors and by Stalin in his correspondence with Churchill and
Roosevelt. Stalin made no effort to hide his exasperation that the London
Poles refused to negotiate on these terms. ‘Again the Poles. Is that the most
important question?’ Stalin impatiently asked Harriman when he came to
see him on 3 March 1944.49 Churchill’s efforts to broker a deal acceptable to
both sides Stalin dismissed as a waste of time, even accusing the British Prime
Minister of making threats to force the Soviets to settle the Polish question
on terms unfavourable to the USSR.50 At a meeting with Clark Kerr on
29 February Stalin snorted and sniggered at the British compromise solution
and reiterated that he wanted a reconstructed Polish exile government and
acceptance of the Curzon Line. ‘This dreary and exasperating conversation
lasted for well over an hour. No argument was of any avail,’ reported the
British ambassador.51

The one positive constant in Stalin’s and Molotov’s statements on the Polish
question was that they were prepared to contemplate a reconstructed govern-
ment that included the exile Poles’ Prime Minister, Mikolajczyk. As leader of
the Polish peasant party, the biggest political party in prewar Poland,
Mikolajczyk was seen as an important bridge to the formation of a broad-
based government in liberated Poland with which the Soviets could work. For
this reason Stalin resisted pressure from Polish communist circles to establish
a provisional government for Poland based on a purely left-wing alliance.52

Although highly desirable, a leftist government was not seen as strong
enough to rule effectively over a Polish population that remained staunchly
nationalist, notwithstanding the wartime political gains made by the commu-
nists and their socialist allies. When Stalin finally agreed to the establishment
by the communists and their allies of a Polish Committee of National
Liberation (PCNL) on 22 July 1944, part of the motivation was that he needed
an organisation that could be entrusted with the administration of Polish
territories liberated by the Red Army. This was how he presented the decision
to Churchill and Roosevelt on 23 July. But while Stalin said that he did
not consider the PCNL to be ‘a Polish Government’, he noted that it could
become ‘the core of a Polish Provisional Government made up of democratic
forces’. The door remained open to a reconstructed government including
Mikolajczyk, but the threat to bypass him remained. In the same message
Stalin said that he would not refuse to see the Polish leader if he came to
Moscow, as Churchill and Roosevelt had been suggesting.53
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Stalin was encouraged in his approach to the Polish question by Oscar
Lange, a Polish-American Marxist economist who in January 1944 suggested
to the Soviets the formula of a reconstructed Polish government based on the
London Poles, pro-Soviet Poles in Moscow and Poland, and independent
Polish political figures from the Polish émigré communities of Britain and the
United States. In spring 1944 Lange travelled to Moscow with the pro-Soviet
Polish-American Catholic priest Stanislaw Orlemanski to discuss with Stalin
the way forward.54 Stalin’s conversations with these two intermediaries were
highly significant for what they revealed of his strategic thinking about
Polish–Soviet relations. Stalin wanted a friendly Poland with a left-leaning
government that included his communist allies, but he also wanted a united
country that was strong enough to participate in a long-term alliance of
Slavic states against the future German threat.

The idea that the war with Hitler was a pan-Slavic struggle against the
traditional German enemy had long figured in Soviet propaganda. As early
as August 1941 the Soviets had formed a Pan-Slav committee and convened
an all-Slav congress in Moscow. Many more such gatherings followed, not
just in the Soviet Union but in other allied countries as well.55 This was a
natural tactic for Moscow to adopt given that the main victims of German
aggression were the predominantly Slav states of Czechoslovakia, Poland,
Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union. In 1943 Stalin began moves to create a
formal political and diplomatic alliance of these Slavic states. In December
1943 a Soviet–Czechoslovak Treaty of Friendship, Mutual Aid and Postwar
Co-operation was concluded with the Czech exile government headed by
President Eduard Beneš. The treaty, signed in Moscow on 12 December,
contained a protocol providing for a third country to join in the arrangement
– a clause specifically aimed at facilitating a Czechoslovak–Polish–Soviet
pact.56 Stalin was not long back from Tehran and his continuing obsession
with the postwar re-emergence of the German threat was evident in his talks
with Beneš. In his conversation with the Czech President on 18 December
Stalin opined that two countries threatened peace in the long run – Japan and
Germany. ‘The Germans are a very powerful and talented people and they
would be able to recover very quickly after the war. From the Tehran confer-
ence [he] had formed the impression that this view was fully shared by all
the allies.’ At the final reception for Beneš on 22 December Stalin spoke of the
‘necessity for Slavic co-operation after the war’ and noted that ‘up to now the
Germans had been able to divide the Slavs, co-operating with some Slavs
against others and then turning against them. From now on the Slavs must be
united.’57

Stalin returned to the Slavic unity theme in his talk with Father Orlemanski
on 28 April 1944:
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Germany will be able to renew itself in some 15 years. That is why we must
think not only about how to end this war . . . but also about what would
happen in 20 years, when Germany revives itself. This is why an alliance
between Russia and Poland is absolutely necessary in order not to let the
Germans become an aggressor once again . . . [He] could give the example
of the Grunwald58 battle during which the Slavic peoples united against the
members of the German order of Knights of the Sword. The united Poles,
Russians, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, and Belorussians then defeated the
Germans . . . we should revive the policy of Grunwald on a broad basis. This
is his dream.59

In his talk with Lange on 17 May Stalin emphasised that the USSR needed a
strong Poland in order to be able to deal with German aggression in the
future. Stalin also made clear his opposition to a ‘half-hearted’ punitive peace
like the Versailles treaty. If that happened again there would be another war in
15 years’ time. Germany had to be kept weak for 50 years, Stalin told Lange,
and since he was talking to a Marxist economist he took the opportunity to
make the point that capitalist Britain and the United States would support the
destruction of German and Japanese industry because this would eliminate
two of their trade competitors.60

The third partner in Stalin’s projected Slavic alliance was Yugoslavia.
Unlike Poland, the dominant force in the partisan movement in Yugoslavia
were the communists led by Marshal Tito. Even in 1944 it was clear that
Tito’s communists would emerge as the major political players in Yugoslavia’s
postwar politics. But Stalin was more pessimistic than Tito about the
communists’ postwar prospects. ‘Be careful,’ he reportedly told Tito in
September 1944: ‘the bourgeoisie in Serbia is very strong.’ ‘Comrade Stalin, I
do not agree with your view. The bourgeoisie in Serbia is very weak,’ replied
Tito.61 In April 1945 Stalin warned Tito that Germany would recover from
the war very quickly: ‘Give them twelve to fifteen years and they’ll be on their
feet again. And this is why the unity of the Slavs is important. The war shall
soon be over. We shall recover in fifteen to twenty years, and then we’ll have
another go at it.’62

In relation to the postwar government of Yugoslavia, Stalin’s policy was to
broker a deal between Tito and the Yugoslav government in exile, including
provision for the continuation of the monarchy. In Yugoslavia, as in Poland,
Stalin’s preferred formula was a reconstruction of the exile government and
then its combination with his own supporters to form a provisional govern-
ment inclusive of a broad range of political opinion. In the case of Poland,
however, Stalin’s patience was wearing pretty thin by the time Mikolajczyk
arrived in Moscow at the end of July 1944.
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Stalin’s first meeting with Mikolajczyk was on 3 August. At the start of the
meeting Mikolajczyk raised three questions for discussion: joint action in
the struggle against the Germans; the agreement the Soviets had reached
with the PCNL about the administration of liberated Polish territory; and
the Polish–Soviet border issue. Mikolajczyk mentioned that an uprising in
Warsaw had broken out and that he would like to be able to go to the Polish
capital very soon to form a government that would combine the parties of the
London Poles and those of the Polish communists. Stalin replied that the
questions he had raised were of great political and practical importance but
that Mikolajczyk had to negotiate those issues with the PCNL with a view to
forming a united provisional government – a point that the Soviet leader
repeatedly came back to in the ensuing conversation. When Mikolajczyk
spoke of the role of the AK in Poland Stalin pointed out that its units were
very weak and lacked guns, let alone artillery, tanks and planes. When
Mikolajczyk suggested that the AK should be armed, Stalin replied that
the most effective aid to the Soviet campaign to liberate Poland would be the
formation of a unified government. When the conversation turned to the
border issue Stalin restated the Soviet position that the Polish border should
run along the Curzon Line in the east and the Oder River in the west; Poland
would get Danzig but Königsberg would go to the Soviet Union. Responding
to Polish claims to Lvov in Western Ukraine and Vilnius in Lithuania, Stalin
said that ‘according to Leninist ideology, all peoples were equal’ and that he
‘did not want to offend the Lithuanians, the Ukrainians or the Poles’. He went
on to point out that the greatest territorial losses would be suffered by the
Soviet Union, which was giving up that part of Poland that had once belonged
to the Russian empire. Stalin also returned to the theme of Slavic unity, using
the Grunwald analogy again: ‘the first time the Poles and Russians united . . .
together they beat the Germans. Then the Russians and Poles quarrelled. In
the 17th century under Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich there was a minister of
foreign affairs, Ordin-Nashchekin, who proposed the conclusion of a union
with the Poles. For this he was sacked. Now a return is necessary. The war has
much to teach our people.’ At the end of the talk Mikolajczyk asked Stalin how
he envisaged the frontier issue being resolved. Stalin’s answer – that it would
be negotiated with a united Polish government – was yet another signal that
he was prepared to work with Mikolajczyk.63

The next day the British ambassador in Moscow sent Eden a very positive
report of the Mikolajczyk–Stalin meeting:

Although from time to time the talk was lively and direct, the atmosphere
throughout was friendly . . . There were no recriminations from the
Russian side . . . The Poles were impressed by the great ‘wisdom’ and
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apparent willingness of Stalin and his readiness to listen. They felt that he in
his turn was impressed and even surprised by the simplicity and liberalism
of Mikolajczyk.64

Mikolajczyk’s talks with the PCNL leaders were less successful, the sticking
points being the Polish Premier’s insistence that his exile government should
form the basis of a new provisional government and that the communist-led
partisans should be assimilated into the AK.65 While Mikolajczyk was talking
to the PCNL, Churchill and Stalin exchanged messages about aid to the
Warsaw uprising. On 4 August Churchill told Stalin the British intended to
drop 60 tons of equipment and ammunition in the south-west section of the
city. In his reply to Churchill the next day Stalin doubted the AK would be able
to take Warsaw, because it was defended by four German divisions.66

On 8 August Stalin wrote to Churchill about his talk with Mikolajczyk: ‘It has
convinced me that he has inadequate information about the situation in
Poland. At the same time I had the impression that Mikolajczyk is not against
ways being found to unite the Poles.’ Although the talks between the PCNL and
Mikolajczyk had not been successful they had been useful, Stalin told Churchill,
because they had provided an opportunity for an exchange of views. This was
the first stage in the development of relations between the PCNL and
Mikolajczyk and ‘let us hope that things will improve’, Stalin concluded.67

In Mikolajczyk’s second talk with Stalin on 9 August the Polish Premier
raised the question of Soviet aid to the Warsaw uprising. Stalin responded that
he did not consider the uprising a ‘realistic affair when the insurgents had no
guns whereas the Germans in the Praga area alone had three tank divisions,
not to speak of infantry. The Germans will simply kill all the Poles.’ Stalin
explained that the Red Army had advanced to within a few kilometres of
Warsaw but the Germans then brought up reinforcements. The Red Army
would continue its attack and take Warsaw, said Stalin, but it would take time.
He was willing to supply the insurgents with munitions but worried about the
supplies falling into German hands and asked Mikolajczyk if there were safe
places to drop guns. After being reassured that there were such areas Stalin
promised to give Rokossovskii the necessary orders and to pursue all possibil-
ities. Towards the end of the conversation Stalin once again aired his fears of
a German revival after the war and emphasised the need for a Polish–Soviet
alliance to meet this threat.68

Mikolajczyk left Moscow the next day. According to Harriman, he departed
the Soviet capital ‘much more hopeful of the possibility of a settlement than
when he arrived. He was impressed by his cordial reception and his frank
discussions with Stalin and Molotov. At the meeting last night Stalin agreed to
undertake to drop arms in Warsaw . . . Stalin told him that he had expected to
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take Warsaw on August 6 but that because the Germans had brought in four
new Panzer divisions and two other divisions to hold the bridgehead [on the
east bank of the Vistula], the taking of the city had been delayed but he was
confident that the new difficulties could be overcome.’69

All these signs of a potentially amicable development of Polish–Soviet rela-
tions were shattered by the onset of intense inter-allied acrimony about aid to
the Warsaw uprising. The British had begun airlifting supplies to the Warsaw
insurgents in early August, using their bases in Italy. On 13 August the
Americans decided to drop supplies, using planes flying from Britain, but that
required landing on Soviet airfields for refuelling before returning home. On
14 August Harriman forwarded to Molotov the request for landing and re-
fuelling facilities. The response, a letter from Deputy Foreign Commissar
Andrei Vyshinskii the next day, shocked British and American sensibilities.
The Soviets would not co-operate with American air drops to Warsaw,
announced Vyshinskii, because ‘the outbreak in Warsaw into which the
Warsaw population has been drawn is purely the work of adventurers and the
Soviet Government cannot lend its hand to it’.70 In a face to face meeting with
Harriman and Clark Kerr later that day Vyshinskii was equally obdurate,
pointing out that the Soviets had sent a liaison officer to the rebels in Warsaw
but he had been killed.71 The next day Vyshinskii clarified the Soviet position:
they would not co-operate with Anglo-American air drops but they would not
object to them.72

This negative turn in the Soviet attitude to the Warsaw uprising seems to
have been provoked by western press reports that the AK’s action had been co-
ordinated with the Red Army, which was now refusing to aid the insurgents.
On 12 August Tass issued an angry denial and blamed the London Poles for
the tragedy that was unfolding in Warsaw as the Germans moved to crush the
uprising.73 On 16 August Stalin wrote to Churchill pointing out that after
seeing Mikolajczyk he had ordered supply drops to Warsaw but the liaison
officer parachuted into the city had been captured and killed by the Germans:

Now, after probing more deeply into the Warsaw affair, I have come to the
conclusion that the Warsaw action is a reckless and fearful gamble, taking a
heavy toll of the population. This would not have been the case had Soviet
headquarters been informed beforehand about the Warsaw action and had
the Poles maintained contact with them. Things being what they are, Soviet
headquarters have decided that they must dissociate themselves from the
Warsaw adventure.74

Stalin refused to see Harriman and Clark Kerr on 17 August. Instead he
deputed Molotov to convey his intransigent position that there would be no

214 STALIN’S WARS

07 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:07  Page 214



Soviet supplies to the Warsaw insurgents.75 Harriman was angered by these
exchanges with the Soviets and reported to Washington: ‘my recent conversa-
tions with Vyshinskii and particularly with Molotov tonight lead me to the
opinion that these men are bloated with power and expect that they can force
their will on us and all countries’.76 Harriman’s mood communicated itself to
others in the American embassy. On 17 August Harriman’s personal assistant,
R.P. Meiklejohn wrote in his diary:

It is just a case of cold-blooded murder, but there is nothing we can do
about it. When the full story of this incident comes out it will certainly go
down in history as one of the most infamous deeds of war. Beneath all their
veneer of civilisation, the ruling elements here are nothing but a highly
intelligent and ruthless gang of thugs and murderers. They have shown
their hand in this case too clearly to leave any doubt about their character.77

The Warsaw uprising was an emotional event for the Soviets, too. They had
lost millions of troops reaching Warsaw, and would suffer another half-
million casualties in liberating Poland from the Germans; they did not take
kindly to suggestions that they had provoked the uprising and then aban-
doned the Warsaw population to their fate. Equally important was the fact
that the Red Army was preparing further assaults on the Polish capital and the
Soviet expectation was that Warsaw would fall to them within days, thus
making redundant any question of supplying the uprising.

On 20 August Churchill and Roosevelt appealed jointly to Stalin to drop
supplies to Warsaw, if only to propitiate world opinion. Stalin replied on
22 August:

Sooner or later the truth about the handful of power-seeking criminals who
launched the Warsaw adventure will out . . . From the military point of view
the situation . . . is highly unfavourable both to the Red Army and to the
Poles. Nevertheless, the Soviet troops . . . are doing all they can to repulse
the Hitlerite sallies and go over to a new large-scale offensive near Warsaw.
I can assure you that the Red Army will stint no effort to crush the Germans
at Warsaw and liberate it for the Poles. That will be the best, really effective,
help to the anti-Nazi Poles.78

By September, however, the Soviets were beginning to worry about the public
relations aspect of the affair. On 9 September the People’s Commissariat for
Foreign Affairs sent a memorandum to the British embassy proposing the
establishment of an independent commission to investigate who was respon-
sible for launching the uprising and why it had not been co-ordinated with the
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Soviet High Command. The memo also announced a change in policy on
supplies to the insurgents, pointing out that the Soviets had already made
several air drops but that each time the food and munitions had ended up in
German hands. However, if the British and Americans insisted on such air
drops the Soviets would co-operate and facilitate the operation.79

In mid-September the Soviets also began to step up their own air drops to
Warsaw – a move which coincided with the launch of the Soviet attack on the
city. Between 14 September and 1 October the 1st Belorussian Front made
2,243 flights to Warsaw and dropped 156 mortars, 505 anti-tank guns, 2,667
sub-machine-guns and rifles, 3 million cartridges, 42,000 hand grenades, 500
kilos of medicines and 113 tons of food.80 This compared with British supplies
during August and September of 1,344 pistols and revolvers, 3,855 machine
pistols, 380 light machine-guns, 237 bazookas, 13 mortars, 130 rifles, 14,000
hand grenades, 3,000 anti-tank grenades, 8.5 tons of plastic explosive, 4.5
million rounds of ammunition and 45 tons of food.81 Most of these supplies
ended up in the hands of the Germans, although the Soviets claimed their
low-level air drops were more accurate and effective than the high-altitude
drops made by the RAF.

By the end of September inter-allied harmony had been restored and
Harriman was messaging to Roosevelt that he had had ‘a most satisfactory
talk with Stalin . . . For the first time Stalin spoke with sympathy for the
insurgents.’82

The Warsaw uprising was a disaster for all concerned except the Germans.
For the Warsaw Poles it was a catastrophe. The AK incurred about 20,000 fatal-
ities and many thousands more wounded, while the civilian population, caught
in the crossfire, suffered somewhere between 150,000 and 200,000 dead. When
the uprising came to an end on 2 October the Germans finished the demolition
job they had begun during the course of military operations against the AK by
razing the entire city centre to the ground and deporting the surviving popula-
tion to concentration camps. For the Polish government in exile the failure of
the uprising represented a critical weakening of its ability to influence the
postwar politics of Poland. The communist left was, with Soviet help, able to
capitalise on the undermining of the nationalist power base in Poland but the
suspicion lingered that they and their Red Army allies had not done enough to
aid the uprising. The Red Army was blamed for not capturing Warsaw sooner
and the British and Americans were accused of appeasing their Soviet ally by
not going public on their differences with Stalin over Poland. Within the Grand
Alliance the diplomatic damage caused by differences over the uprising was
limited and temporary, but in years to come the Warsaw controversy came to be
seen as an important negative turning point in Soviet–Western relations and as
an early harbinger of the cold war. During the cold war the blame game over the
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Warsaw uprising became one of the touchstones of east–west ideological
polemics. The west laid the blame on the Red Army’s refusal to aid the uprising
until it was too late, while the Soviets accused the anti-communist AK of reck-
lessness and adventurism. Neither side devoted much time or energy to
blaming Germany, surely the real villain of the piece. But when set beside the
Holocaust and the mass murder of Soviet citizens, the crushing of the Warsaw
uprising was just another German atrocity.

The Churchill–Stalin Percentages Agreement

Although in retrospect it is the drama of the Warsaw uprising that has attracted
the historical attention, at the time it was only one item among many on Stalin’s
crowded military and political agenda.Poland was not the only country invaded
by the Red Army in summer 1944. On 20 August the Red Army began a major
invasion of Romania. This sparked an internal crisis in the country and a coup
that led to the overthrow of the pro-German government and a switching of the
country to the allied side of the war. On 31 August the Red Army entered the
country’s capital, Bucharest. Within days a Romanian delegation arrived in
Moscow to negotiate the terms of an armistice, and a truce treaty was signed on
12 September. Because of pan-Slavic sentiment and pro-Russian popular atti-
tudes Bulgaria had remained formally neutral during the Soviet–German
conflict, although it had supported the Wehrmacht’s campaign in a number of
materialwaysandhadfulfilled itsAxiscommitmentsbydeclaringwaronBritain
and the United States. On 5 September, however, the Soviet Union declared war
on Bulgaria. Again there was an internal coup, this time led by the pro-
communist Fatherland Front. By 9 September Bulgaria had ceased military
operations against the Red Army and on 26 September ended hostilities with
Britain and the United States. The Bulgarian armistice treaty was signed in
Moscow on 28 October. Like Romania, Bulgaria switched sides in the war,
opening the way for Red Army operations in Yugoslavia. Most of that country
was liberated by Tito’s partisans but the Red Army did conduct a campaign that
led at the end of September to the capture of the Yugoslav capital, Belgrade. In
Slovakia a communist-led national uprising broke out at the end of August.
Like Warsaw, the insurgents appealed for Soviet aid but, unfortunately, the Red
Army was bogged down on the other side of the Carpathian mountains and was
able to offer only limited aid. The uprising was crushed by the Germans and it
was not until May 1945 that the Red Army entered the Czechoslovak capital,
Prague. Hungary sued for peace, too, but a German takeover of the country
prevented Soviet capture of Budapest until January–February 1945.83

These unfolding events formed the backdrop to Churchill’s second trip to
Moscow and to the infamous ‘percentages agreement’ of October 1944.
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Churchill arrived in Moscow on 9 October and went straight to the Kremlin,
where he met and dined with Stalin.84 Churchill’s celebrated account of the
meeting was published in the final volume of his history of the Second World
War in 1954:

The moment was apt for business, so I said [to Stalin], ‘Let us settle about
our affairs in the Balkans. Your armies are in Romania and Bulgaria. We
have interests, missions, and agents there. Don’t let us get at cross-purposes
in small ways. So far as Britain and Russia are concerned, how would it do
for you to have ninety percent predominance in Romania, for us to have
ninety per cent of the say in Greece, and go fifty-fifty about Yugoslavia?’
While this was being translated I wrote out on a half-sheet of paper:

Rumania %
Russia 90
The others 10

Greece
Great Britain 90
(in accord with U.S.A.)
Russia 10

Yugoslavia 50–50
Hungary 50–50
Bulgaria

Russia 75
The others 25

I pushed this across to Stalin, who had by then heard the translation. There
was a slight pause. Then he took his blue pencil and made a large tick upon
it, and passed it back to us. It was all settled in no more time than it takes
to set down . . . After this there was a long silence. The pencilled paper lay
in the centre of the table. At length I said, ‘Might it not be thought rather
cynical if it seemed we had disposed of these issues so fateful to millions of
people, in such an offhand manner? Let us burn the paper.’ ‘No, you keep it’,
said Stalin.85

It’s a good story but, like so many of Churchill’s tales, the lily was somewhat
gilded.86 While Churchill emphasised the drama of the moment, the British
ambassador’s report verged on the comic. Churchill had

218 STALIN’S WARS

07 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:07  Page 218



produced what he called a ‘naughty document’ showing a list of Balkan
countries and the proportion of interest in them of the Great Powers. He
said that the Americans would be shocked if they saw how crudely he had
put it. Marshal Stalin was a realist. He himself was not sentimental while
Mr Eden was a bad man. He had not consulted his cabinet or Parliament.87

More solemn was the Soviet record which said that Churchill announced ‘he
had prepared a table. The thought which was expressed in this table might be
better stated in diplomatic language because, for example, the Americans,
including the President, would be shocked by the division of Europe into
spheres of influence.’ Later in the conversation Churchill returned to this
issue, saying that he ‘had prepared a rather dirty and rough document, which
showed the division of influence of the Soviet Union and Great Britain in
Romania, Greece, Yugoslavia and Bulgaria’. In response, Stalin said ‘that the
25 per cent envisaged for England in Bulgaria did not harmonise with the
other figures in the table. He . . . considered that it would be necessary to enter
an amendment envisaging 90 per cent for the Soviet Union in Bulgaria and 10
per cent for England.’ The conversation then wandered off, but Stalin later
reiterated that the figures for Bulgaria should be amended and it was agreed
that Molotov and Eden would consider the matter further.88

Eden and Molotov discussed the so-called percentages deal at meetings on
10 and 11 October and agreed to adjust the percentage of influence in
Bulgaria and Hungary to 80/20 in favour of the Soviets.89 From the records of
these two discussions it is clear that Eden and Molotov had little or no idea
what their bosses meant when they talked about a spheres of influence deal
expressed in terms of percentages. In the end their conversations boiled down
to an exchange on the role of their respective countries in the Allied Control
Commissions that were to be established to oversee the military occupation of
Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania. In effect the Churchill–Stalin percentages
came to reflect the amount of control Britain and the Soviet Union were each
to have within these control commissions. This was largely an academic
discussion since the Soviets were, or would be, the sole military occupiers of
Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania, and the pattern of allied occupation regimes
in Axis states had been established by the Italian precedent – control would
rest with the allied armed forces occupying the country and the Allied Control
Commission would act as an advisory and consultative body.

For all the retrospective hype of Churchill’s presentation, the percentages
deal barely mentioned in his extensive correspondence with Stalin in the
months that followed or, with one exception, in their future face to face
meetings at Yalta and Potsdam.90
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In popular historical mythology the percentages deal is depicted as a cynical
Anglo-Soviet carve-up; condemned as Churchill’s betrayal of Eastern Europe
to Stalin by right-wing commentators and characterised as Stalin’s betrayal of
the revolution in Greece and Yugoslavia by their left-wing counterparts. In
truth the Churchill–Stalin exchange about spheres of influence was important
only for one country – Greece. Securing British freedom of action in Greece
was by far Churchill’s most important priority in his conversation with Stalin.
What Churchill feared was the takeover of Greece by ELAS-EAM – the
communist-led partisan movement which already controlled large tracts of
the country, acquired during the course of its struggle against German occu-
pation. What Churchill sought from Stalin was an assurance that the Soviet
Union would not involve itself in Greek affairs and would lay a restraining
hand on the local communists. Churchill achieved this goal in the percentages
agreement, but even before he produced his naughty document, Stalin had
‘agreed that England must have the right of decisive voice in Greece’.91

The alacrity with which Stalin gave up Greece reflected established Soviet
policy. Soviet policy-makers had begun to locate Greece within a British
sphere of interest in the eastern Mediterranean as early as summer 1943.
Internal briefing papers prepared for the Moscow Conference of Foreign
Ministers of October 1943 noted the importance of British interests in Greece,
including the strong ties between London and the Greek government in exile.
Soviet interests, on the other hand, lay in extending Moscow’s influence in the
Slavic states of the Balkans.92 These themes were taken up by Ivan Maiskii in
a memorandum he submitted to Molotov in January 1944. The memo, a
wide-ranging survey of the USSR’s postwar prospects and perspectives, noted
in relation to Greece:

The USSR is interested in Greece much less than in other Balkan countries,
whereas England, in contrast, is seriously interested in Greece. In relation to
Greece, therefore, the USSR should observe great caution. If democratic
Greece, following the example of other Balkan countries, would also like to
conclude a pact of mutual assistance with the USSR, we would have no
reason to discourage it. However, if the conclusion of a bilateral
Greek–Soviet pact caused some complications with England, one could try
to deal with the problem by way of the conclusion of a trilateral mutual assis-
tance pact between England, Greece and the USSR (as in the case of Iran).93

When in summer 1944 a Soviet military mission was dispatched to the
communist-led partisan army its officers went with instructions not to involve
themselves in Greek internal affairs.94 When British troops attempted to
disarm ELAS-EAM in December 1944 and thereby provoked an armed revolt
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in Athens, Stalin refused to support the Greek communists. Dimitrov asked
Molotov if the Greek comrades could expect assistance ‘in order to oppose
armed intervention by England’. The reply was that ‘our Greek friends will not
be able to count on active assistance from here [Moscow]’.95 In January 1945
Stalin himself pronounced on Greek developments to Dimitrov:

I advised not starting this fighting in Greece . . . They’ve taken on more
than they can handle. They were evidently counting on the Red Army’s
coming down to the Aegean. We cannot do that. We cannot send our troops
into Greece, either. The Greeks have acted foolishly.96

In the Soviet policy community the governing assumption was that Greece
was and would remain in the British sphere of influence. In November 1944
Litvinov wrote a report ‘On the Prospects and Basis of Soviet–British Co-
operation’ that envisaged an Anglo-Soviet division of postwar Europe into
spheres of security and allocated Greece to the British sphere along with
Holland, Belgium, France, Spain and Portugal.97 On the eve of the Big Three’s
Yalta conference in February 1945 Ambassador Gromyko wrote a briefing
paper that considered recent events in Athens and noted British and American
opposition to the coming to power of progressive forces in Greece, especially
the communists. Gromyko noted that this raised the issue of great power
interference in the internal affairs of small states but recommended that the
Soviet side should not take any initiative in relation to Greece, except to make
clear that they sympathised with progressive elements.98

At the Yalta conference Stalin raised the question of Greece during the
plenary session on 8 February 1945. While there was allied support for a
unified government in Yugoslavia, he wondered what was going on in Greece.
But, Stalin added:

He was by no means getting ready to criticise British policy in Greece . . .
Churchill, interrupting . . . Stalin, states that he is very grateful to him for
the restraint shown by the Soviet side during the Greek events . . . Stalin,
continuing, says that he would like to ask Churchill simply to inform us
about what is going on in Greece.

Having listened to Churchill’s explanation Stalin politely repeated that he
didn’t mean to interfere in the internal affairs of Greece, he just wanted to
know what was going on.99

Churchill’s retrospective view was that the percentages deal saved Greece
from communism.100 Stalin, however, had no intention of communising the
country or of involving himself in a political project to that end. As he told
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Churchill at their meeting on 14 October 1944, the ‘Soviet Union did not
intend to organise a Bolshevik Revolution in Europe’. 101 That did not mean
he was averse to radical political change, especially if it served Soviet interests.
But in Greece, as in other countries in Europe, he saw such change as coming
about peacefully and democratically. In states that the Soviet Union occupied
or exercised direct influence over Stalin would work to facilitate change. In
countries such as Greece, which lay within the western allied sphere of occu-
pation and influence, his advice to local communists was to co-operate with
the British and Americans, particularly while the war continued; to adopt a
long-haul strategy; and to seek the gradual transformation of their societies.

Despite all the subsequent attention lavished on the spheres of influence
deal it was by no means the most discussed topic in Moscow. By far the greater
part of Stalin and Churchill’s time was taken up by the Polish question. This
was the very first issue raised by Churchill at the meeting on 9 October, when
he suggested that Mikolajczyk, who was in Cairo, should again be invited to
Moscow. The Polish leader did go to Moscow and Stalin and Churchill met
him on 13 October, but the discussion got nowhere. Stalin wanted
Mikolajczyk to work with the PCNL to form a reconstructed Polish provi-
sional government and to accept the Curzon Line as Poland’s eastern border.
The best Mikolajczyk could offer was the Curzon Line without Lvov, and that
only as a demarcation line pending final negotiation of the Polish–Soviet
frontier. This was unacceptable to Stalin, who emphasised that under no
circumstances would he agree to the partition of Belorussia and the
Ukraine.102 Mikolajczyk then met the PCNL leader Boleslaw Bierut, who
offered him a quarter of the ministerial posts in a reconstructed Polish
government, a figure that Stalin increased to one third, including the position
of Prime Minister.103 Churchill also met Bierut and was charmed by his intel-
ligence, but it is doubtful that he believed Stalin’s protestations that the Pole
was not a communist.104 Stalin’s growing impatience with Mikolajczyk was
reflected in his comment to Churchill on 16 October that the Pole had ‘not a
word of thanks to the Red Army for liberating Poland . . . He thinks that the
Russians are in service to him.’105 Meanwhile Mikolajczyk was beginning to
think that the deal on offer was the best the exile Poles could hope for. Indeed,
after failing to persuade his colleagues of the merits of the Soviet terms he
resigned as premier of the exile government at the end of November 1944.

Among the other topics discussed by Churchill and Stalin was the question
of Turkey and the revision of the Montreux Convention on the control of the
Black Sea Straits. This came up at the meeting on 9 October and Stalin told
Churchill that ‘under the Montreux Convention Turkey has all the rights to
the Straits, while the Soviet Union has very few rights . . . it was necessary to
discuss the question of revising the Montreux Convention, which did not
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correspond to the current situation at all.’ Churchill reiterated his support for
warm-seas access for Russia but asked what exactly Stalin had in mind. Stalin
was unable to say what specific changes to Montreux he wanted but he
successfully pressed Churchill to agree that revision was necessary.106

According to the British record of this discussion Stalin also said:

It was quite impossible for Russia to remain subject to Turkey, who could
close the Straits and hamper Russian imports and exports and even her
defence. What would Britain do if Spain or Egypt were given this right to
close the Suez Canal, or what would the United States Government say if
some South American Republic had the right to close the Panama Canal?107

At their final meeting on 17 October Churchill and Stalin exchanged views on
the future of Germany. Once again Stalin expressed his fear of a revival of
German power and made plain his preference for the dismemberment of the
country. Asked by Churchill if he supported the formation of a federation of
East European states to protect against German aggression, Stalin gave an
interesting reply. The Soviet leadership thought that for the 

first three or four years after the war there will be a nationalistic atmosphere
in Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Poland. The first desire of the peoples of
these countries will be to organise their national life . . . To a degree the
Hitler regime developed national feelings, as shown for example in
Yugoslavia . . . where everyone wants their autonomy. In the first years after
the war the predominant feeling will be the desire to live a full national life
without interference. After the last war a number of untenable states were
formed that had little basis and they suffered bankruptcy. Now there is the
danger of going to the other extreme and forcing small peoples to unite
together. It is difficult to see the Czechs and Hungarians, even the Czechs
and Poles, finding a common language. Hence it is not possible to think
about such associations, although they are not excluded in the future.108

Stalin was being a little disingenuous here. Soviet opposition to federations or
confederations of East European states was of long standing and was based on
the fear that such associations would take on an anti-Soviet character, even to
the extent of reviving the cordon sanitaire around Bolshevik Russia estab-
lished by the British and French after the First World War.109 Stalin’s remarks
also reflected his growing consciousness of ethnic issues during this period
and his preference for ethnic unification where possible. Hence his support
for the return of Transylvania to Romania, a region inhabited mainly by
Romanians, albeit with a significant Hungarian minority.110 In relation to the
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Soviet Union’s own ethnic integrity this outlook led Stalin in 1945 to negotiate
the transfer from Czechoslovakia to the USSR of sub-Carpathian Ukraine, a
sparsely populated region of no great economic or strategic importance. As he
explained later:

In their times, in the thirteenth century, the Russians lost the trans-
Carpathian Ukraine and from that time they always dreamt of recovering
it. Thanks to our correct policy, we succeeded in recovering all Slavic –
Ukrainian and White Russian – lands and to realize the age-old dreams of
the Russian, Ukrainian and White Russian people.111

At the end of Churchill’s trip to Moscow a communiqué was issued that spoke
of an open and sincere exchange of views and of progress in negotiations
about the Polish question and about the formation of a united government
for Yugoslavia.112 This was not much to show for an 11-day visit by the British
Prime Minister. On the other hand, the talks had been very friendly and there
was none of the rancour that had punctuated Churchill and Stalin’s previous
negotiations in Moscow in 1942 and at Tehran in 1943. When Churchill left
Moscow on 19 October Stalin presented him with a commemorative vase
decorated with a picture entitled appropriately enough ‘With bow against
Bear’. Stalin was in a good mood throughout the Prime Minister’s visit and he
agreed to dine at the British embassy – the first time he had attended such a
function there.113 Stalin also accompanied Churchill to the Bolshoi Ballet. It
was here that Kathleen Harriman, daughter of the American ambassador, met
Stalin for the first time. On 16 October she wrote to her friend Pamela
Churchill (at that time married to Randolph, Winston’s son):

Stalin hadn’t been to the theater since the war started, and for him to go
with a foreigner was even more amazing. Between the acts, we went into a
sit down dinner at which Molotov presided . . . There were toasts to
everyone and Stalin was very amusing when Moly got up and raised his
glass to Stalin with a short conventional phrase about ‘our great leader’.
Stalin, after he’d drunk came back with a ‘I thought he was going to say
something new about me!’ Moly answered with a rather glum, ‘It’s always a
good one’, which I thought very funny. Ave[rell] said that Stalin was excep-
tionally gay. He did have a good wit and looked as though he was enjoying
his task as host to the P.M.114

In political terms the percentages deal had little practical significance but
Churchill’s willingness to negotiate such a wide-ranging deal and to demar-
cate vital interests must have been psychologically reassuring to Stalin. Of
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importance, too, for Stalin’s calculations were the tensions in Anglo-American
relations revealed by Roosevelt’s response to the British Premier’s trip to
Moscow. On the eve of Churchill’s departure for the Soviet capital Roosevelt
wrote to Stalin asking that Ambassador Harriman be allowed to observe
proceedings, pointedly stating that ‘in this global war there is literally no ques-
tion, military or political, in which the United States is not interested. I am
firmly convinced that the three of us, and only the three of us, can find the
solution to the questions unresolved. In this sense, while appreciating Mr
Churchill’s desire for the meeting, I prefer to regard your forthcoming talks
with the Prime Minister as preliminary to a meeting of the three of us.’ It was
a point that needed no labouring for Stalin. He knew where power lay in the
western half of the Grand Alliance and he wrote back reassuring Roosevelt
that the meeting was Churchill’s idea and that he would report to him on its
progress.115 Stalin was a little peeved at Roosevelt’s intervention, or pretended
to be, and said so to Churchill at their first meeting, noting that the US
President was demanding too many rights for himself and allowing too few to
Britain and the Soviet Union which were, after all, bound together by a formal
treaty of alliance whereas the USSR and the United States were not. Churchill
defused the situation by joking that they would discuss the Dumbarton Oaks
negotiations but not tell Roosevelt!116

Stalin and de Gaulle

The next important foreigner to visit Stalin was General de Gaulle, who
arrived in Moscow in early December 1944. At Tehran Stalin had been very
disparaging about de Gaulle and at the Yalta conference two months after de
Gaulle’s visit to Moscow he was not much kinder. At a meeting with Roosevelt
on 4 February Stalin said that

De Gaulle does not fully understand the position of France. Americans,
English and Russians have spilt blood in order to liberate France. The
French suffered defeat and now have only eight divisions. Nevertheless,
de Gaulle wants France to have the same rights as the USA, England and
Russia.117

At the Yalta plenary session on 5 February Stalin came out against French
participation in the control of occupied Germany and remarked that ‘it was
impossible to forget the past. In this war France opened the gates to the
enemy. This cost the allies colossal sacrifices in Europe. This is why we cannot
place France on the same level as the three great allies.’118
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But face to face with de Gaulle in December 1944 Stalin oozed personal
charm and expressed full understanding of France’s position and aspirations.
At his first meeting with the General on 2 December Stalin emphasised that
he supported the restoration of France as a great power.119 Stalin was not
being wholly disingenuous. In April 1944 the French communists had joined
de Gaulle’s French Committee of National Liberation and then agreed to serve
in the provisional government that the General now headed. The Soviets were
also genuinely grateful for the contribution of the Free French air regiment
Normandie, which took part in some of the fiercest aerial combat on the
Eastern Front. On the other hand, Moscow suspected that as a conservative de
Gaulle had anti-communist and anti-Soviet tendencies.120

De Gaulle’s trip to Moscow was at his request.121 His purpose was to enhance
liberated France’s prestige by the conclusion of a Franco-Soviet pact similar to
the Anglo-Soviet treaty of alliance of 1942. Stalin was happy to sign such a
treaty, although he first made sure that Churchill and Roosevelt had no objec-
tions.122 Stalin also decided to try to leverage some support from de Gaulle for
the Soviet position on the Polish question. Molotov suggested to his French
counterpart, Georges Bidault, that France should exchange representatives
with the PCNL. For this reason the Polish question loomed large in Stalin’s
second conversation with de Gaulle on 6 December. In defence of the Soviet
position on Poland Stalin reminded de Gaulle that the Curzon Line had been
supported by the French Prime Minister Clemenceau after the First World War
and pointed out that twice in the last 30 years Poland had been used as a
corridor for a German invasion of Russia. Stalin also defended Soviet actions in
relation to the Warsaw uprising, saying that by the time the Red Army reached
the Polish capital its offensive had penetrated to a depth of 600 kilometres
and its artillery shells had to be shipped 400 kilometres to the front.123

At their third and final meeting on 8 December de Gaulle raised the
German question and Stalin warmed to his pet theme of the need to keep the
Germans down, telling the General that he thought the British would take a
hard line against Germany. When de Gaulle suggested that, judging by
Versailles, Britain’s commitment to a punitive peace would not last long, Stalin
told him that this time around it would be possible to dismantle German
industry and that the British understood the importance of this. The question
of French relations with the PCNL also came up and Stalin offered de Gaulle
a deal. Churchill had raised with Stalin the possibility of a tripartite pact
involving Britain, rather than just a bilateral Franco-Soviet pact. De Gaulle did
not like this idea; he wanted a bilateral agreement with Stalin on a par with the
Anglo-Soviet pact. Stalin said that he would sign such a pact if de Gaulle
would agree to exchange official representatives with the PCNL. ‘Let the
French do us a favour and we will do them one,’ Stalin told the General. At the
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end of the conversation de Gaulle came back to the Polish question and
expressed great sympathy for the Soviet position. In relation to the PCNL he
said that the French had already suggested an exchange of representatives with
the Poles.124

On 9 December Bidault told Molotov that de Gaulle was willing to
exchange representatives with the PCNL in return for a Franco-Soviet pact.
However, Molotov also wanted the French to publish a statement to this effect
in the form of an exchange of letters between de Gaulle and the Chairman of
the PCNL. This would have been tantamount to the diplomatic recognition of
the Lublin government – a step the Soviets had yet to take formally them-
selves. Bidault told Molotov that his proposal was unacceptable.125 It seems
that discussions continued that night at the farewell dinner for the French
delegation. Perhaps to oil the wheels of negotiation Stalin suggested to de
Gaulle that they should ‘bring out the machine guns. Let’s liquidate these
diplomats!’126 Such drastic action was not necessary, however, and the Franco-
Soviet treaty of mutual aid was signed the next day.127 The French got their
way on the non-publication of a statement on the exchange of representatives
with the PCNL and were able to present the deal to the British and Americans
as a decision to exchange low-level representatives.128 Stalin, on the other
hand, told the PCNL that it had been a hard-won concession and lambasted
de Gaulle as a died-in-the-wool reactionary.129

As might be expected, the Soviet press devoted lavish coverage to de
Gaulle’s visit and hailed the Franco-Soviet pact as a milestone in the develop-
ment of relations between France and the USSR. A particular theme of the
Soviet public assessment of the pact was its importance for dealing with the
German danger, not just at the time but in the future. An editorial in Izvestiya
noted: ‘this enemy is not only the present Hitlerite army, which will be totally
routed; this enemy is German imperialism, which aspires to world supremacy,
invariably and consistently giving birth to Bismarcks, Wilhelms and Hitlers’.130

The underlying reason for Soviet pressure on the French over the Polish
question became apparent on 4 January 1945 when Moscow announced it was
officially recognising the PCNL as the provisional government of Poland.131

This statement ended the prospect of any further negotiations with the exile
Poles in London about the formation of a united Polish government, although
it did not rule out talks with the likes of Mikolajczyk. With the Red Army
about to resume its march on Warsaw, Stalin had evidently decided to pursue
his political goals in Poland through the pliable offices of the PCNL.
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8

Liberation, Conquest, Revolution
Stalin’s Aims in Germany 

and Eastern Europe

After de Gaulle left Moscow Stalin’s next big diplomatic assignment was the
Yalta conference of February 1945. It was Roosevelt’s idea to hold a second
meeting of the Big Three and he originally hoped to hold the conference in
Scotland in September 1944, but Stalin demurred about the date because of
military commitments and then suggested a Black Sea port as a venue. Stalin
hated flying and he could travel to the Black Sea coast by train. By this stage,
however, the American presidential election was in progress and it was
decided to postpone the conference until after Roosevelt’s inauguration for his
fourth term in January 1945. Eventually agreement was reached on Yalta as the
conference venue.1

Stalin’s mood and outlook on the eve of Yalta – the most important tripar-
tite conference of the Second World War – may be gleaned from two sources:
indirectly via an examination of Soviet diplomatic preparations for the
conference; and by an analysis of some striking private statements by Stalin in
January 1945.

Curiously, Soviet diplomatic preparations for Yalta were not as extensive
and systematic as for the Moscow conference of foreign ministers of October
1943. This was probably because the Soviet position on most questions was
fixed by this time and implementation issues were the responsibility of the
various internal policy and planning commissions established in 1943. As at
Tehran, there was no fixed, formal agenda for Yalta and Stalin, the complete
master of his foreign policy brief, could be relied upon to give nothing away
to Britain and the United States.

Like the boss, in the run-up to Yalta the officials of the People’s
Commissariat of Foreign Affairs were preoccupied with the German question.
First, there was the work of the Armistice Commission headed by Voroshilov.
As the name suggests, the commission’s brief was to prepare policy on the
terms of surrender for Germany and the other Axis states. Its work para-
lleled the discussions and negotiations of the tripartite European Advisory
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Commission (EAC), established by the Moscow foreign ministers’ conference.
The EAC was based in London with Moscow’s ambassador to Great Britain,
Fedor Gusev, serving as the Soviet representative on the commission. By the
end of 1944 agreement had been reached within the EAC on the uncondi-
tional surrender of Germany; on the division of the country into American,
British and Soviet zones of military occupation; and on the establishment of
an Allied Control Commission to co-ordinate allied policy during the occu-
pation. It had also been agreed to divide Berlin into separate zones of allied
occupation – notwithstanding the fact that the German capital was located
deep inside the proposed Soviet occupation zone in the east of the country. In
November 1944 France joined the EAC and later received a share in the occu-
pation of Germany and Berlin. The point to note about Soviet preparations
for the occupation of Germany is the assumption that it would be prolonged
and could be achieved and sustained only in co-operation with Britain and
the United States.2

The second strand of Soviet policy work on Germany was embodied in the
Reparations Commission headed by Ivan Maiskii. That the Soviet Union
would receive reparations from Germany was beyond question, from
Moscow’s point of view; it could hardly be otherwise given the extent of the
damage caused by the German invasion. Maiskii’s commission was to formu-
late policy on how much and in what form reparations would be paid to the
Soviet Union. The problem was that the British and Americans were sceptical
about reparations payments. They feared a repetition of the experience after
the First World War when Germany, unable to pay its reparations, secured
foreign loans to service its debts and then reneged on the repayments. To
circumvent this objection the Soviet proposal was for reparations in kind
rather than in money, i.e. German plant and machinery would be confiscated
and what was left of the country’s industry would then supply goods on an
annual basis to the USSR. One argument used by Maiskii and the Soviets in
support of this approach to reparations was that it would also serve to weaken
Germany’s capacity to rearm.3

The third strand of the Soviets’ German policy work concerned dismem-
berment, an issue within the remit of Litvinov’s Commission on Peace
Treaties and the Postwar Order. The policy of breaking up Germany after the
war had been stated time and again by Stalin, most notably in his conversa-
tions and correspondence with Churchill and Roosevelt. It is no surprise,
then, that Litvinov’s commission spent a great deal of time in 1943 and 1944
discussing various schemes of dismemberment. No firm conclusions were
reached about how many states Germany should be broken up into but by
January 1945 Litvinov was proposing a maximum of seven – Prussia,
Hanover, Westphalia, Württemberg, Baden, Bavaria, and Saxony – and

LIBERATION, CONQUEST, REVOLUTION: GERMANY & EASTERN EUROPE 229

08 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:08  Page 229



arguing that this should constitute the negotiating position of the Soviets in
their discussions with the British and Americans. Again, the underlying
assumption was that such a radical policy – essentially a proposal to turn the
clock back to the time in the nineteenth century when Germany was not a
unitary state – could only be achieved in co-operation with Britain and the
United States.4

In the pre-Yalta period Litvinov also speculated on some grander themes.
In November 1944 he wrote a paper for Molotov ‘On the Prospects and
Possible Basis of Soviet-British Cooperation’.5 According to Litvinov the
fundamental basis for postwar Anglo-Soviet co-operation would be contain-
ment of Germany and the maintenance of peace in Europe. However, the war
would bequeath a dangerous power imbalance arising from the Soviet defeat
of Germany and from French and Italian decline. But that problem could be
resolved by the demarcation of British and Soviet security spheres in Europe.
Specifically, Litvinov suggested a maximum Soviet security zone of Finland,
Sweden, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Romania, the Balkans (but not
Greece) and Turkey. The British security zone would encompass Western
Europe, but with Norway, Denmark, Germany, Austria and Italy constituting
a neutral zone. According to Litvinov:

This delimitation will mean that Britain must undertake not to enter into
specifically close relations with, or make any agreements against our will
with the countries in our sphere, and also not to have military, naval or air-
force bases there. We can give the corresponding undertaking with regard
to the British sphere, except for France which must have the right to join an
Anglo-Russian treaty directed against Germany.

Litvinov linked the prospects for such an Anglo-Soviet accord to Britain
losing its global power struggle with the Americans which, he believed, would
encourage London to consolidate its position in continental Europe. Litvinov
returned to the question of postwar Anglo-Soviet co-operation on 11 January
1945 in a note to Molotov on ‘On the Question of Blocs and Spheres of
Influence’.6 Litvinov reiterated his proposal for a division of Europe into
British and Soviet spheres of interest, pointing out that tripartite discussions
involving the Americans did not preclude bilateral arrangements and agree-
ments between the great powers. Litvinov also commented on an idea put
forward by the American journalist Walter Lippmann that not just Europe but
the whole world be divided into spheres of influence. This proposal, said
Litvinov, was too fantastic and unrealistic to merit serious discussion. In
particular Litvinov derided Lippmann’s concept of an all-embracing western
community of interest consisting of North and South America, Britain and
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the British Commonwealth, and Western Europe. Litvinov did not see any
reason why the United States should be involved in Anglo-Soviet discussions
about zones of security, especially in view of the antipathy of the American
press and public opinion to the notion of blocs and spheres of influence.
Litvinov pointed out, too, that when objecting to spheres of influence in
Europe the Americans chose to forget about the Monroe Doctrine and the US
sphere in Latin America. Litvinov concluded that any agreement on British
and Soviet security zones in Europe should be the result of bilateral agreement
and not be dependent on the establishment of the regional structures of a
future international security organisation.

The problem with Litvinov’s approach was that the British had given
no indication that they were willing to go any further than the vague and
limited spheres of influence agreement embodied in the percentages deal.
Furthermore, it was clear that US opposition to spheres of influence would
carry a lot of weight within the Grand Alliance and that the kind of grand
bargain advocated by Litvinov was not a practical proposition. That did not
rule out an implicit Soviet–Western spheres of influence arrangement and
that, indeed, was the policy pursued by Stalin and Molotov in 1945. The
problem was that because the limits and character of the Soviet and western
spheres of influence remained unstated some serious misunderstandings and
frictions developed between the two sides. Matters were further complicated
by Stalin’s pursuit of his ideologically driven communist political goals in
postwar Europe. Stalin did not see his ideological policy as incompatible
with his security policy, but decision-makers in London and Washington
came to view the Soviet and communist political advance in postwar Europe
as threatening and as a form of ‘ideological Lebensraum’.7

Litvinov was not the only one indulging in grand speculation. As early as
January 1944 Maiskii had sent Molotov a long memorandum setting out his
views on the coming peace and the possible character of the postwar order.8

Maiskii’s starting point was Moscow’s postwar goal of a prolonged period of
peace – between 30 and 50 years – during which time Soviet security would
be guaranteed. To achieve that goal the Soviet Union had to pursue a number
of policies. The USSR’s borders would be those extant in June 1941, while
Finland and Romania would conclude mutual assistance pacts with the Soviet
Union and permit Soviet military bases on their territory. French and Polish
independence would be restored but neither country would be allowed to
become strong enough to pose a threat to the Soviet Union in Europe.
Czechoslovakia would be bolstered as a key Soviet ally and mutual assistance
treaties signed with Yugoslavia and Bulgaria. Germany had to be ideologically
and economically disarmed as well as militarily weakened with the aim of
rendering the country harmless for 30 to 50 years. The Soviet Union wanted
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Japan defeated but had no interest in becoming embroiled in the Far Eastern
war when it could achieve its territorial goals (the acquisition of South
Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands) at the peace conference. Providing there was
no proletarian revolution in Europe Maiskii did not foresee any sharp
conflicts with Britain or the United States after the war. Maiskii thought the
US would be a dynamic and expansionist imperial power after the war
whereas Britain would be a conservative imperialist state interested in preser-
vation of the status quo. This meant there was a good basis for close postwar
co-operation between Britain and the USSR. Both countries would be inter-
ested in postwar stability and the Soviets needed to keep Britain strong as a
counterbalance to American power. As to Soviet–American relations, the
prospects were equally rosy. There were no direct conflicts between American
and Soviet interests and, in the context of its imperial rivalry with Great
Britain, Washington would be concerned to keep Moscow neutral. Overall
there was no reason why the Soviet Union should not be able to maintain
good relations with both Britain and the United States.

Most of what Maiskii had to say in this memorandum was a gloss on
existing Soviet policies and perspectives. The most innovative point was his
advocacy of a long-term Anglo-Soviet alliance, which was akin to Litvinov’s
perspective of a Soviet–British spheres of influence agreement in Europe.
The two men had worked very closely when Maiskii was ambassador in
London and Litvinov was the foreign commissar and they remained close
during the war. Both could be fairly described as Anglophiles (Litvinov had
an English wife), although that did not stop either of them from adopting a
hard-nosed view of British foreign policy. Where Maiskii differed from
Litvinov was in his greater sensitivity to the ideological dimension of Soviet
foreign policy and how this might impact on relations with Britain and the
United States. In common with other Soviet analysts Maiskii detected both
reactionary and progressive trends in British and American domestic politics
and saw the complications this could cause should elements hostile to the
new democratic order the Soviets wished to see established in Europe gain
the ascendancy.

Of a younger generation in the Soviet diplomatic corps was the future
Soviet Foreign Minister, Andrei Gromyko. On 14 July 1944 Gromyko
submitted a long document to Molotov entitled ‘On the Question of
Soviet–American Relations’,9 one of a number of such communications to
Molotov on the theme of the wartime Soviet–American détente and its dura-
bility.10 Gromyko’s outlook on Soviet–American relations was generally posi-
tive. He argued that Roosevelt’s policy of co-operation with the Soviet Union
had majority support in Congress, in both Democratic and Republican
parties, and among the public. In terms of opposition to Roosevelt’s policy he
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highlighted the role of the reactionary, anti-communist elements of the press
and of the Catholic Church. There were 23 million Catholics in the US,
Gromyko pointed out, including 5 million Polish-Americans. Gromyko also
highlighted American fears of communist revolution and sovietisation, partic-
ularly in Eastern Europe. Nevertheless, he still believed that Soviet–American
co-operation would continue after the war. Isolationist foreign policies had
been abandoned in favour of involvement in European and international
affairs. The US had a common interest with the Soviets in dealing with the
German threat and in securing the conditions for a prolonged peace.
Gromyko also identified significant economic and trade reasons for postwar
Soviet–American co-operation and concluded that ‘notwithstanding the diffi-
culties which will probably arise from time to time . . . without doubt the
conditions exist for the continuation of collaboration between the two coun-
tries . . . To a large degree relations between the two countries in the postwar
period will be determined by the relations shaped and continuing to be
shaped in wartime.’

In another letter to Molotov ten days later Gromyko analysed the reasons
for the replacement of Vice-President Henry Wallace by Harry Truman as
Roosevelt’s running mate in the 1944 American presidential election. In
Gromyko’s view Wallace was replaced because he was too radical and had
offended business circles, as well as right-wing conservative elements in the
Democratic Party and among the ‘southern bloc’ of Democratic senators
and congressmen. But, Gromyko concluded, as far as foreign policy was
concerned, Truman ‘always supported Roosevelt. He is a supporter of co-
operation between the United States and its allies. He stands for co-operation
with the Soviet Union. He speaks positively of the Tehran and Moscow
conferences.’11

As ambassador to the United States, Gromyko was charged with briefing
Moscow on the issues likely to come up at the Yalta conference. In his docu-
ments Gromyko identified a number of issues that might prove to be contro-
versial – Poland, Greece, Yugoslavia, Dumbarton Oaks, the role of the EAC –
and made suggestions about the tactics the Soviets should pursue to protect
their interests in these spheres. But there was no hint in Gromyko’s analyses
that he thought any of the difficulties were insurmountable or could not be
resolved by agreement. On Poland he thought that Roosevelt would eventu-
ally recognise the Lublin provisional government. On Greece he said that the
Soviets must not get involved in the struggle between the British and the
communist partisans in ELAS-EAM but should make clear their sympathy for
the progressive elements. On Yugoslavia he thought it would be possible to
garner more support for Tito from the British and Americans. As the head of
the Soviet delegation to the Dumbarton Oaks conference Gromyko had a
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particular interest in the veto controversy. This was the one issue on which he
advocated a hard line – under no circumstances should the Soviets surrender
the principle of unanimous decision-making; without a veto the Soviet Union
could be outvoted by Britain and the United States in the EAC and in the
future UN Security Council.12

What Gromyko, Litvinov and Maiskii were saying and proposing were not
necessarily what Stalin was thinking. But in Stalin’s Russia the terms of
discussion were highly restrictive and usually set by the Soviet dictator
himself. Even as independent a figure as Litvinov had to be careful not to
overstep the mark of what it was permissible to say. Like future historians
these three mid-level policy-makers were faced with the task of trying to
deduce what was on Stalin’s mind by reading the runes of his public state-
ments, interpreting what was being said in the Soviet press and making use
of the confidential information at their disposal. One advantage they had
over the historians who followed them was that all three had personal deal-
ings with Stalin, and even more so with their immediate boss, Molotov, who
could always be relied upon to stick closely to the Great Leader’s views. In
the case of Litvinov, his personal interactions with Stalin had historically
been quite extensive, but were in severe decline during the war as Molotov,
his long-time personal rival, manoeuvred to isolate him. Maiskii continued
to have some direct dealings with Stalin during the war, particularly after his
recall to Moscow from London. Gromyko’s personal contact with Stalin was
more limited but he was one of the rising stars of the foreign commissariat
and well in with Molotov. In short, it is reasonable to assume that the spec-
ulations of Gromyko, Litvinov and Maiskii on the shape of the postwar
world were not idiosyncratic but reflected the language and terms of the
internal discourse on foreign policy and international relations that was
taking place at the highest levels of decision-making. Their documents tell us
that in the diplomatic sphere, at least, the Soviets saw the future in terms of
the long-term continuation of tripartite collaboration. It was in this spirit
that they approached the Yalta conference.

More direct evidence of Stalin’s thinking on the eve of Yalta comes from
some conversations he had in January 1945 with a delegation from Tito’s
Yugoslav Committee of National Liberation. The delegation was headed by
Andrija Hebrang, a member of the Politburo of the Yugoslav communist
party. At his first meeting with Stalin on 9 January the conversation dealt
mainly with Balkan matters. Hebrang outlined to Stalin various Yugoslav
territorial claims. Stalin was sympathetic but said territorial transfers should
be based on the ethnic principle and that it would be best if the demand to
join Yugoslavia came from the local populations themselves. When Hebrang
mentioned claims to Greek Macedonia and Saloniki Stalin warned that the
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Yugoslavs were creating hostile relations with Romania, Hungary and Greece
and seemed intent on going to war with the whole world, which did not make
much sense. Stalin also reined in Yugoslav ambitions to incorporate Bulgaria
into their Federation, saying that a confederation uniting the two countries on
equal terms would be better. On the crisis in Greece, Stalin noted that the
British had feared a Red Army advance into the country. That would have
created a very different situation there, Stalin told Hebrang, but nothing could
be done in Greece without a navy. ‘The British were surprised when they saw
the Red Army was not moving into Greece. They cannot understand a strategy
that forbids the army to move along divergent lines. The strategy of the Red
Army is based on the movement along convergent lines.’ In relation to the
governmental issue in Yugoslavia Stalin said it would be premature for Tito to
proclaim a provisional government. The British and Americans would not
recognise it and the Soviets had their hands full with the same issue in Poland.
Stalin also strongly advised the Yugoslavs not to give Churchill any excuse to
do in their country what he was doing in Greece and asked that they consult
with Moscow before taking any important decisions since they might put the
Soviets in a ‘stupid position’. This remark led Stalin to his final contribution
to the discussion:

In relation to bourgeois politicians you have to be careful. They are . . . very
touchy and vindictive. You have to keep a handle on your emotions; if
emotions lead – you lose. In his time Lenin did not dream of the correla-
tion of forces we have achieved in this war. Lenin thought that everyone
would attack us . . . whereas it turns out that one group of the bourgeoisie
was against us but the other with us. Lenin did not think it would be
possible to ally with one wing of the bourgeoisie and fight with the other.
But we managed it; we are led not by emotion but by reason, analysis and
calculation.13

Talking to Dimitrov about the meeting the next day, Stalin said he did not like
the way the Yugoslavs were behaving, although Hebrang himself seemed a
sensible man.14 In his telegram to Tito on 11 January summarising the
outcome of the meeting, Hebrang noted that Stalin considered it ‘necessary to
be circumspect in relation to foreign policy questions. Our basic task is to
strengthen the achievement of victory. It is necessary to avoid big demands on
neighbouring countries in order not to provoke negative relations or clashes
with us.’15

On 28 January Hebrang had a further meeting with Stalin. This time a
Bulgarian delegation was present and one of its members, the communist V.
Kolarev, made some notes of Stalin’s comments at the meeting. Its main
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purpose was to discuss relations between Bulgaria and Yugoslavia and Stalin
repeated his view that unification of the two countries should be gradual and
equitable. More generally Stalin stated:

The capitalist world is divided into two hostile blocs – democratic and
fascist. The Soviet Union takes advantage of this in order to fight against the
most dangerous [country] for the Slavs – Germany. But even after the
defeat of Germany the danger of war/invasion will continue to exist.
Germany is a great state with large industry, strong organisation,
employees, and traditions; it shall never accept its defeat and will continue
to be dangerous for the Slavonic world, because it sees it as an enemy. The
imperialist danger could come from another side.

The crisis of capitalism today is caused mainly by the decay and mutual
ruin of the two enemy camps. This is favourable for the victory of socialism
in Europe. But we have to forget the idea that the victory of socialism could
be realised only through Soviet rule. It could be presented by some other
political systems – for example by a democracy, a parliamentary republic
and even by constitutional monarchy.16

Another version of Stalin’s remarks at this meeting, which took place at his
dacha, is provided in Dimitrov’s diary:

Germany will be routed, but the Germans are a sturdy people with great
numbers of cadres; they will rise again. The Slavic peoples should not be
caught unawares the next time they attempt an attack against them, and in
the future this will probably, even certainly, occur. The old Slavophilism
expressed the aim of tsarist Russia to subjugate the other Slavic peoples.
Our Slavophilism is something completely different – the unification of the
Slavic peoples as equals for the common defense of their existence and
future . . . The crisis of capitalism has manifested itself in the division of the
capitalists into two factions – one fascist, the other democratic. The alliance
between ourselves and the democratic faction came about because the latter
had a stake in preventing Hitler’s domination, for that brutal state would
have driven the working class to extremes and to the overthrow of capi-
talism itself. We are currently allied with one faction against the other, but
in the future we will be allied against the first faction of capitalists, too.

Perhaps we are mistaken when we suppose that the Soviet form is the
only one that leads to socialism. In practice, it turns out that the Soviet
form is the best, but by no means the only, form. There may be other
forms – the democratic republic and even under certain conditions the
constitutional monarchy.17
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Stalin’s remarks about the two wings of capitalism have often been interpreted
to mean that he believed conflict with the democratic faction of capitalism
was inevitable. But, as both quotations show, what was really on Stalin’s mind
was the long-term German threat and the need for Slavic unity to confront it.
Stalin’s message to the Bulgarian and Yugoslav comrades was that the Slavs
could only rely on themselves to deal with the Germans, not an enduring
alliance with democratic capitalism: he hoped the Grand Alliance with Britain
and the United States would last, but it might not. Equally, it is clear that in
terms of communist strategy Stalin was advocating a moderate political
course, one that focused on gradual reform rather than on a revolutionary
upheaval on the model of Russia in 1917. This remained Stalin’s policy for the
communist movement for another two or three years; it was only when the
strategy of gradual communist political advance was deemed to have failed
that he embraced a more militant and leftist politics, and unleashed the
radical tendencies of the Yugoslav and other European communist parties.

But as the Yalta conference approached the auguries for tripartite co-
operation were good. Neither Stalin’s diplomatic nor his political strategy
presaged any major conflicts with Britain and the United States, at least not in
the immediate future. The scene was set for serious negotiations with
Churchill and Roosevelt to resolve a number of current controversies and
create the basis for a durable, peacetime Grand Alliance.

The Crimean Conference

The Yalta, or Crimean conference as the Soviets called it, was an altogether
grander affair than Tehran. The delegations were larger and included more
key personnel. Stalin, for example, was accompanied to the conference by
Molotov, by Antonov, the Deputy Chief of the General Staff, by the naval
commissar Admiral Kuznetsov, Deputy Foreign Commissar Vyshinskii, and
by Gromyko, Gusev and Maiskii. Discussions ranged further and wider and
many more decisions were taken than at Tehran. At the previous meeting of
the Big Three the main focus of discussion had been the war; at Yalta the three
leaders were firmly focused on the emergent postwar order.

The setting was a little unreal: Tsar Nicholas II’s magnificent 50-room
Livadia Palace in the spa town of Yalta on the Black Sea. It had been badly
damaged by the Germans during their occupation of the Crimea, but the
Russians repaired the palace as best they could. One problem with the venue
was an acute shortage of bathrooms, much to the disgruntlement of the
American delegation.18 This shortage of facilities impacted on the Big Three
as well. Kathleen Harriman, who accompanied her father to the conference,
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wrote to Pamela Churchill that one day, during a break in proceedings Stalin
came out of the conference hall very quickly, searching for a toilet:

U.J. [Uncle Joe] was shown to one & came out quickly – washroom without
toilet. By that time the P.M. was occupying the next nearest John so one of
our embassy boys took Stalin ’way the hell down the hall to the next nearest
toilet. In the shuffle, Stalin’s NKVD generals got separated. Then there was
havoc – everyone meleeing around whispering. I think they thought the
Americans had pulled a kidnapping stunt or something. A few minutes
later a composed U.J. appeared at the door & order was restored!19

As at Tehran, there were bilateral meetings among the Big Three as well as the
tripartite plenary sessions. Stalin’s first port of call on 4 February 1945 was
Churchill. Both Soviet and western forces were by now fighting in Germany and
the two leaders had a brief exchange about the progress of the battle there.20

Stalin next met Roosevelt and had a more extensive conversation with the
President, during which the two continued to carp about de Gaulle, as they had
at Tehran.21 The first plenary session began at 5.00 p.m. that day with Stalin
inviting Roosevelt to open proceedings, which he did by saying the partici-
pants already had a good understanding of each other and should be frank in
the discussions at the conference. The plenary then turned to an exchange of
information and views about the military situation on the various fronts.22

The first real political discussion at Yalta took place at the second plenary
session on 5 February. The topic was the future of Germany, and Stalin pushed
very hard for a definite commitment to dismember Germany. ‘Evidently, we
are all for the dismemberment of Germany,’ he said to Churchill and
Roosevelt. ‘But it is necessary to shape this into the form of decisions. He,
comrade Stalin, proposes to take such decisions at today’s session.’ Referring
to his discussions with Churchill in Moscow in October 1944, Stalin noted
that because of Roosevelt’s absence it had not been possible to take a decision
on the dismemberment of Germany, but ‘had not the time come for decision
on this question?’ As the conversation developed, Stalin interrupted Churchill
to ask ‘when the question of the dismemberment of Germany would be put
before the new people in Germany? The thing is this question is not in the
conditions of capitulation. Perhaps a clause on the dismemberment of
Germany should be added to the terms of surrender?’ Responding to
Roosevelt’s suggestion that the matter should be referred to the three foreign
ministers who should be charged with drawing up a plan for the study of the
project, Stalin said that while one could accept this ‘compromise proposal’, ‘it
was necessary to say directly that we consider it necessary to dismember
Germany and that we are all for this’. Stalin continued:
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The second point of decision must be the inclusion in the surrender terms
of a point concerning the dismemberment of Germany, but without indi-
cating [into] how many parts. He, comrade Stalin, would like the decision
on the dismemberment of Germany made known to groups of persons
who will be shown the terms of unconditional surrender. It is important for
the allies that groups of people, be they generals or other persons, know
that Germany will be dismembered. To comrade Stalin, Churchill’s plan not
to tell the leading groups of Germans about the dismemberment of
Germany seems risky. It would be expedient to speak of this beforehand. It
would be to the advantage of us allies if the military groups or the govern-
ment not only signed the surrender terms drawn up in London [by the
EAC] but also signed terms about the dismemberment of Germany in
order to bind the population to it. Then the population will be more easily
reconciled to dismemberment.

Eventually Stalin conceded that it would be unwise to publicise dismember-
ment too far in advance but continued to urge clarity on the allied position
and the inclusion of dismemberment in the terms of surrender:

Comrade Stalin further stated that one could take a decision on the first
point which would read: ‘the dismemberment of Germany and the estab-
lishment of a commission to work out a concrete plan for dismemberment’.
The second point of decision would read: ‘to add to the terms of uncondi-
tional surrender a point about the dismemberment of Germany without
mentioning the number of parts into which it will be dismembered’.23

The discussion then moved on to the question of whether or not France should
be given a zone of occupation in Germany. Stalin opposed the move, arguing
that the French did not deserve it and that such a decision would lead to
demands from other allied countries for a share in the occupation. Stalin
relented only when it was made clear that the French zone would be carved
out of territories to be occupied by the British and Americans. But he continued
to oppose the inclusion of France on the Allied Control Commission for
Germany, notwithstanding British arguments that it was illogical to allow the
French an occupation zone but to deny them representation on the ACC.
Stalin was evidently not prepared to continue that discussion so he switched
the debate to the more comfortable topic of reparations and announced that
Maiskii, who was sitting beside him, would make a presentation on the Soviet
behalf. This was news to Maiskii, who whispered to Stalin that they had yet to
put a figure on Soviet reparations demands. Molotov, who was sitting on the
other side of Stalin, intervened in this huddle and it was agreed on the spot to
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demand $10 billion in reparations rather than $5 billion, the low-end figure
that had featured in Soviet internal discussions before the conference.24

Maiskii duly gave his report outlining the principles of the Soviet repara-
tions plan. First, reparations would be paid by Germany in kind, not money.
Second, Germany would pay reparations in the form of lump withdrawals of
factories, machinery, vehicles and tools from its national wealth at the end of
the war and annual deliveries of goods thereafter. Third, Germany would be
economically disarmed by reparations, leaving only 20 per cent of its prewar
heavy industry intact. Fourth, reparations would be paid over a 10-year
period. Fifth, to implement the reparations policy the German economy
would have to be strictly controlled by Britain, the United States and the USSR
for a prolonged period. Sixth, all allied countries damaged by Germany would
be compensated by reparations, applying the principle that those that had
suffered the most would receive the biggest payments, although in no case
could there be full restitution. When it came to the compensation figure for
the Soviet Union, Maiskii played safe and spoke of at least $10 billion. He
concluded by proposing the establishment of an Anglo-American-Soviet
Reparations Commission that would meet in Moscow and negotiate the
details of the plan.

In the ensuing discussion both Churchill and Roosevelt argued that the
experience of the First World War cast doubt on the wisdom of trying to
extract reparations from Germany, but they agreed to establish the Reparations
Commission. At the end of the session Churchill quipped that he thought the
reparations plan should be based on the principle of ‘each according to their
needs, and in Germany’s case according to her abilities [to pay]’. Stalin replied
that he ‘preferred another principle: each according to their deserts’.25 The final
protocol of the conference incorporated the substance of the Soviet reparations
plan but, on Churchill’s insistence, remained noncommittal on the figures,
mentioning $20 billion as an overall figure (with the Soviets getting half) but
only as a basis for discussion by the Reparations Commission.

At the third plenary session on 6 February the Big Three discussed the issue
of the voting rights of the great powers in the proposed United Nations organ-
isation. Stalin stressed that the agreed procedure had to be designed to avoid
divergences among the great powers and the aim was to construct an organi-
sation that would ensure peace for at least another 50 years. This first discus-
sion was inconclusive, but the voting issue was resolved amicably later in the
conference by adoption of the great power veto principle that the UN Security
Council retains to this day. It was also agreed that the states invited to the
founding conference of the UN in San Francisco would include any country
that declared war on Germany by the end of the month, a device designed
by Churchill to allow Turkey to attend (Ankara declared war on Germany on
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23 February 1945) but to exclude neutral states such as Ireland that had not
been as co-operative as the British Prime Minister thought they should have
been.26

A much thornier issue, raised by Churchill at the session on 6 February, was
the question of Poland; specifically the question of recognising the pro-Soviet
‘Lublin Poles’ as the Polish Provisional Government (a misnomer, as by this
time the PCNL had moved to Warsaw). Both Churchill and Roosevelt wanted
the so-called Lublin government replaced by a broad-based provisional
government that would reflect Polish public opinion. In response Stalin
strongly defended the Soviet Union’s Polish policy, pointing out that the re-
establishment of a strong and independent but friendly Poland was a vital
matter of security for the USSR. He argued, too, that ‘the new Warsaw Govern-
ment . . . has no less a democratic basis than, for example, the government of
de Gaulle’27 – a point that Churchill contested, saying that it had the support
of less than a third of the Polish population.28

After the third plenary session Roosevelt wrote Stalin a note making it clear
that the United States would not recognise the Lublin government, proposing
instead the formation of a new government consisting of Poles based in
Poland and those living abroad, including former members of the London
exile government such as Mikolajczyk.29 In response, at the fourth plenary
session on 7 February the Soviets tabled a proposal on Poland consisting of
three main components: (a) recognition of the Curzon Line; (b) Poland’s
western border to run along the Oder–Neisse line; and (c) the enlargement of
the Lublin government to include ‘democratic leaders’ from Poles living
abroad.30 This proposal was essentially a variation on the position the Soviets
had been pushing for a year or more. It provoked much discussion, extending
over several plenary sessions both of the Big Three and of the three foreign
ministers – Eden, Molotov and Edward Stettinius (who had replaced Hull as
American Secretary of State) – who were meeting separately as well as
attending the plenaries. Eventually it was agreed that ‘the Provisional
Government which is now functioning in Poland’ would be ‘reorganised on a
broader democratic basis with the inclusion of democratic leaders from Poland
itself and from Poles abroad. This new Government should then be called the
Polish Provisional Government of National Unity.’ The Curzon Line was
agreed as Poland’s eastern frontier but the details of its western frontier with
Germany were left open for further discussion at a future peace conference.

Agreement on a government formula for liberated Yugoslavia proved much
easier to reach and the decision was quickly taken that Tito and the Yugoslav
exile politicians should form a united government.

Equally congenial was the discussion about Soviet participation in the Far
Eastern war, the subject considered by Stalin and Roosevelt at a bilateral
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meeting on 8 February.31 The agreement reached was that the USSR would
abrogate the Soviet–Japanese neutrality pact of April 1941 and join the war in
the Far East two or three months after the defeat of Germany. In return the
Soviet Union would regain the territories and concessions Imperial Russia
had lost to Japan as a result of defeat in the Russo-Japanese war of 1904–1905.
South Sakhalin would be returned, and the Kuril Islands handed over to the
Soviet Union as well. Port Arthur on the Chinese mainland would be leased to
the USSR as a naval base, while nearby Dairen would be internationalised and
Soviet interests in the port safeguarded. A joint Soviet–Chinese company
would be established to safeguard Moscow’s railway transit rights through
Manchuria. The only proviso on this deal was that concessions concerning
China would also have to be negotiated and agreed with the Chinese. But
neither Stalin nor Roosevelt foresaw any great difficulty about that and both
assumed the Chinese would be sufficiently grateful for Soviet entry into the
war for any deal to be unproblematic.

On 11 February 1945 the Big Three met for the last time to agree the
communiqué issued at the end of the conference. Agreeing the text posed no
great difficulties and the statement was issued the same day in the names of
Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin. It announced the Big Three’s policy on
Germany, the United Nations, Poland and Yugoslavia. It also contained the
text of a Declaration on Liberated Europe that committed Britain, the Soviet
Union and the United States to the destruction of Nazism and fascism and the
establishment of a democratic Europe based on free elections. In conclusion
the three leaders pledged to maintain wartime unity and to create the condi-
tions for a secure and lasting peace. As well as this statement of policy there
was a confidential protocol setting out the decisions of the conference the Big
Three did not want to make public, for example in relation to the USSR’s
entry into the Far East war.32

Stalin had every reason to be pleased with the results of Yalta. On almost
every policy issue the Soviet position had prevailed. The Big Three had got on
well once again and Stalin had proved to be as effective a negotiator as he
had been at Tehran. The only major concession to western wishes was the
Declaration on Liberated Europe. But the Soviet interpretation of this docu-
ment emphasised its anti-fascist rather than its democratic character and,
anyway, Stalin was confident that his communist allies across Europe would
form part of the broad-based coalition governments the declaration spoke of
and would do very well in the elections that followed. Soviet press coverage of
the conference was predictably ecstatic.33 Maiskii drafted for Molotov a confi-
dential information telegram to be sent to Soviet embassies that concluded: ‘in
general the atmosphere at the conference had a friendly character and the
feeling was one of striving for agreement on disputed questions. We assess the
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conference as highly positive, especially in relation to the Polish and Yugoslav
questions and also the question of reparations.’34 In a private letter to
Alexandra Kollantai, the Soviet ambassador in Sweden, Maiskii wrote that the
‘Crimean Conference was very interesting. Especially impressive was that our
influence in general and that of Stalin personally was extraordinarily great.
The decisions of the conference were 75 per cent our decisions . . . The co-
operation of the “Big Three” is now very close and Germany has nothing to
celebrate, neither during the war nor after it.’35

Yet barely six weeks after Yalta Stalin was in a sombre mood when it came
to relations with his western allies. At a reception for a visiting Czechoslovak
delegation at the end of March 1945 Stalin spoke yet again about the need for
Slavic unity in the face of the German threat but was distinctly pessimistic
when he spoke of the role of Britain and the United States in this project:

We are the new Slavophile-Leninists, Slavophile-Bolsheviks, communists
who stand for the unity and alliance of the Slavic peoples. We consider that
irrespective of political and social differences, irrespective of social and
ethnic differences, all Slavs must ally with one another against the common
enemy – the Germans. The history of the Slavs teaches that an alliance
between them is necessary to defend Slavdom. Take the last two world wars.
Why did they begin? Because of the Slavs. The Germans wanted to enslave
the Slavs. And who suffered most because of these wars? In the First World
War as well as the Second World War the Slavic peoples suffered most:
Russia, Ukraine, Belorussia, Serbia, the Czechs, the Slovaks, the Poles . . .

Now we are beating the Germans and many think the Germans will
never be able to threaten us again. This is not so. I hate the Germans. But
that must not cloud one’s judgement of the Germans. The Germans are a
great people. Very good technicians and organisers. Good, naturally brave
soldiers. It is impossible to get rid of the Germans, they will remain. We are
fighting the Germans and will do so until the end. But we must bear in mind
that our allies will try to save the Germans and come to an arrangement with
them. We will be merciless towards the Germans but our allies will treat them
with kid gloves. Thus we Slavs must be prepared for the Germans to rise
again against us. That is why we, the new Slavophile-Leninists, are so insis-
tent on calling for the union of the Slavic peoples. There is talk that we
want to impose the Soviet system on the Slav peoples. This is empty talk.
We do not want this because we know that the Soviet system cannot be
exported abroad as you wish; certain conditions are necessary. We can’t
establish the Soviet system in Bulgaria if they don’t want it there. But we
don’t want to do that. In friendship with the Slavic countries we want
genuine democratic governments. [emphasis added]36
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Stalin’s reference to his allies’ kid gloves treatment of the Germans reflected
his disappointment about Churchill and Roosevelt’s resistance at Yalta to the
policy of dismembering Germany. After Yalta Stalin reassessed his own posi-
tion and in the light of western reluctance dropped the idea of dismember-
ment. On 24 March Molotov telegraphed Gusev, Soviet representative on the
tripartite Commission on Dismemberment in London, saying that Moscow
did not consider binding the Yalta decision on the dismemberment of
Germany. Molotov’s telegram was sent in response to a report from Gusev
that the British were proposing to downgrade dismemberment to one option
among many possible policies. This was not satisfactory, Gusev quite rightly
pointed out, because it undermined the in-principle agreement at Yalta to
dismember Germany. Molotov, however, instructed Gusev to raise no objec-
tions to the British proposal, explaining that Britain and the United States
were trying to saddle the USSR with the blame for dismemberment.37 Stalin
had evidently decided that if dismemberment was not going to happen, then
he was not going to be blamed for pushing for it. Henceforth Stalin spoke
publicly and privately only of a united Germany – disarmed, demilitarised,
denazified and democratised, but not dismembered.

Another cause of Stalin’s sombre mood was the post-Yalta acrimony in rela-
tion to Poland. At Yalta it had been decided that a Polish commission
consisting of Molotov, Harriman and Clark Kerr would implement the deci-
sion to reorganise the Lublin government and establish a new provisional
government for Poland. The commission held its first meeting in Moscow on
23 February and the talks were quite friendly at first, but in subsequent meet-
ings the discussions degenerated into prolonged procedural wrangles.38 From
the Soviet point of view what had been agreed at Yalta was that the so-called
Lublin government would be enlarged by the inclusion of other Polish polit-
ical leaders. The Soviets also insisted that only Poles who accepted the Yalta
decisions on Poland could serve in the new government. This ruled out
politicians like Mikolajczyk who refused to accept the Curzon Line as the
Soviet–Polish frontier, at least not without further negotiation. For their part
the British and Americans chose to interpret the Yalta declaration on Poland
as meaning that a completely new provisional government would be estab-
lished and they sought to level the negotiating playing field for the pro-
western Polish politicians they favoured. By early April the commission’s talks
had reached an impasse. Roosevelt appealed to Stalin to break the log jam but
the Soviet leader was unmoved. He was determined that Poland would have a
government friendly to the Soviet Union and made it clear that the only way
forward was acceptance by the British and Americans of Moscow’s interpreta-
tion of the Yalta agreement. If that was accepted, Stalin told Roosevelt, ‘the
Polish question can be settled in a short time’.39
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Another country experiencing a governmental crisis at this time was
Romania.40 At the end of February 1945 Deputy Foreign Commissar Andrei
Vyshinskii travelled to Bucharest to demand that the existing government be
replaced by one based on the communist-led National Democratic Front. This
latest in a series of domestic crises in Romania resulted, at Vyshinskii’s behest,
in the formation of the country’s fourth government since its surrender in
summer 1944. The Soviets believed they had acted with restraint in Romania,
seeking to stabilise the internal situation, secure implementation of the terms
of the armistice agreement, and maximise the country’s contribution to the
continuing war with Germany. In pursuing this moderate course the Soviets
were handicapped by constant demands from their communist allies in the
country for a more decisive intervention and by the parallel intrigues of
Romanian politicians determined to draw on British and American diplo-
matic support. Making matters worse were British and American protests that
Vyshinskii’s intervention was not in accordance with the Declaration on
Liberated Europe. In reply Molotov pointed out that the Romanian govern-
ment had failed to carry out the terms of the armistice agreement and had not
taken action to root out fascist and Nazi elements in the country.41 Stalin
did not become directly embroiled in the dispute although he was kept well
informed of events in Romania by Soviet intelligence services.42

Stalin’s Aims in Eastern Europe

But what were Stalin’s longer-term aims in relation to Poland, Romania and
the other East European states liberated, conquered and occupied by the Red
Army? Time and again during the war Stalin denied that his aim was revolu-
tion or the imposition of communism. Much the same message was given
privately to his communist supporters. For example, in April 1944 Stalin and
Molotov sent the following telegram to Tito and the Yugoslav communists:

We regard Yugoslavia as an ally of the Soviet Union, and Bulgaria as an ally
of the Soviet Union’s enemies. In the future, we would like Bulgaria to
dissociate itself from the Germans and become the Soviet Union’s ally. In
any event, we would like Yugoslavia to become our chief mainstay in
Southeastern Europe. And we deem it necessary to explain that we do not
plan the sovietisation of Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, but instead, prefer to
maintain contacts with democratic Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, which will be
allies of the USSR.43

While Stalin’s priority was to establish friendly regimes in Eastern Europe, he
also wanted to create a geo-ideological buffer zone along the USSR’s western
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borders to protect Soviet territorial security by the maintenance of an adja-
cent friendly political space. The character of that political space was defined
ideologically and labelled ‘new democracy’. A good guide to Soviet thinking
about ‘new democracy’ may be found in a wide-ranging article on ‘The
Development of Democracy in the Liberated Countries of Europe’ published
in the October 1945 issue of Bol’shevik, the theory journal of the Soviet
communist party.44

The article’s starting point was that Soviet and communist aims in Europe
grew out of Stalin’s designation of the war as a liberation struggle that would
result in the smashing of fascism, the restoration of national independence
and sovereignty, and the replacement of the Nazis’ ‘New Order’ in Europe with
a democratic one. Such goals cast the communists in the role of patriots
leading ‘national fronts’ of anti-fascists and democrats who were working to
construct a new democratic order in their countries. Under these new people’s
democratic regimes the old elites, particularly those with fascist connections,
would be displaced from power, the political role and influence of the working
class and peasantry would predominate, land would be redistributed and
many industries nationalised. The state, including the army, would be democ-
ratised and come under working-class control. Ethnic divisions would be
subsumed in Soviet-style friendships of the nations that respected difference
and protected minority rights.

Needless to say, these new democracies were aligned politically and diplo-
matically with the USSR and the article was very frank about the role of the
Soviet Union in the process of socio-economic transformation and democra-
tisation. Indeed, it argued that in Eastern Europe, where the Red Army was in
a position to support the struggles of the communist-led national fronts, the
new democracies had achieved their most developed form. West European
countries liberated from fascism, on the other hand, had not progressed as far
along the road to new democracy because Britain and the United States toler-
ated elements of the old reactionary elites that continued to wield substantial
influence.

While the article said nothing about the connection between ‘new democ-
racy’ and socialism and communism or even about the struggle against capi-
talism, it did not really need to. The communist movement had begun
formulating the idea of transitional regimes of popular democracy back in the
1930s. An important model was Spain of the civil war period, when commu-
nists had participated in a left Republican government and had attempted to
construct a radical anti-fascist regime that pursued the social and political
transformation of Spanish society while at the same time conducting an
anti-Franco military struggle. The radical transformation of Republican-
controlled Spain through land redistribution and state control of industry was

246 STALIN’S WARS

08 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:08  Page 246



seen by the Spanish communists, and by their mentors in the Comintern in
Moscow, as laying the basis for further progress in the direction of socialism.45

Many arguments and analyses similar to those in the Bol’shevik article could
be found in the Soviet press, in Voina i Rabochii Klass (renamed Novoe Vremya
– New Times – in 1945) and in Voprosy Vneshnei Politiki (Questions of
Foreign Policy) a confidential briefing bulletin of the Soviet party’s Central
Committee that began publication at the end of 1944.46

Stalin made his views known in a series of confidential conversations with
East European communist leaders in 1945–1946. In March 1945 Stalin told
Tito that ‘today socialism is possible even under the English monarchy.
Revolution is no longer necessary everywhere . . . Yes, socialism is possible
even under an English king.’ When a member of the Yugoslav delegation
interjected that there was already a Soviet government in Yugoslavia because
the communist party held all the key positions, Stalin retorted that ‘no,
your government is not Soviet – you have something in between de
Gaulle’s France and the Soviet Union’.47 In a conversation with Polish
communist leaders in May 1946 Stalin expounded at length on his view of
‘new democracy’:

In Poland there is no dictatorship of the proletariat and you don’t need it
there. It is possible that if in the USSR we had had no war the dictatorship
of the proletariat would have taken on a different character . . . We had
strong opponents . . . the Tsar, landowners, and strong support from
Russian capitalists from abroad. In order to overcome these forces it was
necessary to use power, to lean on the population, that is to say, dictator-
ship. You have a completely different situation. Your capitalists and
landowners have been so compromised by their ties with the Germans they
could be dealt with without great difficulty. They could not flaunt patri-
otism. This ‘sin’ they could not commit. Undoubtedly, removing the capi-
talists and landowners in Poland was aided by the Red Army. That is why
you have no basis for the dictatorship of the proletariat in Poland. The
system established in Poland is democracy, a democracy of a new type. It
has no precedent . . . Your democracy is special. You have no class of big
capitalists. You have nationalised industry in a 100 days, while the English
have been struggling to do that for the past 100 years. Don’t copy western
democracy. Let them copy you. The democracy that you have established in
Poland, in Yugoslavia and partly in Czechoslovakia is a democracy that is
drawing you closer to socialism without the necessity of establishing the
dictatorship of the proletariat or the Soviet system. Lenin never said there
was no path to socialism other than the dictatorship of the proletariat, he

LIBERATION, CONQUEST, REVOLUTION: GERMANY & EASTERN EUROPE 247

08 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:08  Page 247



admitted that it was possible to arrive at the path to socialism utilising the
foundations of the bourgeois democratic system such as Parliament.48

According to Clement Gottwald, the Czechoslovak communist leader, in July
1946 Stalin told him:

Experience shows, and the classics of Marxism-Leninism teach, there is not
one path to the Soviet system and the dictatorship of the proletariat, under
certain conditions another path is possible . . . Actually, after the defeat of
Hitler’s Germany, after the Second World War, which cost so much, but
which destroyed the ruling classes in a number of countries, the conscious-
ness of masses of people was raised. Under these historical conditions, there
appeared many possibilities and paths open to the socialist movement.49

In August 1946 Stalin returned to the theme of the inappropriateness of the
dictatorship of the proletariat in another conversation with his Polish allies:

Must Poland go along the path of the establishment of the dictatorship of
the proletariat? No it must not. It is not necessary. More than that, it would
be harmful. For Poland, as for the other countries of Eastern Europe, the
results of the war have opened up an easier, less bloody path of develop-
ment – the path of socio-economic reform. As a result of the war there has
arisen in Yugoslavia, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria and other countries
of Eastern Europe new democracy, a special kind of democracy . . . a more
complex democracy. It affects the economic as well as the political life of the
country. This democracy has carried out economic transformation. In
Poland, for example, the new democratic government has implemented
agrarian reform and nationalised big industry and this is an entirely suffi-
cient basis for further development in a socialist direction, even without the
dictatorship of the proletariat. As a result of this war the communist party
has changed its outlook, changed its programme.50

In September 1946 Stalin advised the Bulgarian communists to form a
‘Labour’ party:

You have to unite the working class with the other toiling masses on the
basis of a minimalist programme; the time for a maximalist programme
has yet to come . . . In essence, the party would be Communist, but you
would have a broader basis and a better mask for the present period. This
would help you to achieve Socialism in a different way – without the dicta-
torship of the proletariat. The situation has changed radically in compar-
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ison with our revolution, it is necessary to apply different methods and
forms . . . You should not be afraid of accusations of opportunism. This is
not opportunism but the application of Marxism to the present situation.51

As these remarks show, Stalin was actively rethinking the universal validity of
the Soviet model of revolution and socialism. There was nothing novel or
surprising about this. The communist movement had been revising its views
and ideas on this fundamental issue since its early days. When Comintern was
founded in 1919 the communist expectation was that a revolution along
Bolshevik, insurrectionist lines would soon sweep the whole of Europe. When
that didn’t happen, the strategy and tactics of communist revolution were
rethought and adapted to the aim of strengthening the role and influence of
communists within the capitalist system. Initially this was a tactical adapta-
tion, seen as part of the preparation for an eventual seizure of power when the
revolutionary crisis of capitalism resumed. But the longer the revolution was
delayed the more the policy of increasing the political power of communists
within the capitalist system became an end in itself. In the 1930s the priority
of combating fascism led Comintern to view the virtues of bourgeois democ-
racy more positively and to consider the transitional role that democratic
anti-fascist regimes could play in the struggle for socialism. From there it was
a short ideological step to the wartime strategy of broad-based anti-fascist
national fronts and then to the postwar perspective of new democracy and
people’s democracy.52

But to what extent was new democracy a point of arrival and to what extent
was it a point of departure? What came after new democracy, and when and
how? What route would the communists take to a socialist society if not via a
brutal proletarian dictatorship, as had happened in the Soviet case? In one of
his conversations with the Poles, Stalin reminded them that the USSR was no
longer a dictatorship but a Soviet democracy (as proclaimed by the new Soviet
Constitution of 1936). According to Rakosi, the Hungarian communist leader,
in 1945 Stalin told him that the party’s assumption of total power in Hungary
would have to wait 10 to 15 years.53 It seems, then, that what Stalin had in
mind was a long, slow transition to Soviet-style socialism and democracy; this
transition would be peaceful and would be achieved by democratic reforms
rather than a revolutionary upheaval, but it was not clear whether and for how
long western-style democracy – parliament, parties, contested elections,
oppositional politics – would persist in these transitional regimes. It is worth
bearing in mind, too, that at the end of the Second World War Stalin was
already in his mid-sixties and could not expect to live to see the long-term
outcome of the people’s democracy experiment. Maybe this played a part in
the vagueness of his strategic perspective.
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In the event, people’s democracy proved to be a short-lived experiment and
the new regimes sponsored by Stalin did not long retain their democratic
character. By 1947–1948 ‘people’s democracy’ had become a synonym for
Soviet-type systems under complete communist party domination, and the
broad-based national fronts that had come to power in Eastern Europe at the
end of the Second World War had been liquidated in all but name. One reason
for the abrupt change in Stalin’s thinking and priorities has been highlighted
by Eduard Mark: the failure, contrary to the Soviet leader’s expectations, of
new democracy to establish itself as a popular form of regime in Eastern
Europe. As Mark argues, Stalin fully expected his ‘revolution by degrees’ to
succeed in Eastern Europe on the basis of popular support and consent for new
democracy and he anticipated that communists would win their leadership role
in free and open elections.54 This was the tenor of Stalin’s conversations with
the leaders of the East European communist parties in the early postwar period,
conversations that were devoted more to immediate political tactics than to
musings about the nature of people’s democracy. It is evident that Stalin was
convinced that, given the right policies, the right tactics and sufficient
willpower, the communists would prevail over their political opponents and
command overwhelming public support for the radical regime of new democ-
racy. Publicly, Stalin’s confidence in the people’s democracy project and in the
political prospects for communist parties found expression in his reply to
Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech of March 1946. After denouncing Churchill as
an anti-Bolshevik and a warmonger, Stalin went on to say:

Mr Churchill comes somewhat nearer the truth when he speaks of the
increasing influence of the Communist parties in eastern Europe. It must
be remarked, however, that he is not quite accurate. The influence of the
Communist parties has grown not only in eastern Europe, but in nearly all
the countries of Europe which were previously under fascist rule . . . or
which experienced . . . occupation . . . The increased influence of the
Communists cannot be considered fortuitous. It is a perfectly logical thing.
The influence of the Communists has grown because, in the years of the
rule of fascism in Europe, the Communists showed themselves trusty, fear-
less, self-sacrificing fighters against the fascist regime for the liberty of the
peoples . . . plain people have views of their own, and know how to stand
up for themselves. It was they . . . who defeated Mr Churchill and his party
in Britain . . . It was they . . . who isolated the reactionaries and advocates of
collaboration with fascism in Europe, and gave their preferences to the left
democratic parties. It was they . . . who . . . came to the conclusion that the
Communists were fully deserving of the people’s confidence. That was how
the influence of the Communists grew in Europe.55
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Stalin’s belief in the growing strength of European communism was by no
means misplaced, as this table of party membership figures published in
Voprosy Vneshnei Politiki in May 1946 shows:56

COUNTRY PREWAR MEMBERSHIP POSTWAR MEMBERSHIP

Albania 1,000 12,000
Austria 16,000 132,000
Belgium 10,000 100,000
Britain 15,000 50,000
Bulgaria 8,000 427,000
Czechoslovakia 80,000 1,292,000
Denmark 2,000 60,000
Finland 1,000 25,000
France 340,000 1,000,000
Germany 300,000 805,000
Greece n/a 100,000
Holland 10,000 50,000
Hungary 30,000 608,000
Italy 58,000 1,871,000
Norway 5,000 22,000
Poland 20,000 310,000
Romania 1,000 379,000
Spain 250,000 35,000
Sweden 11,000 48,000
Yugoslavia 4,000 250,000

This impressive postwar performance by European communism was replicated
in the results of postwar elections. To give just the East European figures, in the
November 1945 election in Bulgaria the communist-led Fatherland Front
scored 88 per cent of the vote; in Czechoslovakia in May 1946 the communists
won 38 per cent of the vote; in Hungary the communists managed to win only
17 per cent of votes in November 1945 but in the August 1947 election this
increased to 22 per cent and the left bloc headed by the party obtained 66
per cent of the seats in parliament; in the Polish elections of January 1947
the communist-led Democratic Bloc received 80 per cent of the vote; in
November 1946 in Romania the communist-led Bloc of Democratic Parties
recorded 80 per cent of the vote; and in Yugoslavia in November 1945, 90 per
cent of the electorate voted for communists’ Popular Front although, since the
opposition boycotted the elections there were no alternative candidates.57
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But the communist advance was not sufficiently strong or deep to achieve
Stalin’s postwar project of a people’s democratic Europe under Soviet influ-
ence. While the communist vote in Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and even
Hungary, was fairly, if roughly, won, in the three states of most importance to
Soviet security – Bulgaria, Poland and Romania – the communist majorities
were secured only with the aid of a good deal of ballot rigging, violence and
intimidation. Another problem for Stalin’s postwar political strategy was that
the relatively liberal regimes of people’s democracy he wished to introduce
had few deep-rooted democratic traditions on which to base themselves in
Eastern Europe. Apart from Czechoslovakia, the political history of interwar
Eastern Europe was mainly one of authoritarianism, demagogic nationalist
politics, and anti-communist repression. The corollary of this political history
was that the communist parties of Eastern Europe, again except for
Czechoslovakia, had little experience of democratic politics and little inclina-
tion to embrace its ways. This drawback was compounded by Stalin’s own
roughhouse notions of democratic politics. While he lectured the East
European communists on the virtues of new democracy he also tutored them
on the ruthless tactics necessary to isolate and marginalise their opponents
and to maximise their own political domination. Particularly provocative to
Stalin were the constant efforts of the communists’ opponents in Eastern
Europe to internationalise their internal struggles and difficulties by involving
Britain and the United States. Any interference or involvement by the British
and Americans was unacceptable to Stalin, who defined Eastern Europe as
a sphere of influence free from all great power meddling except his own.
Interestingly, one defeated country that escaped the fate of Soviet-style
people’s democracy was Finland, a state whose leaders studiously refrained
from appealing for American and British intercession on their behalf. Instead
they relied on their own political resources to deal with the Soviet occupation
regime and with their Finnish communist coalition partners. Stalin had no
reason to fear that Finland would slip into the western sphere if it wasn’t
controlled by the communists and he was content to allow the country to
remain strictly neutral when the cold war broke out.58

Stalin’s concerns about western interference in his sphere of influence in
Eastern Europe became increasingly entangled with fears that the progressive
deterioration of Soviet relations with Britain and the United States in
1946–1947 was leading to the formation of an anti-communist western bloc.
Although the communist abandonment of new democracy in Eastern Europe
took place at different times and was very much influenced by the course of
domestic developments, ultimately Stalin’s radical change of strategy and
tactics in the region was prompted by the outbreak of the cold war in 1947.
With the Grand Alliance collapsing, Stalin opted for a tightly controlled
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sphere in Eastern Europe that he could weld into a foreign policy bloc that
would sternly resist any western encroachment into a political and territorial
space that he considered absolutely vital to Soviet security.

As the Second World War came to a close Stalin had two strategic-political
aims: first, to continue the Grand Alliance with Britain and the United States
in order to maintain the great power co-operation necessary to contain the
long-term threat of a resurgent Germany; second, to pursue his long-term
ideological goals in Europe through transitional regimes of people’s democ-
racy, a political device which guaranteed that the USSR’s western borders
would be buffered by friendly regimes. Stalin saw no inherent contradiction
between these two strategic goals. He believed that western interests favoured
a peacetime Grand Alliance and he calculated that people’s democracy was
not immediately threatening to western-style democratic capitalism in Britain
and the United States, both countries that in any case had become more social
democratic and state capitalist as a result of the war and had moved closer to
the Soviet and people’s democratic models. Stalin was also prepared to accept
Anglo-American predominance in their spheres of interest and to restrain
West European communists by encouraging them to pursue a more moderate
version of the people’s democracy project, one that emphasised the priority of
postwar reconstruction and the maintenance of national unity.

But not for the first time in his political career Stalin mistakenly projected
his own rationality and calculations on to others. After the war his Grand
Alliance partners increasingly viewed Germany as an ally in the struggle against
communism rather than as a potential threat that required a continuing coali-
tion with the Soviets. Neither did the Anglo-Americans accept their complete
exclusion from the Soviet sphere in Eastern Europe, particularly when Stalin
was self-evidently meddling in their sphere in Western Europe through the
good offices of the western communist parties. They also saw the postwar rise
of communism and Soviet influence in Europe as an immediate, not a long-
term threat. They saw people’s democracy as a ruse and anticipated a radical
change in Stalin’s postwar policy that would threaten their most crucial inter-
ests. It was a classic case of the self-fulfilling prophecy: the west’s overly defen-
sive actions and reactions in response to a perceived threat provoked a
counter-reaction in the form of a tightly controlled Soviet-communist bloc in
Eastern Europe and a militant communist challenge in Western Europe – the
very thing London and Washington had feared all along.

A postwar political struggle with the west was not Stalin’s preferred choice
but it was a challenge he was prepared to face if the alternative was to accept
a loss of Soviet influence and control in Eastern Europe. Having won the
struggle against Hitler at such great cost, Stalin had no intention of losing the
peace, even if that meant waging a dangerous cold war.
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9

Last Battles
Stalin, Truman and the End 

of the Second World War

The Red Army resumed its advance to Berlin in January 1945. In an offensive
known as the Vistula–Oder operation Soviet armies swept through Poland
and into East Prussia and eastern Germany. By the time the offensive petered
out in February 1945 advance units of the Red Army were within 50 miles of
the German capital. The Vistula–Oder operation was the largest single Soviet
offensive of the Second World War. The two main fronts involved in the oper-
ation deployed 2.2 million troops and possessed more tanks and aircraft –
4,500 and 5,000 respectively – than the whole of the Red Army in May 1942.
With an eleven to one superiority in infantry, seven times more tanks and 20
times more airpower and artillery, the Red Army was able to advance at a rate
of 15 to 20 miles a day, taking a total of 147,000 prisoners and destroying or
nearly destroying over 50 German divisions (see Map 16 on p. 255).1

Planning for the Vistula–Oder operation began in autumn 1944 during a
lull in offensive action in the central sector after the Red Army’s failure to take
Warsaw. The General Staff ’s calculation was that it would be better to regroup
and take the time to prepare a major offensive rather than to continue
attacking with exhausted troops and overstretched supply lines. In the mean-
time, offensive operations would be conducted on the flanks – in the south in
Hungary and Austria, and in the north in East Prussia towards Königsberg –
with the aim of drawing German forces away from the central axis from
Warsaw to Berlin. The General Staff ’s plan was for a two-phase operation in
the New Year that would last 45 days in total, culminating in the capture of
Berlin. While the General Staff ’s concept was that there would be a seamless
transition from the first to the second phase of the operation, no decisions on
a final thrust to Berlin would be taken until the progress of the operation had
been reviewed.2

The operation was to be conducted by the 1st Belorussian Front and the 1st

Ukrainian Front with support from the 2nd Belorussian and 3rd Belorussian
Fronts. In charge of the 1st Ukrainian was Marshal Konev. Heading the 1st
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Belorussian Front was Marshal Rokossovskii, replaced in November 1944 by
Zhukov. The 1st Belorussian’s task was to advance in the centre and capture
Berlin – a responsibility and honour that Stalin felt should go to Zhukov, his
Deputy Supreme Commander. Rokossovskii was transferred to the 2nd

Belorussian Front but Stalin assured him that this was not a secondary sector of
the front but part of the main offensive. ‘If you and Konev don’t advance,’ Stalin
told him, ‘neither will Zhukov.’3 Marshal Vasilevskii’s projected role in these
events was somewhat marginal. He was Stavka co-ordinator of the 1st and 2nd

Baltic Fronts and because of his absence from Moscow his role as Chief of the
General Staff had been taken over by his deputy, General Aleksei Antonov, and
it was Antonov who accompanied Stalin to the Yalta conference in February
1945. These were not signs that Vasilevskii had fallen into disfavour (although
Stalin’s mood in relation to his generals did wax and wane). Rather, Stalin
valued Vasilevskii’s skills as a co-ordinator on difficult sectors of the front; more
importantly, the Soviet leader had earmarked him for a transfer to the Far East
to head up the coming assault on Japanese forces in Manchuria. Stalin’s plans
were disrupted, however, by the death of General Chernyakhovskii, the (Jewish)
commander of the 3rd Belorussian Front, in February 1945. Vasilevskii was his
replacement and so came to play an unanticipated role in the final Soviet
conquest of Germany.

The basic plan of the Vistula–Oder operation was to cover and occupy the
ground between the two great rivers that bisected eastern Poland and eastern
Germany respectively. Rokossovskii’s task was to strike out across northern
Poland in the direction of Danzig. In the south Konev was to head for Breslau
and the important industrial area of Silesia, which Stalin was keen to capture
for economic as well as strategic reasons. (He described the area as ‘gold’ to
Konev and instructed him to take care not to damage its industrial
resources.)4 Zhukov’s role was to capture Warsaw then advance to Poznan and
on to Berlin. Chernyakhovskii’s goal was to destroy the strong German forces
in East Prussia, capture Königsberg and link up with Rokossovskii’s forces in
a joint advance along the Baltic coastal lands. In the absence of Zhukov and
Vasilevskii from Moscow, the Stavka co-ordinator of this complex, multi-front
offensive was Stalin – the first time he had undertaken such a role; he was ably
assisted by Antonov and by General S.M. Shtemenko, his Chief of Operations.

The start time of the Vistula–Oder operation is a matter of some minor
controversy. On 6 January 1945 Churchill wrote to Stalin asking if he could
expect a Soviet offensive in Poland to relieve the pressure on the western front
created by the Germans’ Ardennes counter-offensive of December 1944 (the
so-called ‘Battle of the Bulge’). Stalin replied the next day saying that, notwith-
standing unfavourable weather conditions, the Soviet offensive would be
launched early. Churchill was suitably effusive in his thanks and in his Order
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of the Day in February 1945 Stalin made great play of the fact that the Vistula–
Oder operation helped save the day in the west.5 It seems, however, that the
operation was originally timed to begin on 8–10 January but was delayed by
bad weather.6 It may be, therefore, that Stalin was claiming undeserved credit
for favours to his western allies. On the other hand, Konev is quite specific in
his memoirs that his Front’s offensive was timed to begin on 20 January but
that on 9 January he was asked by Antonov to speed up preparations and
launch his attack as soon as possible.7

Konev began his offensive on 12 January and on the 14th Zhukov and
Rokossovskii unleashed their forces. Zhukov and Konev made rapid progress.
On 17 January Warsaw fell to the 1st Belorussian Front, while Konev captured
Kracow on the 19th. By the end of the month Zhukov’s and Konev’s forces
had reached their initial goal of the line of the Oder. Rokossovskii’s 2nd

Belorussian Front was less fortunate. On 20 January he was ordered to turn
his right flank north into East Prussia to assist the advance on Königsberg of
Chernyakhovskii’s 3rd Belorussian Front. The result was a slowing down of
Rokossovskii’s own advance towards the northern Oder and the opening of a
gap on his left flank with Zhukov’s rapidly advancing armies in the central
sector.8 This exposed Zhukov’s drive towards Berlin to a counterattack by
strong Wehrmacht forces stationed in Pomerania (the north German province
adjacent to East Prussia). At first neither Zhukov nor Stavka were too worried
by this. When at the end of January both Zhukov and Konev submitted
proposals to continue their offensives, with the aim of capturing Berlin by
mid-February, Stalin gave the go-ahead and continued to endorse such plans
even as he attended the Yalta conference. By mid-February, however, it had
become obvious that the only sure way to deal with the Pomeranian threat was
to task significant elements of 1st Belorussian to support Rokossovskii’s efforts
in the area. This meant the end of any hope Zhukov had of taking Berlin on
the march. Meanwhile in the south, Konev’s advance was also slowing. In early
February his forces penetrated Lower Silesia west of the Oder but progress was
slow and the 4th Ukrainian Front protecting Konev’s left flank was also expe-
riencing difficulties. All along the front there were the by now familiar prob-
lems of these gigantic Soviet offensives: tired troops, short supplies and
strained logistics. By the end of February the Vistula–Oder operation had
ended, although fierce fighting continued in East Prussia and Pomerania.

The Red Army’s failure to reach Berlin in February 1945 was the latest in a
long line of over-optimistic grand schemes that had gone awry. To paraphrase
Clausewitz, no Soviet strategic plan ever survived contact with the enemy. But
not everyone accepts that Stalin and Stavka tried but failed to capture Berlin.
One theory is that Stalin deliberately forwent the possibility of an early
capture of Berlin for political reasons: he did not want to add to tensions
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within the Soviet–Western alliance, particularly while the Yalta conference was
in progress from 4 to 11 February. Besides, there were political gains to be
made from advancing on the flanks – towards Hungary, Czechoslovakia,
Austria and Denmark rather than Berlin.9 Such speculation is not warranted
by the documents: it was only after the Yalta conference that the idea of an
immediate capture of Berlin was finally abandoned. Nor were there any great
tensions in the Soviet–Western alliance at this particular time. Another view
was put forward by General Chuikov in his memoirs published in 1964.
Chuikov, the hero of Stalingrad, was commander of the 8th Guards Army (the
renamed 62nd Army) and served with Zhukov in the 1st Belorussian Front
during the march to Berlin. Chuikov claimed that Zhukov wanted to take
Berlin in February but was overruled by Stalin. Zhukov, along with many of
the other principals involved, refuted Chuikov’s claims and insisted that the
delay in the advance to Berlin was the result of logistical problems and the
threat posed by the strong German forces in Pomerania and East Prussia.10 In
subsequent editions of his memoirs Chuikov excised the offending passages
and acquiesced in the official line that Berlin could not have been taken in
February 1945.11

These differing views of Soviet strategic decision-making in early 1945 raise
the issue of Stalin’s evolving view of the military situation. Some clues are
provided by his interactions with western military and political leaders in this
period. In mid-December 1944 Stalin had a long discussion with Ambassador
Harriman about the military situation on the Eastern and Western Fronts.
Harriman told Stalin about Anglo-American plans for offensive action in the
west and asked what support they could expect in the form of Soviet attacks
in the east. Although Stavka’s plans for the Vistula–Oder operation were well
advanced Stalin was coy about revealing Soviet intentions. He reassured
Harriman that there would be a major Soviet offensive soon but stressed that
the Red Army’s superiority lay in air power and artillery rather than troop
numbers and that good weather was required to utilise those arms effectively.
While the weather remained bad ‘the Russians considered it unwise to under-
take large operations’, said Stalin. Prospects in the southern sector were better,
however, and he invited the British and Americans to join in an advance on
Vienna.12 This conversation took place just before the Germans’ Ardennes
counter-offensive, an event that cast a cloud over the prospects for an early
crossing of the Rhine by western allied forces. The Anglo-American military
difficulties had important implications for the ambitions of the coming Soviet
offensive, which was predicated on the pinning down of large German forces
in the western theatre. These considerations were evident in a conversation
Stalin had with Air Chief Marshal Tedder on 15 January 1945 during which
the Soviet leader enquired anxiously about German claims that their
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Ardennes action had frustrated the western allied offensive by a minimum of
two months and a maximum of six. Tedder was in Moscow as the envoy of the
Supreme Allied Commander in the west, General Eisenhower, and his mission
was to seek information on Soviet strategic plans. Stalin told Tedder about the
Soviet offensive that had just started, saying the objective was to reach the
Oder, although he wasn’t sure if this would be achieved. He also stated that
because of weather conditions (i.e. the spring rains and muds) large-scale
offensive action on the Eastern Front would grind to a halt from mid-March
to late May. Stalin did not think the war would end until the summer, most
likely because by that time the Germans would be starving. He continued:

The Germans can produce lots of potatoes but, in his opinion, they would
require grain (which will not be available) to fight a prolonged war . . . we
must not forget, however, that the Germans are frugal and enduring. They
have more stubbornness than brains. In fact, they should not have under-
taken the Ardennes offensive; that was very stupid of them. In his opinion,
even now the Germans must be moving forces from the west. If they do not
they cannot resist in the east. The weight of the present Red Army offensive
is such that there is no possible local shuttle of reserves in the east.13

From these two conversations it is evident Stalin had a somewhat cautious view
of the prospects for Soviet offensive action. He did not anticipate an early
German collapse, nor did he give any hint that Berlin was a feasible target in the
short term. A point made by Shtemenko in his memoirs should also be borne
in mind. At this stage in the war the defeat of Germany was not equated with
the fall of Berlin. The Germans had strong forces in Hungary, Western Europe
and East Prussia/Pomerania and there was plenty of talk about Hitler retreating
to an ‘Alpine stronghold’ that would prove a very tough nut to crack.14

At the Yalta conference a report on the progress of the Soviet offensive was
presented to the Big Three by General Antonov at the first plenary session on
4 February. He went to great lengths to stress that the offensive had started
early because of western allied requests and emphasised that there had been a
significant transfer of German forces from the west to the east, including the
transfer of troops to defend Berlin along the line of the Oder. From this
Antonov drew the conclusion that the western allies should begin their offen-
sive in mid-February and that they should take steps to prevent the transfer of
German forces to the Eastern Front. In his contribution to the ensuing discus-
sion Stalin made the point that in launching their offensive early the Soviets had
gone far beyond the obligations they had entered into at Tehran to co-ordinate
military action with the western allies, implying, but not stating, that he
expected Churchill and Roosevelt to reciprocate.15
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According to the American minutes of that first plenary, Stalin said ‘he felt
it would be most useful for the [military] staffs to discuss the question of a
summer offensive against Germany because he was not so sure that the war
would be over before summer’. During his discussion with the British and
American chiefs of staff Antonov was quite explicit that he believed the
current Soviet offensive would be disrupted by the spring weather, which
would make the roads impassable, and that major offensive action would not
resume until the summer.16 It is possible that Antonov was engaged in a
conspiracy with Stalin to fool the western allies about Soviet intentions in
relation to Berlin but it makes more sense to assume that the two of them
really thought the Red Army’s offensive would peter out. That after all had
been the pattern of Soviet offensive action in 1942, 1943 and 1944: a winter
offensive that went well but lost momentum in the spring and had to be
resumed in the summer.

Stalin’s relative pessimism about the likely course of military events must
have been reinforced by the faltering of the Red Army’s march to Berlin in
mid-February. Publicly Stalin’s restrained view of the military situation found
expression in his Order of the Day on 23 February – the 27th anniversary of
the foundation of the Red Army. Naturally, Stalin lauded his troops’ achieve-
ment in marching so rapidly from the Vistula to the Oder. However, he made
no claims about the timetable for final victory except to say that it would be
soon and to caution that it would be a hard fight right to the end:

Complete victory over the Germans approaches. But victory never comes of
its own accord – it is achieved by hard battles and persistent effort. The
doomed enemy is throwing into battle his last forces, desperately resisting,
trying to avoid severe retribution. He is taking up and will take up the most
extreme and foul forms of struggle. It is necessary to remember, therefore,
the nearer our victory the higher must be our vigilance, the more powerful
our blows against the enemy.17

During March, while the Red Army ground down the Germans in East Prussia
and Pomerania, it is likely that Stalin was preoccupied with pressing political
matters, such as the wrangle with the west over the reconstruction of the
Polish government and the governmental crisis in Romania. At the end of
March Stalin received a communication from Eisenhower informing him of
Anglo-American strategic plans. Eisenhower told Stalin that his immediate
objective was to destroy German forces defending the Ruhr. He would then
head for Erfurt, Dresden and Leipzig and link up with Soviet forces in that
area. It was possible that western forces would conduct a secondary advance
towards Regensburg–Linz, with the aim of foiling German plans to establish a
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redoubt in the south of the country. Eisenhower concluded by asking Stalin
for information on his plans so that actions east and west against Germany
could be co-ordinated.18

Eisenhower’s message to Stalin was delivered to him in his office on the
evening of 31 March by Harriman, Clark Kerr, the British ambassador, and
General Deane, the American military representative in Moscow. Twenty
minutes after they left, Stalin called in Zhukov, Antonov and Shtemenko,
presumably to consult them about its contents.19 The next day Stalin replied
to Eisenhower. He told the American commander that western and Soviet
strategic plans coincided. He agreed that Soviet and western forces would link
up in the Erfurt–Leipzig–Dresden area and said that the Red Army’s main
attack would be in that direction. As for Berlin, Stalin said it ‘has lost its
former strategic significance. Therefore the Soviet Supreme Command is
thinking of setting aside only secondary forces for Berlin.’ The main Soviet
attack, Stalin informed Eisenhower, would begin in the second half of May,
including, if circumstances did not change, a secondary blow south in the
direction of Linz and Vienna.20 On 2 April Stalin met Zhukov, Antonov and
Shtemenko again. Joined by Konev, the meeting lasted two hours. The four
generals returned on 3 April for a shorter meeting.21 That same day Stalin
signed directives to Zhukov and Konev. Zhukov’s task was to launch an offen-
sive to capture Berlin and to reach the Elbe river (the agreed Soviet–Western
military demarcation line in Germany) within 12 to 15 days of the beginning
of the operation. Konev’s task was to rout the Germans south of Berlin and to
advance to Dresden within 10 to 12 days and then to consider an attack on
Leipzig. The demarcation line between the 1st Belorussian and the 1st

Ukrainian Fronts was fixed at Lubben about 50 miles south-east of Berlin,
effective from 15 April – an indication that the dual offensive was to commence
on the 16th.22 So the basic plan was for Zhukov to strike out directly for the
German capital and to envelop the city from the north, while Konev’s forces
were to surround the city from the south. A supporting role was to be played
by Rokossovskii’s 2nd Belorussian Front, which was to open its offensive
towards Berlin on 20 April with the aim of protecting Zhukov’s right flank
from a northern counterattack by the Germans (see Map 17 on p. 262).23

Many historians have argued that Eisenhower was misled by Stalin and that
Berlin was the primary Soviet target, which the Soviet dictator was desperate
to capture before the western allies. However, that was not necessarily how
Stalin saw events. In 1948 he got into an argument about the Berlin operation
with Walter Bedell Smith, the then American ambassador, who had been
Eisenhower’s chief of staff dring the war. According to Stalin, Berlin was a
secondary target and that is why only Zhukov’s forces were tasked to take the
German capital. But Zhukov’s advance was held up by the Germans, so Konev
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and Rokossovskii had to help out. This transformed Berlin from a secondary
to a primary target. An indignant Stalin even offered to go with Smith to the
military archives there and then and show him the orders he had given for the
Berlin operation. Stalin added that since Berlin was in the agreed Soviet zone
of occupation in Germany it was morally and strategically right for the Red
Army to take the city.24

Stalin’s version of events broadly corresponds with the course of opera-
tions. The original plan was for Zhukov’s forces to take Berlin alone but the 1st

Ukrainian Front made more rapid progress and on 17 April an opportunity
arose to redirect some of Konev’s forces to attack Berlin from the south.25 As
Soviet troops fought their way to the top of the ruined Reichstag building in
the centre of Berlin to plant the red flag, Hitler committed suicide in his
bunker. Happily for Stalin, the three soldiers who made it to the top of the
Reichstag on 30 April 1945 were a Georgian, a Russian and a Ukrainian. Later,
the Soviet photographer Yevgeni Chaldei re-enacted the scene with two other
soldiers, aiming to create as iconic a picture of the Red Army’s conquest of
Berlin as the hoisting of the Stars and Stripes by US troops over Iwo Jima a
couple of months earlier.

Victory did not come cheap. The Red Army suffered 300,000 casualties,
including nearly 80,000 dead during the final assault on Berlin. The most
costly fighting took place on the approaches to Berlin rather than in the city
itself. So there was no repeat of the extensive street fighting that had taken
place in Stalingrad in 1942 or, for that matter, in Budapest in February 1945
when it fell to the Red Army after a fierce, prolonged battle.26

Apart from the massive casualties (with German losses even higher than
those of the Soviets) a shadow was cast over the Red Army’s triumphal march
to Berlin by the atrocities and looting committed by a significant minority of
Soviet soldiers. Particularly appalling was the large number of rapes by
members of the Red Army. Estimates of the extent of this crime range from
tens of thousands to the low millions.27 The true figure probably lies some-
where in between, with the vast majority of rapes taking place in greater
Berlin, a city that by 1945 was largely a city of women.28 Berliners were not the
only ones to suffer mass rape. In Vienna there may have been as many as
70,000–100,000 rapes.29 In Hungary the estimates range from 50,000 to
200,000.30 Women were raped by Red Army soldiers in Romania and Bulgaria,
and in the liberated countries of Poland, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia,
although in much smaller numbers.

It is difficult to know whether Stalin was aware of the full extent of what
was going on but he had a good inkling and made suitable excuses for the
behaviour of his men. In March 1945 he told a visiting Czechoslovak
delegation:
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Everyone praises our Red Army, and, yes, it deserves this praise. But I would
like our guests not to be disappointed by the Red Army’s charms in the
future. The point is that there are now nearly 12 million people in the Red
Army. These people are far from being angels. These people have been hard-
ened by war. Many of them have travelled 2,000 kilometres in battle, from
Stalingrad to the middle of Czechoslovakia. On the way they have seen much
grief and many atrocities. Don’t be surprised therefore if some of our people
in your country do not behave themselves as they should. We know that
some soldiers of little intelligence pester and insult girls and women and
behave disgracefully. Let our Czechoslovak friends know this now so that
their praise of the Red Army does not turn into disappointment.31

Stalin was even more explicit when talking with Tito and the Yugoslav
comrades about this matter in April 1945:

You have, of course, read Dosteoevsky? Do you see what a complicated
thing is man’s soul, man’s psyche? Well, then, imagine a man who has
fought from Stalingrad to Belgrade – over thousands of kilometres of his
own devastated land, across the dead bodies of his comrades and dearest
ones. How can such a man react normally? And what is so awful in his
having fun with a woman, after such horrors? You have imagined the Red
Army to be ideal. And it is not ideal, nor can it be . . . The important thing
is that it fights Germans . . .32

But Stalin’s indulgence had its limits, particularly when the Red Army’s
running amok damaged what little was left of Germany’s valuable economic
infrastructure, a bounty the Soviets hoped to extract as part of their repara-
tions payments. One way Stalin chose to signal a halt to the retribution was by
the publication of an article in Pravda on 14 April 1945 attacking the Soviet
writer Ilya Ehrenburg, who had become famous during the war for his
powerful anti-German hate propaganda, much of it published in Krasnaya
Zvezda, the Red Army newspaper. Under the headline ‘Comrade Ehrenburg
Simplifies’, the Soviet propaganda chief, Georgii Aleksandrov wrote that it was
a mistake to see all Germans as the same and that it was necessary to distin-
guish Hitler and the Nazis from the German people. The Soviet people, stated
Aleksandrov, were not hostile to Germans and to suggest otherwise played into
the hands of Nazi propaganda, which was trying to split the Soviet–Western
alliance.33 Ehrenburg was unrepentant and wrote in private to Aleksandrov:

Reading your article anybody might come to the conclusion that I have
been calling for the complete annihilation of the German people. Whereas,
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naturally, I never issued any such call: it was German propaganda that
ascribed this to me. I cannot write a single line until I have cleared up this
misunderstanding, one way or the other . . . It is my integrity as a writer and
an internationalist, to whom the racialist theory is an abomination, that has
been challenged.34

While appalling, the contemporary public and political impact of the Red
Army rapes should not be exaggerated. In 1945 the Red Army was almost
universally admired in the allied world as the saviour of Europe from Nazi
barbarism. It had fought a savage war against a cruel enemy but for this most
people were thankful, not critical. What captured public attention were not
accusations of mass rape by Nazi propagandists, who were predicting such
events even before the Red Army crossed into Germany, but the newsreel
footage of SS extermination camps and of their pitiful survivors, ‘liberated’ by
the Soviets as they swept through Poland in early 1945. The first Nazi death
camp had been overrun by the Red Army at Majdenak in July 1944. At the end
of January 1945 Auschwitz fell to the Red Army, and then the camps at Belzec,
Chelmno, Sobibor and Treblinka – surely the darkest roll call of horror in the
annals of human existence.

Without doubt, it was a time of great personal triumph for Stalin but, never
satisfied, when Harriman congratulated him on reaching Berlin he reminded
the ambassador that ‘Czar Alexander got to Paris’.35

On 7 May the Germans finally surrendered, although it wasn’t until the next
day that Zhukov signed the treaty of capitulation in Berlin. Consequently, VE
Day was celebrated in the Soviet Union a day later than in Britain and the
United States. Alexander Werth recalled the scene in Moscow in 1945:

May 9 was an unforgettable day in Moscow. The spontaneous joy of the two
or three million people who thronged the Red Square that evening . . . was
of a quality and depth I had never yet seen in Moscow before. They danced
and sang in the streets; every soldier and officer was hugged and kissed . . .
they were so happy they did not even have to get drunk, and under the
tolerant gaze of the militia, young men even urinated against the walls of
the Moskva Hotel, flooding the wide pavement. Nothing like this had ever
happened in Moscow before. For once Moscow had thrown all reserve and
restraint to the winds. The fireworks display that evening was the most
spectacular I have ever seen.36

In his pronouncement on the great victory Stalin emphasised that the defeat
of Hitler meant freedom and peace between peoples, pointing out that the
German aim had been to dismember the Soviet Union by detaching the
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Caucasus, the Ukraine, Belorussia, the Baltic States and other areas.37 Stalin’s
reference to the threat the war had posed to the USSR as a multinational state
may be contrasted with his next public statement on the war in which he
specifically highlighted the contribution of the Russian people to victory. At a
military reception in the Kremlin on 24 May 1945 Stalin proposed a toast to
the health of the Soviet people but ‘above all to the Russian people’, a statement
that was followed by prolonged applause and cheers. Stalin continued:

I drink above all to the health of the Russian people because they are the
most prominent of the nations that make up the Soviet Union . . . I drink
to the health of the Russian people not only because they are the leading
people but because they have common sense, social and political common
sense, and endurance. Our government made not a few mistakes, we were
in a desperate position in 1941–1942 . . . Another people would have said:
go to hell, you have betrayed our hopes, we are organising another govern-
ment, which will conclude peace with Germany and give us rest . . . But the
Russian people did not do that, did not go for compromise, they showed
unconditional trust in our government. I repeat, we made mistakes, our
army was forced to retreat, appearing to lose control of events . . . But the
Russian people had faith, persisted, waited and hoped we had things under
control. For this trust in our government shown by the Russian people we
say a big thank you.38

Much discussed in retrospect, Stalin’s singling out of the Russian role in the
Soviet war effort occasioned little comment at the time. It was self-evidently
true that the Russians had been the loyal bulwark of the Soviet state during
the war and Stalin’s public recognition of this was part of a discourse extolling
the Russians’ human and political virtues that extended back to the 1930s.
Wartime propaganda had typically utilised Russian as well as Soviet patriotic
themes. When the Soviets adopted a new national anthem in January 1944 (to
replace the communist ‘Internationale’) the key verse was:

The unbreakable union of free republics
Has been joined for ever by Great Russia
Long live the united and mighty Soviet Union
Created by the will of the peoples

On 24 June a victory parade was held in Red Square, led by Zhukov mounted
on horseback. Stalin reviewed the parade atop Lenin’s Mausoleum and
watched as thousands of German military banners were piled up in front of
him. That night Stalin entertained 2,500 generals and officers at a reception in
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the Kremlin, but the message he had for them was a little unexpected. In his
toast, published in the newspapers, Stalin praised not his generals but the
millions of little people, the cogs in the great state machine, upon whom he
and his marshals had depended to win the war.39

From Roosevelt to Truman

One of the slogans shouted by the crowd that gathered outside the US embassy
on Victory Day was ‘Hurray for Roosevelt’. But the President had died a month
earlier. Harriman telephoned Molotov with news of Roosevelt’s death in the
early hours of 13 April 1945. Molotov immediately went to the American
embassy – this was 3a.m. – to express his condolences. According to Harriman,
Molotov ‘seemed deeply moved and disturbed. He stayed for some time talking
about the part President Roosevelt had played in the war and in the plans for
peace, of the respect Marshal Stalin and all the Russian people had for him and
how much Marshal Stalin had valued his visit to Yalta.’ With regard to new
President Harry Truman, Molotov expressed confidence in him because he had
been selected as Vice-President by Roosevelt. ‘I have never heard Molotov talk
so earnestly,’ commented Harriman in his telegram to Washington.40

Harriman saw Stalin later that day: ‘When I entered Marshal Stalin’s office I
noticed that he was obviously deeply distressed at the news of the death of
President Roosevelt. He greeted me in silence and stood holding my hand for
about 30 seconds before asking me to sit down.’ Harriman told Stalin that he
had come to see him because he thought the Soviet leader might have some
questions about the situation in the United States following Roosevelt’s death.
Stalin, however, expressed confidence that there would be no change in US
policy. ‘President Roosevelt has died but his cause must live on,’ Stalin told
Harriman. ‘We shall support President Truman with all our forces and all our
will.’ In response Harriman suggested that to smooth Truman’s path and reas-
sure American public opinion Stalin should send Molotov to the United States,
to meet the new President and to attend the founding conference of the United
Nations in San Francisco. This was a personal suggestion of Harriman’s but
Stalin agreed on the spot to send Molotov to the US if an official invitation was
forthcoming.41 The Soviet report of this meeting is much the same as
Harriman’s, but it contains one important additional detail: Stalin specifically
asked if there would be any ‘softening’ of American policy towards Japan.
When Harriman replied that a change of policy was out of the question, Stalin
said Soviet policy towards Japan remained as before – based on the agreement
reached at Yalta.42

As well as commiserating with Harriman, Stalin wrote that day to Truman
to express his ‘deep regret’ at Roosevelt’s death and to state his confidence that
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wartime co-operation would continue in the future.43 Stalin also arranged for
Moscow Radio to broadcast a message of personal condolence to Eleanor
Roosevelt that characterised the President as a ‘great organiser of freedom-
loving nations against the common enemy and a leader who stood for safe-
guarding the security of the whole world’.44 On 15 April a memorial service for
Roosevelt in Moscow was attended by Molotov and all his deputy foreign
commissars (except for Litvinov, who was ill) as well as representatives of
other government ministries and the armed forces.45

On the eve of Molotov’s trip to the United States, Andrei Gromyko, the
Soviet ambassador in Washington, telegraphed his assessment of the new
presidency. He reported that the general view in the US was that Truman was
a Rooseveltian New Dealer who would continue the dead President’s foreign
and domestic policies, including co-operation with the Soviet Union. But at
the end of his telegram Gromyko struck a note of caution: ‘How far he will
continue the policy of co-operation with the Soviet Union and to what extent
he will come under the influence of isolationist anti-Soviet groups is difficult
to say at the moment.’ This was a question, Gromyko concluded, that would
be clarified by Molotov’s forthcoming talks with Truman.46

In the United States Molotov had two meetings with Truman, on 22 and
23 April. This first encounter between Truman and Molotov has a somewhat
famous history. According to Truman’s memoirs, published in 1955, at the end
of the second meeting Molotov blurted out: ‘I have never been talked to like
that in my life.’ To which Truman supposedly replied: ‘Carry out your agree-
ments and you won’t get talked to like that’. However, neither the American
nor the Soviet record of the Molotov–Truman talks contains any mention of
this supposedly acerbic exchange.47 It seems, then, that Truman spiced up his
memoirs with a little cold war rhetoric designed to show that he had talked
tough with the Russians right from the beginning of his presidency. It is likely,
too, that the source of this reported exchange with Molotov was not Truman’s
memory but press gossip of what supposedly happened between the two men.
According to Carl Marzani’s 1952 book on the origins of the cold war,
‘Washington gossip had it that Molotov had walked out on Truman.
According to foreign correspondent Edgar A. Mowrer, Molotov had said “no
one has ever talked to me like this before”’.48

There was indeed some tough talking at the two meetings between Molotov
and Truman and the debate centred on the continuing inter-allied row about
the government of postwar Poland. On one side were the Soviets, sticking to
their interpretation of the Yalta agreement that the existing pro-communist
regime in Warsaw should be broadened and reconstructed. On the other side
were the British and Americans, insisting that the Yalta agreement meant there
must be a new government in Poland and that members of the existing regime
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could expect no special treatment in the negotiations on its formation. This
argument had been going on in Moscow in a Polish Commission established by
the Yalta conference, and the tough talking continued in the United States not
only with Truman but in Molotov’s meetings with British Foreign Secretary
Eden and the American Secretary of State Edward Stettinius. Molotov’s personal
irritation about these discussions bubbled to the surface during a petty
incident in San Francisco when he forbade Pavlov, his interpreter, from
comparing translation notes with his British counterpart.49

The Polish dispute notwithstanding, the impression Molotov gained from
his two meetings with Truman was far from negative. Their first meeting, on
22 April, was quite friendly. At the end of the meeting Truman proposed a
toast, saying that since the two of them spoke the same language he would like
to meet Stalin and hoped the Soviet leader would visit the United States one
day. From the Soviet point of view the crucial moment in this first meeting was
Truman’s response to Molotov’s question of whether the President knew about
the Yalta agreement on Soviet entry into the Far Eastern war. Truman replied
that he entirely stood by the Yalta decision and Molotov thanked him for such
a clear answer, saying that he would report it to Stalin. At their second meeting
Truman – acting under the influence of some hard-line advice from his policy
circle50 – took a much firmer position on the Polish question than he had
during his first encounter with Molotov. But the President’s comments were
simply a restatement of the Anglo-American position, including what Truman
had directly messaged to Stalin on 18 April.51 What mattered to Molotov and
Stalin was not Truman’s predictable attempt to pressurise them over Poland
but his firm commitment to continue Roosevelt’s policy of co-operation with
the Soviet Union and to stand by existing agreements.

Truman’s tough talking with Molotov was to no avail. Stalin stuck to the
Soviet interpretation of the Yalta agreement on Poland and insisted in no
uncertain terms that Moscow would not allow the formation in Warsaw of a
government unfriendly to the USSR. On 23 April Stalin wrote to Truman:

You evidently do not agree that the Soviet Union is entitled to seek in Poland
a Government that would be friendly to it, that the Soviet Government cannot
agree to the existence in Poland of a Government hostile to it . . . I do not
know whether a genuinely representative Government has been established in
Greece, or whether the Belgian Government is a genuinely democratic one.
The Soviet Union was not consulted when those Governments were being
formed, nor did it claim the right to interfere in those matters, because it real-
izes how important Belgium and Greece are to the security of Great Britain. I
cannot understand why in discussing Poland no attempt is made to consider
the interests of the Soviet Union in terms of security as well.52
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Truman blinked first over Poland. When the European war ended he decided
that Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s trusted confidant and a favourite with the
Soviets, should go to Moscow to broker a deal with Stalin.53 Hopkins arrived
in the Soviet capital on 25 May and the next day began a series of meetings
with Stalin. He told Stalin that American public opinion was disturbed by
recent developments in US–Soviet relations, particularly the failure to imple-
ment the Yalta agreement on Poland. But, Hopkins reassured Stalin, Truman
intended to continue Roosevelt’s policy of co-operation with the USSR. In
response Stalin employed one of his favourite debating tactics, blaming a third
party, saying the problem was that while the Soviets wanted a friendly govern-
ment in Poland, Great Britain was trying to revive the anti-Bolshevik cordon
sanitaire of the post-First World War years. Towards the end of this conversa-
tion Stalin expressed the rather paranoid view that Hitler was not dead but in
hiding somewhere and perhaps had escaped by submarine to Japan. In fact, by
this time Soviet military and medical authorities had already conducted an
investigation and carried out autopsies that proved beyond reasonable doubt
that Hitler and Goebbels had committed suicide. But Stalin still suspected that
evidence had been planted to cover up the Nazi dictator’s escape from
Berlin.54

At their meeting on 27 May Stalin expounded to Hopkins his own gripes
about Soviet–American relations. As well as the Polish dispute, Stalin resented
American manoeuvres to gain UN membership for Argentina – a neutral state
that the Soviets saw as a wartime collaborator of the Germans. Then there was
France’s involvement in allied discussions about reparations from Germany –
which Stalin opposed – and the abrupt manner in which the United States had
cut lend-lease shipments to the Soviet Union as soon as Germany surren-
dered. Stalin was also keen to secure a share of the German navy and merchant
fleet and suspected the British and Americans might oppose this. Later in the
conversation Stalin adopted a more conciliatory tone. He told Hopkins that
the United States was a world power with worldwide interests and for this
reason he accepted that the Americans had a right to be involved in the reso-
lution of the Polish question. Stalin admitted that the Soviet Union had acted
unilaterally in Poland but asked Hopkins to understand the reasons why. As to
the future, Stalin proposed that four or five of the ministers in a reorganised
Polish government could be chosen from the lists of favoured politicians
drawn up by the British and Americans. This suggestion of Stalin’s soon led to
a resolution of the Polish dispute. During the course of June 1945 a deal was
struck that the communist-dominated Polish provisional government would
be reorganised to include four pro-western cabinet ministers, including
Mikolajczyk who became one of two deputy premiers (the other was the Polish
communist leader, Gomulka) serving under a left-wing socialist prime minster,
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Edward Osobka-Morawski. This reorganised government was recognised by
the British and Americans on 5 July.

Another important topic of conversation between Hopkins and Stalin was
Soviet entry into the Far Eastern war. Hopkins wanted to know about the Red
Army’s preparations for war, particularly the proposed date of Soviet entry
into the war. At their third meeting on 28 May Stalin told Hopkins the Red
Army would be ready to attack by 8 August, in accordance with the Yalta
agreement, which specified that the Soviet Union would declare war on Japan
two or three months after the end of the war in Europe. However, implemen-
tation of the Yalta agreement was tied to China agreeing to recognise the inde-
pendence of Outer Mongolia and to concede to the Soviet Union various port
and railway facilities in Manchuria. Stalin told Hopkins that he did not want
to start talking to the Chinese until the secret redeployment of Soviet forces to
the Far East was well advanced. He also made it clear to Hopkins that he
thought Japan should, like Germany, be jointly occupied after the war and
divided into American, British and Soviet zones of military occupation.
Stalin’s attitude to the treatment of Japan was similar to the one he held in
relation to Germany – he favoured a punitive peace:

Marshal Stalin said that war such as the present could only happen once in
a hundred years and it was better to take advantage of it and utterly defeat
Japan and cope with the military potential and in that manner assure fifty
or sixty years of peace.

Hopkins was gravely ill when he went on his last mission to Moscow (he died
in January 1946) but he performed a very important service. His meetings with
Stalin paved the way for a resolution of the Polish dispute and made possible
the airing of grievances about a number of other issues in Soviet–American
relations. Both sides signalled their intention to continue relations in the co-
operative tradition established by Roosevelt. The scene was set for the repeti-
tion at Potsdam of the triumphal tripartism of Yalta, leading to a strengthening
of relations between the Soviet Union and its wartime allies.

This rosy post-Yalta, pre-Potsdam scenario is not one that finds favour
with all historians. Some prefer to emphasise the differences and divergences
within the Grand Alliance at this time. Such interpretations tend to reflect the
later impact of the cold war and the influence exercised by protagonists such
as Truman and Churchill who subsequently sought to distance themselves
from the co-operative spirit of Yalta and Potsdam. A similar distancing from
the Grand Alliance took place on the Soviet side after the outbreak of the cold
war, but Stalin’s contemporaneous view of relations with the west was quite
optimistic and the Soviet delegation set off for Potsdam confident that
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tripartite co-operation between Britain, the US and the USSR to achieve
postwar security and a durable peace remained by far the best option for all.

The Potsdam Conference

Stalin’s armies did not get as far as Paris but they had reached Berlin. When
France capitulated in 1940 Hitler had made a triumphal – and much
photographed – tour of central Paris; both Churchill and Truman took time
to drive around the ruins of Berlin. Stalin displayed no such interest. He
arrived quietly by train, even ordering Zhukov to cancel any plans he might
have had to welcome him with a military band and a guard of honour.55

The conference venue was one of the few large buildings left intact in the
greater Berlin area – the Cecilienhof Palace, built for Kaiser Wilhelm II’s son
and named after his wife. More Tudor country house than classical European
palace, the 176-room residence sat in a wooded park by Lakes Jungfern and
Heiliger. Among the improvements made by the Soviets in preparation for the
conference was the shipping in from Russia of a suitable round table for the
participants to deliberate around and a flower bed arrangement in the central
courtyard with blooms in the colour and shape of a Red Star.56

The Potsdam conference lasted for two weeks (17 July to 2 August), far
longer than the four days of Tehran and the week Churchill, Roosevelt and
Stalin spent at Yalta. One reason for the length of the conference was a break
at the end of July when Churchill flew home for the results of the British
general election. He lost the election by a landslide and never returned to
Potsdam; his and Eden’s places at the conference table were taken by the new
Labour Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, and his Foreign Minister, Ernest
Bevin (although Attlee, as Deputy PM, had accompanied Churchill to
Potsdam). Another reason for the duration of the conference was the number
and type of issues discussed at Potsdam. At Tehran the main theme had been
the co-ordination of military action against Germany while at Yalta it was
general perspectives on the postwar world that dominated the discussions.
Potsdam was more like the Moscow conference of foreign ministers of
October 1943 in that it focused on the resolution of specific issues: the future
of Germany; peace treaties with enemy states; the revision of the Montreux
Convention on access to the Black Sea; the formation of territorial trustee-
ships to govern Italy’s former colonies; and the establishment of procedures
for the future conduct of Soviet–Western relations within the Grand Alliance,
as well as a number of other issues. Stalin was keen to deal with all these ques-
tions as soon as possible because he worried that the benevolent glow of the
common victory over Germany would not last much longer and that relations
with his Anglo-American allies would become progressively more difficult
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after the war. Stalin also thought he had a trump card to play in the negotiations:
the Red Army was needed to help finish off Japan.

In personal terms the relations between Churchill, Stalin and Truman
never achieved the intimacy of Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin at Tehran and
Yalta. But the new Big Three were pretty friendly with each other. The Prime
Minister was ‘again under Stalin’s spell’, complained Eden. ‘He kept repeating
“I like that man”’.57 At the time Truman thought that Stalin was ‘straight-
forward’ and ‘knows what he wants and will compromise when he can’t get
it’. Later, Truman recalled that he had been a ‘Russophile’ and thought he
could live with Stalin; indeed he ‘liked the little son of a bitch’.58 According to
Charles Bohlen, Truman’s interpreter, ‘while everyone was outwardly friendly
there was a certain reserve on both sides that symbolized basic mistrust’.59

But the conference records are full of good humour, jokes, laughter and
much effort all round to avoid confrontation and deadlock in negotiations.
Stalin was his usual charming self at the banquet he hosted. After a piano
concert by leading Soviet artistes Truman got up and played some Chopin.
According to the British interpreter, Major A.H. Birse, ‘Stalin applauded with
enthusiasm, remarking that he was the only one of the three with no talents;
he had heard that Churchill painted, and now the President proved that he
was a musician.’60

There were, of course, sharp political differences at Potsdam, prolonged
negotiations and hard bargaining. Stalin also had to contend with the ever
more marked tendency of the British and Americans to line up together
against the Soviets in negotiations. But there were Anglo-American differ-
ences too. As James F. Byrnes, Truman’s foreign minister, joked at the confer-
ence: ‘one gets the impression that when we agree with our Soviet friends, the
British delegation withholds its agreement, and when we agree with our
British friends, we do not obtain the agreement of the Soviet delegation.
(Laughter).’61

Stalin’s first meeting at Potsdam was with Truman on 17 July. Stalin began
by apologising for arriving a day late at the conference. He had been detained
in Moscow by negotiations with the Chinese and his doctors had forbidden
him to fly to Berlin. After an exchange of pleasantries Stalin listed the issues
he would like discussed at the conference: the division of the German fleet,
reparations, Poland, territorial trusteeships, the Franco regime in Spain.
Truman was happy to discuss these issues but said the United States had its
own items for the agenda, although he did not specify what these were. To
Truman’s statement that there were bound to be difficulties and differences of
opinion during the negotiations, Stalin responded that such problems were
unavoidable but the important thing was to find a common language. Asked
about Churchill, Truman said he had seen him yesterday morning and that the

LAST BATTLES: STALIN, TRUMAN AND THE END OF THE WAR 273

09 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:09  Page 273



Prime Minister was confident of victory in the British general election. Stalin
commented that the English people would not forget the victory in the war, in
fact they thought the war was over already and expected the Americans and
Soviets to defeat Japan for them. This provided Truman with an opening to
remark that while there was active British participation in the war in the Far
East, he still awaited help from the USSR. Stalin replied that Soviet forces
would be ready to launch their attack on the Japanese by the middle of August.
This led to the final exchange of the conversation in which Stalin indicated that
he was sticking to the agreement at Yalta on the terms of Soviet participation
in the Far Eastern war and did not intend to demand anything more.62

Stalin’s conversation with Truman was friendly enough although it did not
match the bonhomie he had achieved with Roosevelt at Tehran and Yalta. But
Truman was new to the job, was still feeling his way with Stalin and, unlike his
predecessor, had not engaged in a long wartime correspondence with the
Soviet leader prior to meeting him.

As might be expected, Stalin’s chat with Churchill over dinner the next
evening was much cosier and, as usual, ranged far and wide. Stalin was confi-
dent Churchill would win the British general election and predicted a parlia-
mentary majority of 80 for the Prime Minster. Stalin also evinced admiration
for the role of King George in unifying the Empire, saying that ‘no one who
was a friend of Britain would do anything to weaken the respect shown to the
Monarchy’. Churchill was equally effusive, saying that he would ‘welcome
Russia as a great power on the sea’ and that the country had a right of access
to the Mediterranean, the Baltic Sea and the Pacific Ocean. On Eastern
Europe, Stalin repeated previous promises to Churchill that he would not seek
its sovietisation, but expressed disappointment at western demands for
changes to the governments in Bulgaria and Romania, especially when he was
refraining from interfering in Greek affairs. Churchill spoke of difficulties in
relation to Yugoslavia, pointing to the 50–50 arrangement he had made with
Stalin in October 1944, but the Soviet leader protested that the share of influ-
ence in Yugoslavia was 90 per cent British, 10 per cent Yugoslavian and 0 per
cent Russian. Stalin continued that Tito had a ‘partisan mentality and had
done several things that he ought not to have done. The Soviet Government
often did not know what Marshal Tito was about to do.’ The positive tenor of
the conversation was summed up by Churchill’s remark towards the end of
dinner that ‘the Three Powers gathered round the table were the strongest the
world had ever seen, and it was their task to maintain the peace of the world’.63

The first plenary session at Potsdam was held on 17 July64 and on Stalin’s
proposal Truman was elected Chairman for the duration of the conference.
The main item on the agenda was an exchange of views on what issues the
three leaders wanted to discuss at the conference. Stalin’s list was similar to the
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one he had presented to Truman at their bilateral meeting earlier that day.
Again, the division of the German navy and merchant fleet was number one
on his list, followed by reparations, the resumption of diplomatic relations
with Germany’s former satellites, and the position of the Franco regime in
Spain. Stalin’s order of priorities was interesting for a number of reasons.
First, it reflected his always keen desire to get a fair share of war booty and he
suspected that the British, in particular, were trying to deny the Soviets their
share of German shipping. Second, Stalin had asserted on a number of occa-
sions during the war that one of the defining features of a great power was a
big fleet and he was planning a significant postwar build-up of the Soviet
navy. This required a share of the German as well as the Italian fleet (already
agreed at Yalta) and port facilities in various parts of the world.65 The demand
for a share of the German fleet reflected Stalin’s view that now the war in
Europe was over the Soviet Union should get its just rewards. ‘We want no
gifts,’ Stalin told Truman and Churchill later in the conference, ‘but wish to
know whether or not the principle is recognised, whether or not the Russian
claim to a part of the German navy is considered legitimate.’66 Stalin displayed
a similar attitude in relation to a number of other questions that came up at
the conference. Justifying the Soviet demand for Königsberg he said:

We consider it necessary to have at the expense of Germany one ice-free
port in the Baltic. I think that this port must serve Königsberg. It is no more
than fair that the Russians who have shed so much blood and lived through
so much terror should want to receive some lump of German territory
which would give some small satisfaction from this war.67

A more serious issue of national pride concerned Soviet demands in relation
to Turkey. In June 1945 the Soviet Union had demanded the return of the
provinces of Kars and Ardahan to the USSR. These were areas of eastern
Turkey with Armenian and Georgian populations and had been part of the
Tsarist empire from 1878 to 1921, when a Soviet–Turkish treaty returned the
two districts to Turkey. These Soviet territorial demands were prompted by a
suggestion from the Turkish ambassador that the Soviet Union and Turkey
should sign a treaty of alliance. Molotov responded that before such an agree-
ment could be concluded the frontier dispute about Kars and Ardahan needed
to be resolved and there had to be negotiations about the revision of the
Montreux Convention and the establishment of Soviet military bases on the
Dardanelles.68 At Potsdam the USSR tabled a demand for joint control of
the Black Sea Straits with Turkey, including provisions for Soviet military
bases.69 At the plenary session on 23 July Stalin defended the Soviet position
on Kars and Ardahan on ethnic grounds, and in relation to the straits said:
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For a great power such as Russia the question of the Straits has great signif-
icance. The Montreux Convention was directed against Russia, it was an
agreement hostile to Russia. Turkey was given the right not only to close the
Straits to our shipping during war but when there exists a threat of war, as
defined by Turkey. An impossible position! Turkey can always show that
such a threat exists and she can always close the Straits. We Russians have
the same rights in relation to the Straits as the Japanese Empire. This is
laughable but it is a fact . . . Imagine the uproar there would be in England
if such an agreement existed in relation to Gibraltar, or in America if such
an agreement existed in relation to the Panama Canal . . . You consider
that a naval base on the Straits is unacceptable. Very well, then give me
some other base where the Russian fleet would be able to carry out repairs
and re-equip and where, together with its allies, it would be able to defend
Russia’s rights.70

Stalin’s allusion to a naval base elsewhere was a reference to another issue of
prestige raised by the Soviets at Potsdam: the demand for Soviet participation
in the administration of the Trusteeship Territories that were to supersede
Italy’s colonies in North Africa. The background to the Soviets’ demand was a
long-standing American proposal that the League of Nations’ mandate system
for overseeing the transition of former colonies to independence should be
replaced by a trusteeship system. At the San Francisco conference in June 1945
there was correspondence between Gromyko and Stettinius, the American
Secretary of State, which indicated that the United States would support Soviet
participation in the proposed trusteeship system.71 This was very encouraging
for Moscow and at Potsdam the Soviets proposed there should be a discussion
about whether territories taken into trusteeship should be managed collec-
tively by the Big Three or by individual countries responsible for separate terri-
tories. Stalin and Molotov pressed for a discussion of this matter but it was
agreed to refer the issue to the first meeting of the newly created Council of
Foreign Ministers, scheduled to meet in London in September.72 After Potsdam
Moscow hardened its position on the trusteeship issue and decided to demand
that Tripolitania (western Libya) should become a Soviet trust territory, which
meant Stalin would have been able to establish port facilities in the
Mediterranean. The Soviets were quite open about their self-interested aims in
relation to Tripolitania and saw nothing wrong with them, although they did
stress that their intention was to establish merchant fleet facilities.73

At Potsdam a number of questions were raised and then tabled for future
discussion by the Big Three’s foreign ministers. But there were some issues
that had to be discussed and decided upon by the conference. First and fore-
most was Germany’s future. This was a matter considered over several plenary
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sessions and by the foreign ministers and specialist working commissions of
less senior officials. The most difficult issue was that of reparations. At Yalta it
had been agreed in principle that the Soviet Union would receive reparations
from Germany, the ball-park figure being $10 billion. The reparations were to
be extracted in kind by the dismantling of German industry and infrastruc-
ture and by deliveries from current production. The difficulty was that
German industry was mostly located in the western-occupied areas of the
country such as the Ruhr. The British and Americans, none too keen on repa-
rations anyway, feared they would end up having to meet Soviet reparations
demands by deliveries from their zones. Their preference was for the Soviets
to extract reparations exclusively from their own zone of occupation in
Germany and, if there were to be reparations deliveries from the west, these
should be in exchange for agricultural products from the east. In the end
agreement was reached that 10 per cent of German industry would be
removed from the western zones in part payment of Soviet reparations and
another 15 per cent would be dismantled and shipped east in exchange for
food and raw materials. As important, from Stalin’s point of view, was that the
agreement provided for Germany’s ‘complete disarmament and demilitariza-
tion’ and the elimination of its war potential. Stalin’s views on the long-term
danger of a German revival were well rehearsed and they came to the fore
once again in an exchange with Truman on 21 July about the utility of shifting
Poland’s border with Germany as far west as possible:

Stalin: Of course the proposal . . . to shift the frontier westwards will create
difficulties for Germany. I do not object to the claim that it will create diffi-
culties for Germany. Our task consists in creating more difficulties for
Germany . . .

Truman: But it is not good to create difficulties for the allies as well.

Stalin: The less industry in Germany, the greater the outlets for your goods.
Germany will not be competing with your goods. Is that so bad? It seems
very good to me. We put on its knees the state which threatens peace and
peaceful competition . . . There are difficulties for Germany here, but we
must not be afraid of them.74

Alongside the German question, the issue of Poland’s western border with
Germany gave rise to the most protracted discussion at Potsdam. At Yalta it
had been agreed that Poland would be compensated for territorial losses to
the Soviet Union by gains at Germany’s expense. But no agreement had been
reached on the precise frontier and there were differences about how far
west the German–Polish border should be pushed. Those differences were
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compounded by the fact that the Soviets controlled all the German territory
in question and they had handed it over to Polish administrative control. The
Poles began resettling the area in anticipation that it would become part of
Poland and there was a consequent mass exodus of Germans westwards,
causing problems for the British and Americans in their zones of occupation
in Germany.

The discussion of this issue at Potsdam provides a rare example of Stalin being
tactically outsmarted in a diplomatic negotiation. Early in the conference both
Truman and Churchill raised the question of how the concept of ‘Germany’was
to be defined. Stalin said that Germany should be considered either as a purely
geographical concept or should be taken ‘as she is in 1945’. But the Soviet leader
made the mistake of agreeing that ‘Germany’ referred to the state that existed
before 1937 (i.e. before Hitler annexed Austria and seized the Sudetenland from
Czechoslovakia). This concession enabled Truman and Churchill to argue
later that what was going on in the German territories handed over to the
Poles was an inter-allied matter, not a bilateral issue in Soviet–Polish relations,
since Germany was under joint allied occupation. Stalin countered that this
territory had come under de facto Polish control because the Germans had
fled west, but he had no real answer to the argument that the German–Polish
border was a matter to be determined by a peace conference.However,by the end
of the conference a demarcation line between Germany and Poland had been
agreed and Polish administration of the German territories in question had
been accepted by the British and Americans, ‘pending the final determination
of Poland’s western frontier’ at a future peace conference.

A third area of contention at Potsdam concerned Big Three relations with
Germany’s erstwhile allies during the Second World War – Italy, Bulgaria,
Finland, Hungary and Romania. The scenario was that the British and
Americans sought special treatment for Italy, while Stalin strove to protect the
interests of those countries that fell within his sphere of influence in Eastern
Europe. The argument began with a western proposal that Italy be admitted
as a member of the United Nations. The Soviets did not object but Stalin did
not see why the other four ex-enemy states should not be treated in the same
way. The British and Americans said they did not have diplomatic relations
with those states and so could not consider their admission to the UN until
peace treaties had been signed. The compromise finally agreed was to priori-
tise the negotiation and signing of a peace treaty between the Big Three and
Italy that would lead to the country’s admission to the UN. Soviet sensibilities
were assuaged by a commitment from the British and Americans to consider
recognising the governments of Bulgaria, Finland, Hungary and Romania.

At the conclusion of the Potsdam conference on 2 August 1945 the partici-
pants solemnly declared that it had ‘strengthened the ties . . . and extended the
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scope of their collaboration and understanding’ and had renewed their confi-
dence in their ability to deliver ‘a just and enduring peace’. The conference
communiqué went on to announce, first, the establishment of a Council of
Foreign Ministers that would constitute a permanent forum of tripartite
collaboration and, second, plans for postwar Germany, including policy on
reparation payments. There followed the announcement of various other
decisions such as the transfer of Königsberg to the USSR and the agreement
on Poland’s western border. The final communiqué also paved the way for the
admission of more states to the United Nations, including countries that had
remained neutral throughout the war. Explicitly excepted from this provision
was Franco’s Spain on the grounds that his regime had been founded with the
support of the aggressor states and had maintained a close association with
them during the war. With a view to undermining Franco’s regime Stalin and
the Soviets had proposed much stronger action but this was as far as the
British and Americans were prepared to go.75 As well as the public commu-
niqué an unpublished conference protocol dealt with matters such as the
tripartite disposal of the German navy and merchant marine and the need to
revise the regime governing the Black Sea Straits.76

The Soviet assessment of Potsdam was very positive, and not only in the
press, where the conference received the same adulatory treatment that had
greeted Tehran and Yalta.77 Particularly interesting are the confidential state-
ments recorded by the Yugoslav ambassador in Moscow: ‘According to Molotov
and Vyshinskii at the conference it was possible to see, and to see in its results,
that the English and Americans accept that they have lost Eastern Europe and
the Balkans . . . Molotov said that throughout the conference there was a good
atmosphere, albeit not without harsh polemics and sharp words. Everyone
tried to ensure that all questions were resolved by compromise decisions . . .
About Truman they said he was quite cultured and shows much understanding
of European problems.’78 In his diary Georgi Dimitrov recorded the following:
‘spoke with Molotov about the Berlin conference, and in particular about deci-
sions affecting Bulgaria and the Balkans. Basically, these decisions are to our
advantage. In effect, this sphere of influence has been recognised as ours.’79 In
a report circulated to Soviet ambassadors Molotov wrote that ‘the conference
ended with quite satisfactory results for the Soviet Union’.80

Stalin and the Far Eastern War

After Potsdam Stalin turned his attention to the last Soviet campaign of the
Second World War – the attack on Japanese forces in Manchuria in August
1945. It was not only another military victory that beckoned but a substantial
increase in Soviet power and influence in the Far East.81
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The United States had begun angling for Soviet involvement in the Far
Eastern war as early as December 1941, but Stalin had resisted these American
overtures and Roosevelt did not press the point. Stalin’s policy towards Japan
was to stick to the terms of the Soviet–Japanese Neutrality Pact of April 1941
in the hope that Tokyo would do the same. The attack on Pearl Harbor had
signalled a course of southern Japanese expansion, so Stalin could reasonably
expect that Japan would remain neutral in the Soviet–German war, assuming
that the Red Army was able to halt and turn back the Nazi attack. But Stalin
could not afford to be complacent. The Japanese military establishment in
Manchuria and Korea increased to more than a million troops after June 1941
and remained at comparable levels thereafter. To counter this potential threat
the Red Army maintained a force some 700,000 strong in the Far East. A
deputy Chief of the General Staff for the Far East was established in 1942 and
Stavka issued a stream of directives to its Far Eastern commanders on what to
do in the event of a Japanese attack. After the victories at Stalingrad and
Kursk, Stalin could be fairly certain the Japanese would not be so foolhardy as
to initiate military hostilities against the Soviet Union. However, a pre-
emptive strike against targets such as the strategically important and vulner-
able Far Eastern port of Vladivostok could not be ruled out if the Japanese
suspected the Soviets were preparing for war against them. Stalin had to tread
very carefully. Unlike Roosevelt in relation to Britain in 1940–1941, Stalin
made no declarations of political solidarity with the struggle of his western
allies in the Far East. Soviet press coverage of the Pacific War was sympathetic
to the western allies but not particularly hostile to Japan. The only significant
deviation from this restrained public stance was a comment made by Stalin in
his November 1944 Revolution anniversary speech that classified Japan as an
aggressor nation. But this statement was made in the context of an argument
in favour of an effective postwar international security organisation to replace
the League of Nations and was not interpreted by the Japanese as signalling
any change in Soviet policy.82 When the Soviets denounced the neutrality pact
with Japan in April 1945, they went to great lengths to assure the Japanese that
they harboured no aggressive intentions towards them.

Even so, there could be little doubt the Soviet Union would involve itself in
the war against Japan if the opportunity arose. From Stalin’s point of view
Japan represented a military threat second only to Germany, and he had stated
this publicly and privately on numerous occasions. There was a long history
behind Stalin’s hostility towards Japan. During the Russian civil war the
Japanese had dispatched a huge army to invade Siberia and it took several
years to secure its departure from the USSR. Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in
1931 provoked intense security concerns in Moscow, especially when
combined with the rise of fascism and Nazism in Europe.83 Japanese expan-
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sion into Manchuria and then northern China in 1937 had led to several
large-scale military clashes with Japanese forces on disputed sections of the
Soviet–Mongolian and Sino-Soviet borders.84 In 1936 Japan had signed the
Anti-Comintern Pact with Germany and Moscow well knew there were
powerful Japanese military and political factions that preferred an anti-
communist war to a military clash with the Americans and the British. During
the Sino-Japanese war Stalin resisted the efforts of the Chinese nationalist
leader, Chiang Kai-shek, to involve the Soviet Union directly in the conflict
but, from the late 1930s, the USSR was a major military supplier to China and
this relationship continued during the Great Patriotic War.85

Japan’s defeat by the United States was inevitable but its potential to re-
emerge as a threatening military and industrial power was reason enough for
Soviet involvement in the Far Eastern war. Soviet entry into the war would
ensure a decisive and devastating defeat of Japan; would cement Stalin’s rela-
tions with his western allies; and would open the door to Soviet involvement
in the Far Eastern peace settlement. In terms of specific Soviet war aims in the
Far East, Stalin’s agenda combined patriotic sensibilities with strategic inter-
ests. In the 1904–1905 war with Japan, Tsarist Russia had suffered a humili-
ating defeat and had been forced by the Treaty of Portsmouth to give up port
facilities and territorial concessions in China and to concede to Japan the
southern half of the island of Sakhalin. In Soviet times Moscow lost control of
the Chinese Eastern Railway that ran through Manchuria to Vladivostok and
became embroiled in long-running disputes with Japan about fishing rights
and Japanese mining concessions in North Sakhalin. But while war with Japan
offered the possibility of reversing these losses, Stalin did not formulate or
articulate his demands until quite late in the day. As so often with Stalin, his
policy demands emerged and evolved in response to the initiatives of others.

Stalin’s road to war with Japan began in October 1943 at the Foreign
Ministers’ conference in Moscow when he told Cordell Hull, the American
Secretary of State, and Harriman, the newly arrived American ambassador,
that the Soviet Union would enter the Far Eastern war as soon as Germany
was defeated. Stalin’s linking of Soviet entry into the war against Japan to the
termination of hostilities in Europe may have been a tactic to encourage the
British and Americans to fulfil their promise of opening a second front in
France, but it may also have been a simple reflection of the military realities of
planning, preparing and implementing a major campaign in the Far East.
Stalin’s promise to join in the struggle against Japan was firmed up in
conversations with Churchill and Roosevelt at Tehran.

After Tehran, Harriman raised the question of Soviet participation in the
Far Eastern war on a number of occasions. In February 1944 he discussed with
Stalin the question of Soviet co-operation with the American bombing
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campaign against Japan, including the establishment of US air bases on Soviet
territory. Stalin replied that the Soviet Union was unable to participate in such
operations against Japan because its forces in the Far East were too weak and
it would take two to three months to build them up to strength, and that was
out of the question while the Red Army was busy in the west. However, when
German resistance weakened, divisions could be transferred to the Far East
and ‘as soon as these forces are transferred the Soviet Government will cease
to fear Japanese provocation and may even provoke the Japanese itself ’. Stalin
was not averse to establishing American air bases on Soviet territory but
emphasised that if Japan was provoked into attacking first that could lead to
the loss of coastal territory and of areas earmarked for US bases.86 In June
1944 Harriman took advantage of the warm afterglow of the D-Day landings
in France to raise again the issue of American bomber bases in the Soviet Far
East. As before, Stalin was amenable to the idea in general but Harriman could
not pin him down on a date to begin specific discussions.87 In September 1944
Harriman and Clark Kerr went to see Stalin to report the results of the
Churchill–Roosevelt meeting in Quebec. Harriman used the opportunity to
raise the question of joint military operations in the Pacific theatre. Stalin
asked Harriman what he had in mind – the formulation of plans or the fixing
of a date for action? Harriman replied that he was thinking of plans and that
the date for Soviet involvement could only be fixed after the end of the war in
Europe. When he mentioned the issue of bombing again, it seemed to annoy
Stalin, who said that if Churchill and Roosevelt wanted Soviet participation in
the war they had to appreciate that it would necessitate the transfer of 25 to
30 divisions to the Far East. Stalin wanted to know if there had been any
change in Roosevelt’s plans regarding Soviet participation in the war and
wondered if the idea was that its role would be restricted to the provision of
air bases. ‘At Tehran Roosevelt demanded or, more accurately, requested Soviet
participation in the war against Japan,’ Stalin told Harriman. ‘The Russians
gave their agreement. The position of the Russians remains the same. He
would like to know if the intention of America and England was to bring
Japan to its knees without the aid of the Soviet Union.’ Both Clark Kerr and
Harriman assured Stalin that this was not the case but the Soviet leader
pointed out that he needed to know about Anglo-American plans for Soviet
participation if he was to proceed with his own preparations.88

The next Harriman–Stalin conversation about Soviet participation in the
Far Eastern war took place in October 1944. The occasion was Churchill’s trip
to Moscow and on 14 October the two leaders discussed military issues.
Harriman was in attendance, accompanied by General Deane, who gave a
presentation on the Pacific War. Deane responded to Stalin’s question to
Harriman the previous month and outlined the American Chiefs of Staff ’s
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concept of Soviet participation in the Far Eastern war. The aims of such
participation, said Deane, would be: to safeguard the Trans-Siberian Railway
and the port of Vladivostok; the formation of Soviet and American strategic
air bases for operations against Japan; severing Japan’s communications with
mainland Asia; the destruction of Japanese forces in Manchuria; and, finally,
the safeguarding of Pacific supply lines. At the end of his presentation Deane
posed some questions to the Soviets: how soon after the defeat of Germany
would the USSR enter the war against Japan; how long would it take for the
Soviets to concentrate their forces in the Far East; how many supplies could
the Trans-Siberian railway carry to strategic air forces; and how quickly could
the Soviet government move to establish such forces?89 General Antonov
replied to Deane’s questions at a meeting the next day. It would take two and
half to three months to concentrate sufficient Soviet forces, said Antonov.
Stalin chipped in to say that it wasn’t just a question of transporting forces to
the Far East but of sufficient supplies to keep them going and on the supply
side the Soviets would need American help. Asked by Harriman when the
Soviet Union would enter the war against Japan, Stalin said three months after
Germany’s defeat.90

On 16 October Stalin met Harriman and Deane again and gave the ambas-
sador a list of supplies the Soviets would need if they were to participate in the
Far Eastern war. Deane repeated in summary form what he had said at the
previous meeting and Stalin responded that he thought the most important
task for the Red Army would be to destroy the Japanese forces in Manchuria.91

According to Harriman, Stalin made it clear he would have political demands
to make in relation to Soviet participation in the Far Eastern war since the
Soviet people had to know what they were fighting for.92 But it was only when
the ambassador asked Stalin what his demands were at a further meeting on
14 December that the Soviet leader revealed his hand. Basically, Stalin wanted
a reversal of the Treaty of Portsmouth: South Sakhalin would return to Russia
and Port Arthur and Darien on the Liaotung Peninsula in Manchuria would
be leased to the USSR, as would the railway lines connecting these two ports
to the Soviet Union. Stalin also wanted the status quo in relation to Outer
Mongolia to be preserved, which meant de facto Chinese recognition of the
independence of the People’s Republic of Mongolia – a Soviet client state since
the 1920s. Finally, Stalin wanted to annex the Kuril Islands to the USSR.93 This
was a chain of islands that ran from the USSR’s Kamchatka Peninsula to the
northernmost tip of the Japanese home island of Hokkaido. Mostly uninhab-
ited, their status was uncertain until Russia conceded them to Japan in an
agreement signed in 1875. However, as a matter of principle the USSR did not
accept that it was bound by the agreements of its Tsarist predecessor, so there
was a legal and historical case to be made for Soviet possession of what the
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Japanese called their Northern Territories. Legal disputes aside, the strategic
rationale for Stalin’s plan to seize the Kurils was that they controlled the
mouth of the Sea of Okhotsk and blocked access to the Pacific Ocean from
Vladivostok. As Stalin said to the Chinese ambassador in July 1945, ‘if the
Kuril Islands were Soviet and Formosa and other territories were returned
to China, we will always be able to keep Japan hemmed in from the east,
south and west’.94 It may be, too, that the Kurils were to Stalin the Far
Eastern equivalent of Königsberg in Germany – a ‘lump’ of Japanese terri-
tory in part payment for the Soviet blood that would be spilt in the Far
Eastern war.

One of Stalin’s themes in many of his conversations with Harriman was the
vital need to keep the Soviet intention to attack Japan a secret and he point-
edly told the ambassador that this question would only be discussed at the
very highest levels of Moscow’s political and military decision-making. Stalin
even kept the secret from his top diplomats, including Yakov Malik, Soviet
ambassador in Tokyo and S.A. Lozovskii, the deputy foreign commissar with
special responsibility for the Far East. Both Malik and Lozovskii operated
under the assumption that the USSR would seek to keep out of the war with
Japan and argued in their policy briefings that Soviet aims in the Far East,
including overturning the Portsmouth treaty, could be achieved by negotia-
tions at the postwar peace conference. Stalin knew, however, that his political
and territorial demands in China and in relation to Japan would not be taken
seriously in the absence of an active Soviet role in the Far Eastern war.95

At the Yalta conference in February 1945 Stalin got what he wanted in rela-
tion to the Far East. In a secret agreement that, at Stalin’s insistence, was
personally signed by the Big Three, Churchill and Roosevelt agreed to the
demands Stalin had detailed to Harriman in December, with two provisos:
Darien would be internationalised as a commercial port rather than being
leased to the USSR as a naval base, and all the Soviet demands in relation to
Manchuria were subject to Chinese assent. Stalin also promised that the USSR
would negotiate and conclude a Sino-Soviet treaty of alliance.96

After Yalta preparations for Soviet participation in the Far Eastern war
began in earnest.97 Plans were drawn up, key personnel appointed and a start
made on the transfer of Soviet forces to the east. In charge of the campaign
was Marshal Vasilevskii who began work on the operational plans at the end
of April 1945. For security reasons no announcement was made about his
appointment; indeed, he wasn’t formally named overall Soviet commander in
the Far East until the end of July. He had arrived in the area a few weeks earlier
but under an assumed name and he did not wear his Marshal’s uniform. A
number of other experienced senior officers from the European theatre were
transferred along with Vasilevskii, including Marshal R.Y. Malinovskii, who
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was appointed commander of the Transbaikal Front in Outer Mongolia – the
main Soviet Far Eastern front – and Marshal Meretskov of Finnish war fame
to command the Primorye (1st Far Eastern) Front.

Apart from planning the operation, the key task was the concentration of
Soviet forces in the Far East. This involved a doubling of Soviet forces in the
Far East and, between April and August 1945, three infantry armies and one
tank army, a total of 39 divisions, were transferred from the western military
districts of the USSR some 10,000 kilometres away. By the time of the Soviet
attack Red Army forces in the Far East consisted of a million and a half troops,
26,000 artillery pieces and mortars, 5,500 tanks and self-propelled guns and
3,900 combat aircraft.

The first Stavka orders in preparation for the campaign were issued at the
end of March 1945.98 Interestingly, these were instructions about what to do
in the event of a Japanese attack. This was partly an updating of previous
directives on defensive action and partly a precautionary move in case of pre-
emptive Japanese action following the renunciation of the Soviet–Japanese
neutrality pact. But these directives also showed that the Soviet General Staff
had learned from the experience of 22 June 1941 and they were determined
not to get caught on the hop again while preparing for offensive action.
According to General Shtemenko’s memoirs, the calculation was that ‘any plan
for war in the Far East should provide some safeguard against a surprise attack
. . . the defence element was included in the plan, provision for defence was
made and the documentary records reflect this peculiarity of the General
Staff ’s thinking on our major tactics and strategy’.99

On 28 June Stalin issued orders to the Transbaikal and the 1st Far Eastern
Fronts to be ready to attack by 25 July, and to the 2nd Far Eastern Front to be
ready by 1 August.100 The main plan of campaign was to destroy the Japanese
Kwantung Army in Manchuria, with the main blows coming from the
Transbaikal Front. In support would be the 1st and 2nd Far Eastern Fronts as
well as the Soviet Pacific Navy, which would take action to split and isolate the
Japanese forces in Manchuria (see Map 18 on p. 286).

Running parallel to these military preparations was diplomatic action to
secure favourable conditions for Soviet entry into the Far Eastern war. The
most important task was to convince the Japanese they had nothing to fear
from the Soviet Union, at least in the short term. This became a particularly
pressing task after Moscow announced on 5 April 1945 that it would not be
renewing the Soviet–Japanese neutrality pact when its initial five-year term
ran out.101 Few of Japan’s decision-makers thought the USSR would attack in
the near future, so they continued to approach Moscow with proposals that
the Soviets should mediate a negotiated end to the Pacific War. As David
Holloway points out, ‘the Soviet Union gave no sign of being tempted by the
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Japanese approaches. It showed not the slightest inclination to help Japan
negotiate a peace agreement with the United States; nor was it interested in
staying out of the war in return for Japanese offers of greater Soviet influence
in Asia . . . Stalin consistently supported the goal of unconditional surrender,
which he interpreted in the harshest terms.’102

The other task of Soviet diplomacy at this time was to negotiate a treaty of
alliance with China, as had been agreed at Yalta. Stalin was reluctant, however,
to enter negotiations with the Chinese too soon because he did not trust their
ability to keep secrets and feared they would give the game away about the
coming Soviet attack on Japan. Talks did not begin, therefore, until the end of
June, although when they did Stalin took a very active part in them. Between
30 June and 12 July Stalin met the Chinese representative T.V. Soong six
times.103 The Chinese were happy to sign a treaty with the USSR and were
eager to see the Red Army attack the Japanese, but they were reluctant to
recognise Outer Mongolian independence or accept Soviet control of Darien
and Port Arthur.104 By the time Stalin left for the Potsdam conference in
mid-July, agreement had still not been reached on these issues.

Stalin’s conversations with Soong were laborious, tedious to read in retro-
spect, and doubtless very frustrating for the Soviet leader. As Stalin
complained to Harriman after one meeting, he ‘couldn’t make out exactly
what Soong had suggested. Soong had talked a lot and wasted a lot of time
making notes but they had not understood exactly what he was proposing.
They had asked him to put his proposals in writing but he had not yet done
so . . . they had put their own proposals to Soong in writing, both in Russian
and English. From Soong they had only words.’105 Nevertheless, the Stalin–
Soong talks provide a fascinating window on the Soviet dictator’s global
thinking at the end of the Second World War. Stalin’s main theme was the
parallel between the long-term Japanese threat and that emanating from the
Germans. On 2 July he told Soong:

Japan will not perish, even if it is forced to surrender unconditionally.
History shows that the Japanese are a powerful nation. After the Versailles
Treaty everyone thought that Germany would not rise again. But after some
15–17 years, it had restored its strength. If Japan is forced to its knees, then
it too will in time be able to repeat what Germany did.

Stalin went on to explain to Soong that his main aim in signing the Yalta
agreement on the Far East was to strengthen the Soviet strategic position in
order to fight a future war with Japan.106 On 7 July Stalin said to Soong that
‘the Soviet Union is thinking about the future, about the long-term, not six
months or a year. Japan will recover some 20 years after she is defeated. The
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Soviet Government wants to construct a Chinese–Soviet relationship not just
for the present but for the future, the long term.’107 On 11 July Stalin returned
to the German analogy, pointing out to Soong that if German heavy industry
was not dismantled it would be easy for the country to rearm. In relation to
Japan his fear was that the British and Americans ‘would forget about the
sufferings inflicted by the present war and would begin to give Japan various
privileges, as happened with Germany after the First World War . . . in
America and England there were people who would help Japan. Soong did not
know . . . how hard Soviet representatives had fought at Tehran and Yalta for
acceptance of the demand for the unconditional surrender of Germany . . .
they [the British and Americans] want to preserve Germany for a political
game, for balancing. Without doubt there will be people in the US and
England who will help Japan.’108

As David Holloway argues:

Stalin’s vision of the postwar world was very much coloured by the revival
of German power after World War I, and by the dual threat posed to the
Soviet Union in the 1930s by Germany in the west and Japan in the east. He
foresaw the eventual emergence of Japanese and German power after World
War II but wished to postpone it for as long as possible. He feared that
Britain and the United States would seek to restore the power of those
countries in order to balance the Soviet Union. That was why it was impor-
tant to secure positions that would make it possible to prevent, delay or
counter the restoration of German and Japanese power and to ensure a
dominant Soviet position in Europe and in Asia.109

In Europe Stalin’s solution to the dilemma posed by German power and his
fears about the inconstancy of his western allies was to build a long-term
alliance of Slavic states. In the Far East his solution was a strong Sino-Soviet
alliance. Another parallel with Europe concerned the role of the Chinese
communists in Stalin’s postwar schema for the Far East. In China, as in
Europe, the communists were urged by Stalin to construct a national front
against the common enemy – in this case the Japanese – and to adopt the
perspective of a postwar democratic progressive regime. For Mao and the
Chinese communist party this line was a little hard to swallow since they had
been involved in an intermittent civil war with Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalist
government for nearly two decades. But the evidence is that Mao accepted
Stalin’s strategic direction, if not all his tactical advice, and, like the commu-
nists of Eastern Europe, saw numerous benefits accruing from eventual Soviet
military intervention in the war against Japan.110 Naturally, this prospect
worried Chiang but he was reassured by Stalin’s commitment to recognise his
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regime as the sole legitimate government of China. In one conversation with
Harriman, Stalin jokingly referred to Mao and his comrades as ‘margarine
communists’, which the ambassador took to mean that they were not real
communists but patriots whose main concern was their country’s national
interests. In Asia, as in Europe, Stalin’s consistent message to his western allies
was that ‘sovietisation’ no longer figured on the communists’ political agenda.

At Potsdam Stalin told Truman that he would be ready to attack Japan by
the middle of August. This pleased Truman. ‘I’ve gotten what I came for,’ he
confided to his wife on 18 July. ‘Stalin goes to war August 15 with no strings
on it . . . I’ll say that we’ll end the war a year sooner now, and think of the kids
who won’t be killed. That’s the important thing.’111 According to the British
record of Stalin’s conversation with Churchill on 18 July: ‘it was evident that
Russia intends to attack Japan soon after August 8. (The Marshal [i.e. Stalin]
thought it might be a fortnight later.’112 In his discussion with the British and
American Chiefs of Staff on 24 July Antonov stated that Soviet forces would
be ‘ready to commence operations in the last half of August’.113 These indica-
tions were consistent with the commitment the Soviets had given at Yalta to
enter war two or three months after the defeat of Germany, with Soviet mili-
tary plans and preparations in the Far East (which had yet to be finalised), and
with Stalin and Antonov’s practice of giving their western allies conservative
estimates about the timing of Red Army offensive action, both for security
reasons and to allow for unpredictable contingencies such as the weather.

While Antonov had some quite detailed discussions with his western
counterparts at Potsdam about Soviet participation in the Far Eastern war, it
hardly figured at all in the conference’s political discourse. Stalin had little to
say; the political deal had been done and the wheels of military planning and
preparation were grinding their way towards offensive action. He might have
raised the issue of the postwar occupation of Japan but it was self-evident the
Americans would not countenance a Soviet zone of occupation in advance of
Soviet participation in the war itself. At Potsdam both Stalin and Antonov
stuck to the line that Soviet entry into the war was conditional on an alliance
with China that would underwrite the deal agreed at Yalta, but this was not an
essential precondition. If the Chinese would not concede Stalin’s demands in
relation to Darien and Port Arthur, the Red Army would just take them. For
Truman, the picture was complicated by the fact that American interest in
Soviet participation in the war against Japan was fading by the time of
Potsdam. Militarily, it was no longer seen as vital as it had been. This view was
reinforced by the successful A-bomb test on 17 July and by the accumulating
signs that the Japanese were getting ready to sue for peace. The changing
American attitude to the Soviets in the Far Eastern context was indicated by
Truman’s handling of the Potsdam Proclamation of 26 July 1945. This was a
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public statement by Britain, China and the United States calling upon Japan to
surrender unconditionally or face ‘prompt and utter destruction’. In the original
American draft of the declaration the Soviet Union was included among the
signatories and there was a reference to the ‘vast military might of the Soviet
Union’ having been added to the arsenals of Britain, China and the US.114 But
on 26 July Byrnes sent Molotov a copy of a new text of the declaration that
omitted these references.115 The Soviets immediately got to work producing
their own draft declaration, which read:

The time has come when the governments of the allied democratic coun-
tries, the USA, China, Great Britain and the Soviet Union, have recognized
the necessity of declaring their attitude to Japan.

Eight years ago Japan attacked China and since then has conducted a
bloody war against the Chinese people. After that Japan treacherously
attacked the United States and Great Britain, beginning a war of brigandage
in the Pacific. And this time Japan used the same method of perfidious
surprise attack as forty years ago when it attacked Russia.

Throwing itself into war, Japan tried to exploit the situation created as a
result of Hitler’s aggression in Europe. The tenacious resistance of the
Chinese people and the courageous struggle of the American and British
armed forces upset the predatory plans of Japanese militarists.

Like Hitler’s Germany in the West, bellicose Japan has caused, and
continues to cause, countless disasters to peace-loving peoples. In spite of
the defeat of Germany and the end of the war in Europe, Japan continues
to drag out the bloody war in the Far East. The calamities of peoples and
the victims of war continue to grow, in spite of the futility of prolonging the
war. It is impossible to tolerate this situation any longer.

Throughout the world the peoples are full of a desire to put an end to a
war that has dragged on. The United States, China, Great Britain and the
Soviet Union consider it their duty to come forward with joint decisive
measures that ought to lead to an end to the war.

Japan should understand that further resistance is futile and presents the
greatest danger for the Japanese people itself. Japan must end the war, lay
down its arms and surrender unconditionally.116

Just before midnight the Soviets rang the American delegation to ask them to
postpone publication of the Proclamation for three days. Fifteen minutes
later, however, the Soviets were informed it had already been released to the
press.117 The subsequent American explanation for this lack of consultation
was that since the Soviet Union was still neutral it would not want to get
involved in such a statement. This was a pretty lame excuse and Stalin showed
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his annoyance by pointedly referring at the plenary session on 28 July to the
fact that ‘he had not been informed beforehand of the call to surrender
published by the British and American governments’.118 Even so, Stalin did not
give up the idea of a public show of allied solidarity in advance of the Soviet
attack on Japan. He suggested to Truman that Britain and the United States
should issue a statement inviting the Soviet Union to enter the war in the Far
East. Truman responded by suggesting that the Moscow declaration on
general security issued in October 1943 and the as yet unratified Charter of
the United Nations provided sufficient formal grounds for Soviet entry into
the war.119 This was hardly satisfactory from Stalin’s point of view and when
the Soviets did declare war on 8 August they used the pretext of Japan’s failure
to comply with the Potsdam Proclamation to justify their action.120

The significance of this sequence of events for an assessment of Stalin’s
policy in relation to the Far Eastern war is summed up by David Holloway:

One striking aspect of Stalin’s policy . . . is his persistence in seeking the
agreement of the Allies for what he wanted to do. He was very pleased . . .
when Roosevelt at Yalta agreed to his political conditions for entering the
war. He very much wanted the Yalta agreement to be signed by Roosevelt
and Churchill. He tried to conclude the treaty with China in time to enter
the war as China’s ally. He prepared an alternative to the Potsdam
Proclamation to be signed by himself as well as his allies. He asked Truman
for a public invitation to join the war; when that was denied he nevertheless
portrayed Soviet entry into the war as a response to the Allies’ request for
help.121

When Stalin returned to Moscow from Potsdam he received a report from
Vasilevskii dated 3 August informing him that the Far Eastern fronts would be
ready for action by 5 August. Vasilevskii proposed the attack should begin no
later than 9–10 August and pointed out to Stalin that the weather would be
good from 6–10 August. On the 7th, Stalin and Antonov issued a directive to
Vasilevskii ordering him to attack on 8/9 August.122 This directive was issued
in the absence of a pact with China. Indeed, Stalin did not even bother to see
Soong again before giving the final go-ahead for war. Stalin had evidently
decided to attack Japan first and conclude the treaty of alliance with China
later. It has been suggested that the decisive factor in prompting Stalin to
action was the atomic bombing of Hiroshima on 6 August and fear that Japan
would surrender before the USSR entered the war and grabbed what it wanted
in Manchuria, South Sakhalin and the Kurils. Stalin knew all about the
American atomic bomb programme from his extensive intelligence apparatus
in the US, which had penetrated the Manhattan Project at the very highest
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levels.123 He could not have been very surprised at Potsdam on 24 July, when
Truman told him about the successful Trinity test. According to Truman’s
account, Stalin did not evince a great deal of interest in the news and other
western memoirs back up this story. Soviet memoirists, on the other hand,
suggest that Stalin reacted very strongly to the news and saw it as the beginning
of American nuclear blackmail tactics, which he sought to counter by a
dramatic speeding up of the Soviets’ own atom bomb programme.124

It is most unlikely that Stalin realised the full significance of the bomb as a
new weapon in advance of its use against Japan. While he may indeed have
been impressed by the atomic power displayed at Hiroshima and responded
by entering the war as quickly as possible, it is just as likely that he had tired
of the endless tedious negotiations with the Chinese and decided to shock
Chiang Kai-shek into an agreement. The Soviet entry into the war certainly
did the trick with the Chinese, who quickly agreed terms with Moscow and
concluded the pact of alliance on 14 August – the day the Japanese announced
they were surrendering unconditionally. The most notable feature of the Sino-
Soviet pact was its anti-Japanese character and under its terms Stalin achieved
most of what he wanted in Manchuria, but not full control of Darien.125

On the day the Soviet Union declared war on Japan Stalin had a conversa-
tion with Harriman in which the ambassador asked him what effect he
thought the Hiroshima bombing would have. Stalin replied that he thought it
might give the Japanese a pretext to replace their government with one that
would undertake to surrender. Later in the conversation Stalin said that the
atomic bomb would ‘mean the end of war and aggressors. But the secret
would have to be well kept.’ Stalin further informed Harriman that Russian
scientists had been working on the same project but had not achieved any
results and neither had the Germans, whose laboratory the Soviets had
captured. When Harriman said the British and Americans had pooled their
knowledge but that it had taken enormous installations to conduct the exper-
iments, Stalin commented that it must have been very expensive. Harriman
agreed, saying that it had cost over $2 billion and that Churchill had played an
important role in encouraging the project. ‘Churchill was a great innovator,
persistent and courageous,’ said Stalin in response.126

As this exchange with Harriman shows, Stalin had somewhat modest
expectations about the immediate impact of the Hiroshima bomb but was not
slow to grasp the potential long-term significance of the new weapon. Indeed,
on 20 August, not long after that meeting, Stalin signed an order authorising
a massive, high-priority programme to produce a Soviet atom bomb. In
charge of the project was Lavrentii Beria, who was given full authority to
secure the resources he needed to complete research and development in the
shortest time possible.127
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While impressed by the bomb, Stalin did not underrate the impact of Soviet
military intervention in bringing the Far Eastern war to a swift conclusion. On
10 August he told Soong that Japan had announced it was capitulating. ‘Japan
is preparing to capitulate,’ said Stalin, ‘as a result of the united effort of all the
allies . . . Japan wants to capitulate with conditions but for us it is necessary
that it capitulates unconditionally.’128 Later, in a different context, Stalin told
Gomulka, the Polish communist leader, ‘not atomic bombs, but armies decide
about the war’.129 This assessment by Stalin has been endorsed by many histo-
rians and the current consensus is that the atomic bombs alone did not shock
the Japanese into a speedy surrender. The added shock of the Soviet attack was
as important, and perhaps more so. The point about the Soviet attack was that
it was not only a massive military blow, it also blew away the last Japanese
hope for a negotiated end to hostilities in which they could avoid the shame
of unconditional surrender.130

The Manchurian campaign in many ways represented the peak of Soviet
operational art during the Second World War. In an operation that combined
armour, infantry, close air support and airborne drops, the Red Army’s task
was to attack across a 5,000-kilometre-wide border, penetrate to a depth of
300 to 800 kilometres and conduct operations in a territory of 1.5 million
square kilometres. In the case of Malinovskii’s Transbaikal Front that meant
crossing arid desert, scaling high mountains and bridging formidable rivers.
By the time Japan announced its unconditional surrender on 14 August the
Soviets had penetrated to the centre of Manchuria and split the Kwantung
Army into several pieces. Fighting carried on for several days, both in
Manchuria and on Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands, where combat continued
until the end of August. For once Soviet losses were relatively light – 36,500
casualties, including 12,000 dead. Japanese casualties were much higher, with
as many as 80,000 killed and half a million taken prisoner.

From a political point of view the most interesting episode of the Soviet war
in the Far East is Stalin’s attempt to secure occupation rights in the northern
half of the Japanese home island of Hokkaido.131 On 16 August Stalin wrote
to Truman suggesting the Japanese surrender in northern Hokkaido should be
accepted by the Red Army and saying that this would be an act of ‘special
importance to Russian public opinion. As is known, in 1919–1921 the
Japanese occupied the whole of the Soviet Far East. Russian public opinion
would be gravely offended if the Russian troops had no occupation area in any
part of the territory of Japan proper.’ Whilst the Americans had previously
considered offering the Soviets an occupation zone in Japan, they had no
intention of doing so now. On 18 August Truman wrote back to Stalin to say
that the United States would accept the Japanese surrender on all the main
home islands, including Hokkaido. Adding insult to injury, Truman asked
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Stalin to concede US air and naval bases in the Kurils. Stalin did not reply for
four days, and during this time he had to make a critical decision: whether or
not to rescind orders for a Soviet invasion of Hokkaido. On 22 August Stalin
replied to Truman, acquiescing in his refusal of the Soviet request to occupy
northern Hokkaido but saying that ‘I and my colleagues had not anticipated
that such would be your reply’. Stalin then rejected Truman’s request for bases
in the Kurils, complaining that it was a kind of demand ‘laid either before a
vanquished country or before an allied country that is unable to defend a
particular part of its territory . . . I must tell you in all frankness that neither I
nor my colleagues understand the circumstances in which this claim on the
Soviet Union could have been conceived.’ In response to this last missive,
Truman beat a rapid retreat, saying that he only wanted landing rights on one
of the Kurils in order to facilitate the American occupation of Japan. This
seemed to satisfy Stalin, who agreed to Truman’s request and said that he was
‘glad that the misunderstandings that had crept into our correspondence have
been dispelled’. 132

Although he was stung by Truman’s refusal to concede to the Soviet Union
occupation rights in Japan, Stalin evidently decided to back away from
confrontation with the US over Hokkaido. One reason might have been that
operations on Sakhalin and the Kurils had shown that the Japanese could put
up a hard fight and might do so again to stop the Red Flag being planted on
Hokkaido. But the priority of maintaining good relations with the United
States is likely to have been more important in Stalin’s calculation. Stalin still
wanted a peacetime Grand Alliance and in that context hoped it would be
possible to negotiate a substantial Soviet role in the occupation of postwar
Japan.

On 2 September 1945 Japan formally surrendered and Stalin cabled his
congratulations to Truman on the brilliant victory of the United States and its
people. That same day Stalin addressed his own people and sought to justify
to them Soviet involvement in the Far Eastern war. Japan, Stalin told them,
had not only been a member of an aggressive fascist bloc but had attacked
Russia a number of times in the past and sought to keep the country bottled
up in the Far East. Now that South Sakhalin and the Kurils had been recovered,
the Soviet Union had direct access to the Pacific and possession of the bases
necessary to contain future Japanese aggression. ‘We the people of the old
generation have waited forty years for this day,’ said Stalin.133

Notwithstanding Stalin’s dual appeal to patriotic sentiment and strategic
self-interest, his ‘broadcast that day left people with a strangely unsatisfactory
impression’, recalled Alexander Werth.134 There were firework displays and
parades but none of the popular enthusiasm and relief that had greeted
victory in Europe. The Soviet war with Japan was Stalin’s war, not that of the
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Soviet people, who would probably have preferred to let events in the Far East
run their course and let the western allies bear the burden and the casualties
for a change. During the Great Patriotic War the Soviet people had given their
all for victory and suffered an unprecedented national trauma. Their expecta-
tions of what the peace would bring were as much a part of the complex polit-
ical reality facing Stalin in the postwar period as the diplomatic manoeuvres
and ideological tensions of the emerging cold war with the west.
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10

The Lost Peace
Stalin and the Origins of the Cold War

As the Second World War drew to a close Stalin foresaw a great future for the
Grand Alliance. The success of Potsdam augured well for the first meeting of
the Council of Foreign Ministers (CFM), the body established by the Big
Three to negotiate the postwar peace settlement. Its first task was to draw up
peace treaties for the minor Axis states – Bulgaria, Finland, Hungary, Italy and
Romania. The Soviets prepared for the CFM confident that the tripartite spirit
of co-operation displayed at Yalta and Potsdam would be sustained and that
negotiations with their Grand Alliance partners would result in further
diplomatic gains for the USSR.1

But already in summer 1945 there were ominous signs of the tensions and
disputes that would eventually tear the Grand Alliance apart. The most
contentious issue was diplomatic recognition of the pro-Soviet governments
of Bulgaria and Romania. Stalin began lobbying Churchill and Truman for
western recognition of Bulgaria and Romania in May 1945 but to no avail.2

London and Washington considered the communist-dominated Bulgarian
and Romanian coalition governments as neither democratic nor favourable to
western interests. At Potsdam the problem was glossed over by an Anglo-
American promise to consider recognition as part of a package leading to
membership of the United Nations for all the minor Axis states. After
Potsdam, however, there was a sharp divergence of Soviet and western poli-
cies.3 On 8 August 1945 Moscow recognised the Romanian government
headed by Petru Groza and a few days latter announced that it would recog-
nise the Bulgarian regime after the elections were held there on 26 August. The
Anglo-Americans responded by making it clear that they would not recognise
the Groza government until free elections had been held. This prompted the
Romanian King Michael to ask for Groza’s resignation on the grounds that the
country would not be able to negotiate a peace treaty with the allied powers
until it had a recognised democratic regime. With strong support from
Moscow, Groza refused the king’s repeated requests that he resign. Stalin was
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planning a military alliance with Romania and was determined to keep a firm
grip on the country. In Bulgaria events took a somewhat different course
when British and American demands for postponement of the elections were
combined with threats from the opposition to boycott them. Moscow buckled
under this dual pressure and on 25 August agreed to postpone the elections.
The signs are that this decision was taken on the hoof and caught even the
Bulgarian communists by surprise.4 In his diary on 24 August Dimitrov
described the request from the Bulgarian Foreign Minister to postpone the
elections as ‘outrageous’, ‘scandalous’ and ‘capitulationist’.5 A few days later
Stalin explained to a Bulgarian communist delegation that the decision to
postpone the elections was a minor concession and that the important thing
was to stand firm in resisting demands for changes in the composition of the
government. Stalin then proceeded to lecture the Bulgarians on the need to
devise an electoral system that would facilitate the existence of an inde-
pendent opposition and insisted that they should work to normalise relations
with the British and Americans.6

In this conversation Stalin seemed unperturbed by developments in
Bulgaria and Romania but he must have been more than a little peeved at
Anglo-American interference in his sphere of influence. It certainly seems to
have coloured his perception of events at the CFM, which opened in London
on 11 September 1945. The conference began in a friendly spirit but soon
ran into problems. An early point of contention was Soviet support for Tito
in the Italian–Yugoslav conflict over the Trieste area – an ethno-territorial
dispute that had led in May 1945 to a military confrontation between Tito’s
partisans and western allied forces rushing to occupy the area.7 Then there
was the western refusal of the Soviet demand for the trusteeship of the
former Italian colony of Tripolitania (western Libya). Molotov was under
strict instructions from Stalin to obtain this concession and at the plenary
session on 15 September he made an impassioned plea:

The Soviet Government considered the future of Tripolitania as of primary
importance to the Soviet people and they must press their request to
assume the trusteeship of that territory. The Soviet government claimed the
right to active participation in the disposal of the Italian colonies because
Italy had attacked, and had inflicted enormous damage upon, the Soviet
Union . . . The territory of the Soviet Union was vast, stretching from the
extreme east far into the west. It had a sea outlet in the north; it must also
have use of ports in the south, especially since it now had the right to use
Darien and Port Arthur in the Far East . . . Britain should not hold a
monopoly of communications in the Mediterranean. Russia was anxious to
have bases in the Mediterranean for her merchant fleet. World trade would
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develop and the Soviet Union wished to share in it . . . the Soviet
Government possessed wide experience in establishing friendly relations
between various nationalities and was anxious to use that experience in
Tripolitania. They would not propose to introduce the Soviet system in
Tripolitania. They would take steps to promote a system of democratic
government.8

As far as the Soviets were concerned they had been promised a share of Italy’s
colonies by the Americans at the San Francisco conference in June 1945 and
all that had to be negotiated were the practicalities. But there was no sign at
the CFM that either the Americans or the British were prepared to concede to
Soviet control Tripolitania or any other Italian colony. When it came to
Bulgaria and Romania, the Anglo-Americans were even more obdurate,
making it clear that there would be no recognition of the two governments
before free and fair elections conducted under the scrutiny of western
observers. In their pre-conference preparations the Soviets had anticipated
this problem and resolved to pursue two tactics: first, to raise the situation in
Greece, a country under British control that was plunging into civil war as
communist-led partisans clashed with the monarchists and conservatives
backed by London; and, second, to link the signature of a peace treaty with
Italy with the simultaneous conclusion of peace treaties with Bulgaria,
Finland, Hungary and Romania – which would require western diplomatic
recognition of those states. The Soviet calculation was that the Anglo-
American desire to finalise the peace treaty with their Italian ally would
encourage them to compromise in relation to Bulgaria and Romania. If that
proved not to be the case Stalin was prepared to face the collapse of the multi-
lateral approach to the negotiation of peace treaties with the minor Axis states.
‘It might happen that the Allies could sign a peace treaty with Italy without
us,’ Stalin wrote to Molotov in London. ‘So what? Then we have a precedent.
We would get the possibility in our turn to reach a peace treaty with our satel-
lites without the Allies. If such a development would mean that the current
session of the Council of Ministers winds up without taking decisions on
major issues, we should not be afraid of such an outcome either.’9

Stalin’s speculation that the CFM might fail to produce any results turned
into a self-fulfilling prophecy when he decreed an abrupt change of negoti-
ating tactics on 21 September. Stalin felt that Molotov had been too conces-
sionary in the negotiations, particularly on the procedural issue of who had
the right to participate in CFM discussions. When the CFM was established at
Potsdam it was envisaged as primarily a tripartite body that would also involve
the Chinese and French foreign ministers in discussion of issues that directly
concerned them. For example, France had been at war with Italy and so would
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have the right to be involved in the Italian peace treaty negotiations but had
no such rights in relation to Bulgaria and Romania. However, at the first
session of the CFM, Molotov, acting in a co-operative spirit, agreed that the
French and Chinese could participate in all the CFM’s discussions.10 As might
be expected, the Chinese and particularly the French took an active part in the
council’s deliberations, generally lining up with the British and the Americans,
much to Stalin and Molotov’s annoyance. Stalin instructed Molotov to with-
draw his consent for Chinese and French participation in all CFM discussions
and to return to the Potsdam formula of mainly tripartite negotiations.11

On 22 September Stalin’s decision was relayed by Molotov to Ernest Bevin,
the British Foreign Secretary, and James F. Byrnes, the American Secretary of
State.12 Molotov was quite explicit that he was acting on Stalin’s instructions
but the British and Americans decided to appeal directly to the Soviet dictator
over the foreign commissar’s head. Both Truman and Attlee cabled Stalin an
appeal to break the log jam. But Stalin insisted the Potsdam decision on the
organisation of the CFM remained in force. ‘I think we shall deprecate the
Berlin Conference decisions if we for a single moment grant the Council of
Foreign Ministers the right to revoke them,’ Stalin told Attlee.13 Since the
British and Americans were unwilling to revert to the Potsdam formula the
CFM meeting was effectively over, although discussions continued for several
days on issues that the French and Chinese were entitled to comment on.

Behind Stalin’s obstructionist tactics was his deep dissatisfaction with the
western refusal to recognise his client regimes in Bulgaria and Romania, all the
more annoying since he was sticking to the promise he had made to Churchill
in October 1944 not to interfere in Greek affairs. At the CFM the Soviets
tabled a mild resolution of protest at events in Greece, saying that they could
not ‘accept any moral responsibility whatsoever for the political situation’ in
the country,14 but generally they maintained a hands-off approach and
expected the same of the British and Americans in relation to Eastern Europe.
‘Why does the American government,’ an exasperated Molotov asked Byrnes,
‘only want to reform the government in Romania before elections and not in
Greece? It seems that the United States does not want to interfere with the
English in Greece, but it does with the Russians in Romania.’15

Actually, Bevin and Byrnes were prepared to allow the Soviets quite a lot
of latitude in Eastern Europe but they were not prepared to accept the
complete exclusion of western influence from Bulgaria and Romania. From
their point of view what defined a great power was its general geopolitical
interests and rights, not simply the exercise of power in its own particular
sphere.16 When it suited him this was precisely the great power standard that
Stalin himself applied, a case in point being his attitude to the Far Eastern
peace settlement.
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The USSR had entered the Far Eastern war in August 1945 in return for a
number of territorial concessions but Stalin also expected to share in the
postwar occupation of Japan. On 21 August the United States established a Far
Eastern Advisory Commission (FEAC) to assist the American occupation of
Japan. The Soviets accepted an invitation to join the FEAC but wanted to see
the establishment of an Allied Control Council (ACC) for Japan along the
lines of those that existed in Europe. At the CFM the Soviets tabled a motion
calling for the immediate creation of an ACC for Japan.17 Although the reso-
lution envisaged an ACC with wide-ranging powers (similar to those exercised
by its counterpart in Germany), Stalin’s instructions to the Soviet delegation
indicated that he was prepared to accept an Italian-type occupation regime in
which the role of the council would be restricted to advising the American
Commander-in-Chief in Japan, General Douglas MacArthur. Similarly, while
the resolution called for a Soviet role in the garrisoning of Tokyo Stalin did
not really expect such a concession to be granted by the Americans.18

Although Stalin’s aims in relation to the postwar occupation of Japan were
more symbolic than substantive, he accorded them a high priority. This was
evident in his response to a proposal by Byrnes for a 25-year pact on the disar-
mament and demilitarisation of Germany. Molotov was interested in Byrnes’s
proposal,19 but Stalin’s response was negative. The aim of the Byrnes proposal,
Stalin wrote to Molotov, was ‘first, to divert our attention from the Far East,
where America assumes a role of tomorrow’s friend of Japan, and to create
thereby a perception that everything is fine there; second, to receive from the
USSR a formal sanction for the US playing the same role in European affairs
as the USSR, so that the US may hereafter, in league with England, take the
future of Europe into their hands; third, to devalue the treaties of alliance that
the USSR has already reached with European states; fourth, to pull out the rug
from under any future treaties of alliance between the USSR and Romania,
Finland, etc.’20 Despite this damning litany Stalin did not reject the Byrnes
proposal outright but instructed Molotov to propose the simultaneous
conclusion of an anti-Japanese pact between the Soviet Union and the United
States as a precondition for an anti-German treaty.

One of the themes running through the CFM discussions was the Soviet
belief that its entitlements as a great power and as the major victor of the
Second World War were being denied or obstructed by Britain and the United
States. The sense of indignation this provoked was summed up by Molotov in
a statement to Bevin on 23 September 1945:

Hitler had looked upon the USSR as an inferior country, as no more than a
geographical conception. The Russians took a different view. They thought
themselves as good as anyone else. They did not wish to be regarded as an
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inferior race. He would ask the Secretary of State to remember that our
relations with the Soviet Union must be based upon the principle of
equality. Things seemed to him like this: there was the war. During the war
we had argued but we had managed to come to terms, while the Soviet
Union was suffering immense losses. At that time the Soviet Union was
needed. But when the war was over His Majesty’s Government had seemed
to change their attitude. Was that because we no longer needed the Soviet
Union? If this were so it was obvious that such a policy, far from bringing
us together, would separate us and end in serious trouble.21

Stalin’s particular bugbear was that the Soviet contribution to the war in the
Far East was not sufficiently recognised by the United States. ‘The Soviet
Government had its self-respect as a sovereign state,’ he told Ambassador
Harriman at a meeting on 25 October. ‘No decisions made by MacArthur were
being transmitted to it. In point of fact the Soviet Union had become an
American satellite in the Pacific. This was a role it could not accept. It was not
being treated as an Ally. The Soviet Union would not be a satellite of the
United States in the Far East or elsewhere.’22

The CFM talks finally collapsed and the conference closed without agree-
ment on 2 October. In his press conference Molotov tried to put as positive a
spin as possible on the failure of the conference. No agreements had been
reached but much good work had been done, he said. Yes, there had been a
procedural dispute but it could be resolved by returning to the Potsdam deci-
sion that had established the CFM. In conclusion Molotov stated, ‘the Soviet
Union has emerged a victor from the last World War and occupies a fitting
place in international relations. This is the result of the enormous efforts
which were exerted by the Red Army and the whole Soviet people . . . It is also
the result of the fact that in those years the Soviet Union and the Western
Allies marched side by side and collaborated successfully. The Soviet delega-
tion looks ahead confidently and hopes that all of us will strive to consolidate
the collaboration of the Allies.’23 After his return to Moscow, Molotov
exchanged public messages with Bevin, thanking him for British hospitality in
London and expressing the hope that Anglo-Soviet co-operation would
continue, recent difficulties notwithstanding.24 Privately, however, the Soviets
were quite disturbed by the experience of the CFM. An internal briefing
drawn up by the Foreign Commissariat noted western efforts, aided by a
hostile Anglo-American press, to undermine the decisions of Yalta and
Potsdam. Truman’s Democratic administration was castigated for allowing
reactionary Republican elements to influence its foreign policy in an anti-
Soviet direction, while the English Labourites were accused of being more
conservative than the Conservatives in their defence of British imperial
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interests. The document concluded that the CFM had witnessed the ‘failure of
the first postwar diplomatic attack by American and English circles on the
foreign policy gains made by the Soviet Union during the war. Further pres-
sure on the USSR by the English and Americans is not excluded but we have
every possibility of defending and consolidating the Soviet Union’s foreign
policy positions. We must display skilfulness, resourcefulness, steadfastness
and persistence, as the interests of the USSR demand.’25

Stalin aired his disgruntlement about relations with his British and
American allies in a conversation with Wladyslaw Gomulka, the Polish
communist leader, on 14 November:

Do not believe in divergences between the English and the Americans. They
are closely connected to each other. Their intelligence conducts lively oper-
ations against us in all countries . . . everywhere their agents spread infor-
mation that the war with us will break out any day now. I am completely
assured that there will be no war, it is rubbish. They are not capable of
waging war against us. Their armies have been disarmed by agitation for
peace . . . Not atomic bombs but armies decide about the war. The goals of
their intelligence activities are the following. First of all, they are trying to
intimidate us and force us to yield in contentious issues concerning Japan,
the Balkans and reparations. Secondly, [they want] to push us away from
our allies – Poland, Romania, Yugoslavia and Bulgaria . . . Whether in thirty
years or so they want to have another war is another issue. This would bring
them great profit, particularly in the case of America, which is beyond the
oceans and couldn’t care less about the effects of war. Their policy of
sparing Germany testifies to that. He who spares the aggressor wants
another war.26

Balancing this private mood of hostility to the Anglo-Americans was the
publicly expressed faith in the future of the Grand Alliance. When Molotov
spoke at the 28th anniversary celebration of the Bolshevik Revolution on 6
November he emphasised that while the failure of the CFM was worrying, in
the past there had been differences in the Anglo-American-Soviet coalition
but these had been overcome.27 Even Stalin had indicated to Gomulka that
there would be a Soviet–American agreement and when at the end of
November Byrnes proposed a tripartite meeting to iron out the problems that
had cropped up at the CFM, the Soviet leader accepted with alacrity. The
conclusion Stalin drew from this development was that his firm negotiating
tactics had won the day. On 9 December he wrote to his inner circle analysing
foreign policy events since the CFM. Steadfastness, he told them, had won the
battle over the involvement of France and China in tripartite discussions that
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did not concern them. A similar policy had won out in the Balkans, as shown
by communist success in the postponed elections in Bulgaria, and in
Yugoslavia which had also gone to the polls in November 1945. In dealing
with the British and Americans, concluded Stalin, there could be no giving in
to intimidation and a policy of firmness and tenacity should guide further
negotiations with them.28 It should be noted, however, that Stalin did not
always display the steadfastness in negotiations with the west that he
demanded of his lieutenants. When Harriman went to see him while he was
on holiday on the Black Sea at the end of October Stalin displayed quite a
lot of give and take in discussions with the ambassador about Japan and in
relation to the procedural wrangling at the CFM.29

Stalin adopted a similar attitude when Bevin and Byrnes arrived in Moscow
for the conference of the three foreign ministers. The conference took place
from 16 to 26 December in the Spiridonovka Palace, the usual Moscow venue
for such gatherings. Despite Stalin’s homily to his comrades on the virtues of
hardball negotiating tactics, the conference was very constructive and proved
to be a breakthrough in Soviet–Western discussions of the postwar peace
settlement. Indeed, the Soviets approached the conference as an opportunity
to return to the days of the Big Three and were prepared to compromise on a
number of issues. In relation to setting limits to France and China’s participa-
tion in the CFM the Soviets got their way but agreed in turn to convene a
broader peace conference to consider the draft peace treaties for the minor
Axis states. The log jam on Bulgaria and Romania was broken by an agree-
ment to broaden the two governments by the inclusion of opposition politi-
cians. Soviet demands in relation to Japan were satisfied by the abolition of
the FEAC and its replacement by a Far Eastern Commission and an ACC for
Japan, although the country’s occupation regime remained under American
control.30 Stalin contributed to proceedings by hosting the conference dinner
and by meeting Bevin and Byrnes on two occasions each. Byrnes recalled,
shortly after, that ‘my talks with the Generalissimo [at dinner] that night, like
those during the two earlier interviews, were marked by their encouraging
combination of frankness and cordiality’.31 At his meeting with Stalin on 24
December Byrnes took the opportunity to mention his proposal for a pact on
the disarmament of Germany. Stalin replied that such a pact could be signed
but there would have to be a similar agreement in relation to Japan.32 At his
meeting with Bevin that same day Stalin was keen to discuss a Soviet trustee-
ship for Tripolitania and complained that if the CFM had agreed to this
demand ‘Great Britain would have lost nothing because she already had plenty
of bases all over the world, more even than the United States. Could not the
interests of the Soviet Government also be taken into account?’ Later in the
conversation Stalin said that ‘as he saw the situation, the United Kingdom had
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India and her possessions in the Indian Ocean in her sphere of interest: the
United States had China and Japan, but the Soviet [Union] had nothing’.33

In a message to Truman on 23 December Stalin expressed himself well
satisfied with the progress of the conference and optimistic about future rela-
tions with the United States.34 To his Bulgarian and Romanian communist
allies Stalin insisted that he had conceded very little and that the Moscow
agreements represented an opportunity to undermine the opposition. ‘The
main thing is to demoralise the opposition,’ Stalin told a visiting Bulgarian
governmental delegation on 7 January. ‘The decisions of the Moscow confer-
ence on Romania and Bulgaria are already undermining the opposition in
those two countries.’35 On the other hand the Soviets did work to implement
the conference’s decisions on changes to the Bulgarian and Romanian govern-
ments in a way that would at least assuage Anglo-American sensibilities.36

Molotov’s overall assessment of the conference was that ‘we managed to reach
decisions on a number of important European and Far Eastern issues and to
sustain development of the cooperation among the three countries that
emerged during the war’.37

At the Moscow conference Stalin and the Soviets signalled their intention
to revive the CFM and to negotiate the terms of the European peace settle-
ment within the framework of the Grand Alliance. As far as Molotov was
concerned his main task in the months ahead would be to negotiate the terms
of the peace treaties with Bulgaria, Finland, Hungary, Italy and Romania.
Progress was slow, tedious and not a little dispiriting for the foreign
commissar. The CFM reconvened in Paris for three weeks in April–May 1946
for 18 sessions of negotiations and again in June–July for a further 24 meet-
ings. Then came the Paris Peace Conference of July–October 1946, when the
21 states that had fought against the Axis in Europe met to consider the drafts
of the peace treaties prepared by the CFM. Predictably, consensus proved
impossible to achieve in Paris, with significant splits occurring between a
Soviet-led bloc of countries and a western alliance. In November–December
the CFM had to hold another six-week session in New York to negotiate the
outstanding differences and it was not until February 1947 that the peace
treaties with Bulgaria, Finland, Hungary, Italy and Romania were finally
signed.38

Acting under strict instructions from Stalin, Molotov had adopted an
intransigent negotiating stance, refusing to compromise on any issue consid-
ered vital to Soviet interests.39 There were endless procedural wrangles as
Molotov insisted that everything had to be agreed by unanimous resolution of
the Big Three. Much of the debate was acrimonious and spilled over into the
public domain, with intense media coverage of the Paris Peace Conference
heightening the polarisation of differences. In terms of substance, a lot of the
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arguments concerned the peace treaty with Italy, a document that was three
times longer than the other treaties. The Soviets wanted reparations, a fair
share of war booty and a resolution of the Trieste territorial dispute that
favoured Yugoslavia. Molotov also persisted with the demand for Soviet
trusteeship of Tripolitania. Another important issue for Moscow was the with-
drawal of Anglo-American military forces from Italy, a demand that formed
part of a pattern of Soviet complaints in 1945–1946 about the establishment of
a global chain of American military bases. In May 1946 Molotov complained
bitterly to Byrnes:

There is no corner of the world in which the USA cannot be seen. The US
has air bases everywhere: in Iceland, Greece, Italy, Turkey, China, Indonesia
and other places and an even greater number of air and naval bases in the
Pacific Ocean. The US maintains its troops in Iceland despite the protests
of the Icelandic government, also in China, while the USSR’s troops have
been withdrawn from China and other foreign territories. This is evidence
of a real expansionism and expresses the striving of certain American
circles towards an imperialist policy.40

Molotov made this statement to Byrnes on instruction from Stalin, who also
tutored his foreign minister on the importance of symbolism. During the
Paris Peace Conference there was a military parade which Molotov attended
but then abruptly left when he found himself seated in the second row among
the representatives of small countries. ‘You behaved absolutely correctly,’
Stalin told him. ‘The dignity of the Soviet Union must be defended not only
in big matters, but also in minutiae.’ As the Russian historian Vladimir
Pechatnov commented, this incident was ‘a vivid example of how zealously
Stalin defended and promoted the newly-won image of the Soviet Union as a
great power’.41

Stalin thought Molotov did well in the CFM negotiations and commended
him for his performance at the Paris Peace Conference. When the peace
treaties were signed they were welcomed by the Soviet press but presented as
the result of a long struggle with reactionary forces in Britain and the United
States striving to undermine the postwar democratic peace.42 The idea that
reactionary forces were on the rise in the west had been a developing theme of
Soviet public and internal discourse since the failure of the London CFM. This
trend in Soviet analysis was boosted by Stalin’s public riposte to Churchill’s
‘Iron Curtain’ speech of March 1946. Stalin linked Churchill’s speech to the
growth of anti-Soviet forces in the west and to the threat of a new war. This
theme was developed in a document of September 1946 drawn up by N.V.
Novikov, the Soviet ambassador to the United States (his predecessor,
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Gromyko, had been posted to the United Nations). Novikov was a member of
the Soviet delegation to the Paris Peace Conference and Molotov asked him to
compile a broad survey of the main trends in American foreign policy.
Novikov’s main contention was that under the influence of reactionary forces
the United States was striving for world supremacy politically, economically
and militarily. Roosevelt’s policy of Big Three co-operation had been aban-
doned, said Novikov, and the Americans were now seeking to undermine the
position of the Soviet Union because it was the main obstacle to their
supremacist plans. Within the United States a vicious anti-Soviet campaign
was being conducted with a view to a possible war against the USSR.43

Novikov’s document has often been compared with a much more famous
dispatch of February 1946 penned by George Kennan, the American chargé
d’affaires in Moscow. The fame of what would otherwise have been an
obscure diplomatic document stemmed from Kennan’s publication in July
1947 in the influential American journal Foreign Affairs of an article ‘The
Sources of Soviet Conduct’, attributed to the author ‘X’. In a mirror-image of
Novikov’s analysis Kennan painted a picture of a messianic, expansionist
Soviet state that could only be contained by the adroit deployment of
countervailing power.44 Kennan’s analysis is widely credited with setting the
cold war course of American foreign policy in 1946–1947. Novikov’s docu-
ment had no such impact on the Soviet side for the simple reason that there
was nothing original about it; all its different elements could be found in the
Soviet press and in other confidential briefings produced for the Soviet
leadership around the same time. What distinguished Novikov’s document
was its relentless pessimism about the future of Soviet–American relations,
which reflected not just the author’s views but the low point the CFM nego-
tiations had reached after months of inconclusive wrangling at the Paris Peace
Conference. However, by the time Molotov arrived in New York in November
1946 for the next CFM session the atmosphere had improved somewhat and
he had some quite friendly chats with Truman and Byrnes, encouraged
perhaps by the pilgrimage he made to Roosevelt’s house at Hyde Park. In his
talk with Truman, Molotov harked back to the businesslike atmosphere of
Yalta and Potsdam that had produced such good results in wartime negotia-
tions.45 During the CFM negotiations in New York Stalin instructed Molotov
to make a deal: ‘I advise you to make all possible concessions to Byrnes so that
we can finally get the peace treaties over with.’46

Kennan’s anonymously published article did not use the term ‘cold war’ but
the journalist Walter Lippmann wrote a series of newspaper pieces in response
to it that were later published in booklet form under the title The Cold War. It
was Lippmann’s publication that popularised the concept of cold war –
shorthand for the growing tensions in postwar Soviet–Western relations
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which, said Lippmann, were the result of the expansion of Stalin’s military
power rather than his ideological impulses.47

War Scares of 1946

Despite its reputation as the first declaration of the cold war Churchill’s ‘Iron
Curtain’ speech in Fulton, Missouri on 5 March 1946 did not use the term
and it was by no means uniformly hostile to the Soviet Union. Churchill’s
lecture was actually entitled ‘The Sinews of Peace’ and he spoke of the life of
the Anglo-Soviet treaty of alliance of 1942 being extended from 20 to 50
years (a proposal Bevin had put to Stalin in December 1945). ‘We aim at
nothing but mutual assistance and collaboration with Russia,’ said Churchill.
Later Churchill expressed ‘strong admiration and regard for the valiant
Russian people and for my wartime comrade, Marshal Stalin. There is deep
sympathy and goodwill in Britain . . . towards the people of all the Russias
and a resolve to persevere through many differences and rebuffs in estab-
lishing lasting friendships. We understand the Russian need to be secure on
her western frontiers by the removal of all possibility of German aggression.
We welcome Russia to her rightful place among the leading nations of the
world. We welcome her flag upon the seas.’ But the section of the speech that
captured the headlines – both contemporary and historical – was the
following:

From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has
descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the
ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague,
Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia, all these famous cities . . .
lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject in one form or
another, not only to Soviet influence, but to a very high and, in some cases,
increasing measure of control from Moscow . . . The Communist parties . . .
have been raised to pre-eminence and power far beyond their numbers and
are seeking everywhere to obtain totalitarian control.

Churchill went on to talk about the communist threat in Western Europe and
to highlight the anxieties provoked by Soviet policies in relation to Turkey,
Iran and the Far East. The moral that Churchill drew from this was that the
western democracies had to stick together and take a strong stand in defence
of their principles. The Russians had no respect for weakness, Churchill told
his audience, and he drew a parallel with the appeasement that had allowed
Hitler to unleash war. To prevent that happening again ‘a good understanding’
had to be reached with Russia.48
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Churchill was no longer British Prime Minister but his high status as a
western political leader was beyond question. Indeed, the former PM was
invited to Fulton by Truman (Missouri was his home state) and the American
President shared the platform with him at Westminster College, where
Churchill delivered the speech and was awarded an honorary degree. The first
Soviet reply came in the form of a hostile editorial in Pravda on 11 March and
an equally hostile article the next day in Izvestiya, penned by Evgenii Tarle, a
leading Soviet historian. Both papers carried long summaries and extracts
from Churchill’s speech, including the offending remarks about the ‘Iron
Curtain’ – a concept, as Tarle pointed out, that Goebbels had used during the
war to characterise the Red Army’s liberation of Eastern Europe from German
occupation.49 On 14 March Stalin entered the fray with the publication of a
long ‘interview’ with Pravda. As in all such texts, the questions as well as the
answers were carefully composed by the Soviet dictator himself. Churchill,
according to Stalin, was trying to provoke a new war and was an advocate of
English-speaking domination of the world. Stalin did not mention the ‘Iron
Curtain’ but frankly asserted the USSR’s right to friendly regimes in Eastern
Europe, given the role those states had previously played in providing a plat-
form for German aggression against the Soviet Union. In conclusion Stalin
alluded to Churchill’s role in the anti-Bolshevik coalition that had intervened
in the Russian civil war many years before and promised that if ‘Churchill and
his friends’ succeeded in organising a ‘new march against “Eastern Europe’’’
they ‘will be beaten again as they were beaten in the past’.50

In the midst of the uproar over the Fulton speech, Alexander Werth, the
Sunday Times correspondent in Moscow, returned to Russia after a trip to
Finland and ‘found people badly rattled by the talk about “the next war”’.51 As
Werth noted, the Fulton episode caused genuine alarm in the Soviet Union
and was an important psychological turning point in the drift to cold war.
Adding to the intensity of the crisis atmosphere were a series of other
Soviet–Western confrontations in 1946, among which were the crisis over the
withdrawal of Soviet troops from Iran in the spring and the Soviet–Turkish
confrontation over the Black Sea Straits in the summer.

The crisis over Iran arose from the British-Soviet occupation of the country
during the Second World War.52 British and Soviet forces had entered the
country in August 1941 with the aim of overthrowing German influence on
the Iranian government, protecting oil supplies, and securing supply routes to
the USSR. In a treaty with Iran signed in January 1942 the British and the
Soviets agreed to withdraw their forces six months after the end of the war
with Germany. Later, at Moscow’s behest, the agreement was reinterpreted to
refer to the end of the war with Japan, which meant a withdrawal deadline of
2 March 1946. There is no evidence that Stalin intended anything other than
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withdrawal of Soviet forces but two complicating factors caused a delay in full
implementation of the agreement. The first was Moscow’s desire to sign an
agreement with Tehran on the exploitation of oilfields in northern Iran. The
second was the emergence in 1945 of a communist-led nationalist movement
in Azerbaijani Iran demanding autonomy and the development of links with
their compatriots in the Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan. As well as appealing to
Stalin’s predisposition to support ethnic autonomy and unity when it suited
him, the independence movement promised the possibility of an extension of
Soviet political influence within Iran. As the March 1946 deadline
approached, Moscow announced that because of the unstable situation in
parts of Iran they would make only a partial withdrawal of their forces. In
private the Soviets continued efforts to negotiate an oil deal with the Iranians.
In the meantime, however, the Iranians had brought the matter of Soviet
troop withdrawal before the United Nations and did so again in March 1946
after the agreed deadline had passed. Moscow’s response was to order
Gromyko to walk out of the UN discussions on the grounds that it was a
matter for bilateral negotiation between the Soviet Union and Iran. In fact, by
early April the outstanding issues had been settled by Moscow and Tehran and
all Soviet troops were withdrawn by early May. The Soviets got their oil
concessions, although the Iranians later reneged on the deal when the Tehran
parliament refused to ratify it. In truth, the Iranian affair was a minor crisis,
blown out of all proportion by contemporary press coverage and again by
western cold war historians seeking evidence of Soviet postwar expansionism.

In May 1946 Stalin wrote a revealing letter to the communist leader of the
Azerbaijani autonomy movement explaining why he felt he had to withdraw
Soviet troops when he did:

We could no longer keep them in Iran, mainly because the presence of Soviet
troops in Iran undercut the foundations of our liberationist policies in
Europe and Asia. The British and Americans said to us that if Soviet troops
could stay in Iran, then why could not British troops stay in Egypt, Syria,
Indonesia, Greece, and also the American troops – in China, Iceland, in
Denmark. Therefore we decided to withdraw troops from Iran and China in
order to seize this tool from the hands of the British and Americans, to
unleash the liberation movement in the colonies and thereby render our
liberationist policy more justified and efficient. You as a revolutionary will
certainly understand that we could not have done otherwise.53

Stalin’s combination of geopolitical calculation and ideological aspiration was
typical of his thinking in this period, although it was not often that the two
elements were so neatly brought together in a single statement.
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There was an ethno-nationalist component to the Soviet–Turkish crisis as
well, but the main cause was Stalin’s long-standing strategic demand for
control of the Black Sea Straits. Soviet dissatisfaction with the 1936 Montreux
Convention, which gave Turkey full control of the Straits, had surfaced a
number of times during the war and Stalin was fond of the parallel with
American and British control of the Panama and Suez canals. In summer 1945
the Soviets began to exert pressure on Turkey, including demanding the return
of the districts of Kars and Ardahan to Armenia and Georgia. When the
matter was raised at the London CFM, Molotov pointed out to Bevin that
during the First World War Britain had been prepared to concede not just the
Straits to Russian control but Constantinople itself.54 In December 1945 Stalin
reiterated the Soviet demands to Bevin but said that ‘all talk of war against
Turkey was rubbish’.55 In April 1946 Stalin told the new US ambassador to
Moscow, Walter Bedell Smith: ‘I have assured President Truman and have
stated publicly that the Soviet Union has no intention of attacking Turkey . . .
but Turkey is weak, and the Soviet Union is very conscious of the danger of
foreign control of the Straits, which Turkey is not strong enough to protect.
The Turkish Government is unfriendly to us. That is why the Soviet Union has
demanded a base in the Dardanelles. It is a matter of our own security.’56

The ‘crisis’ over the Straits began on 7 August 1946 when the USSR sent the
Turkish government a diplomatic note on revision of the Montreux
Convention. Following a critique of Turkey’s operation of the Straits regime
during the war, the note proposed that the Straits should: (1) always be open
to merchant shipping; (2) always be open to the warships of Black Sea powers;
(3) be closed to the warships of non-Black Sea powers, except in special
circumstances; (4) be under the control of Turkey and other Black Sea powers;
and (5) be jointly defended by the Soviet Union and Turkey. Significantly,
there was no mention in the note of the demand for the return of Kars and
Ardahan.57

The August diplomatic note was presented as building on existing
American, British and Soviet proposals for the revision of Montreux – a point
emphasised in a moderate and conciliatory Izvestiya article on the subject.58

Indeed, the first three points of the Soviet proposal bore a close resemblance
to an American diplomatic note on the revision of Montreux that had been
issued in November 1945.59 On 19 August 1946, however, the United States
challenged Moscow’s assertion that the Straits regime was an exclusive
concern of Black Sea powers and called for a multilateral conference to revise
Montreux. The British conveyed a similar view to Moscow two days later. On
22 August Turkey replied to Moscow, echoing the British and American
responses and stating in addition that the Soviet demand for joint defence of
the Straits was incompatible with the maintenance of Turkish sovereignty and
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security.60 On 24 September Moscow responded with a memorandum that
reiterated the special rights of Black Sea powers in relation to the Straits and
denied that the Soviet proposals threatened or undermined Turkish sover-
eignty or security.61 On 9 October the British and Americans reiterated their
position and on 18 October the Turks restated theirs.62 A classic impasse had
been reached. The only diplomatic way forward was a multilateral confer-
ence on Montreux, but that was unacceptable to Moscow. Both publicly and
privately the Soviet view was, and remained, that the Straits regime was
primarily a matter for Black Sea powers and that any multilateral confer-
ence should be preceded by direct negotiations between the USSR and
Turkey.63

There has been some speculation on how far Stalin was prepared to go to
get his way in the Black Sea, with some suggesting that only strong western
support for Turkey averted a Soviet attack. The idea that Stalin was prepared
to go to war with Turkey over this issue seems far-fetched, although it is quite
possible that he rattled a few sabres on the Soviet–Turkish border as part of
his pressure tactics on Ankara.64 In the event, Moscow never replied to the
final Turkish note and the diplomatic ‘crisis’ over the Straits petered out.

What the Iranian and Turkish incidents showed was that Stalin was
prepared to push hard for strategic gains but not at the expense of a break in
relations with Britain and the United States. Stalin was anxious to avert a split
in the Grand Alliance, not provoke one through confrontations on the
periphery. Soviet Black Sea bases were close to Stalin’s Georgian heart and, as
always, he accorded high priority to control of vital economic resources such
as oil. But much more important to him was the overall situation in Europe
and he continued to feel that negotiations within the Grand Alliance were the
best way both to protect his sphere of influence in Eastern Europe and to avert
the rise of a hostile anti-Soviet bloc in Western Europe. Apart from intem-
perate attacks on Churchill after Fulton the consistent message of Stalin’s
public statements was that tensions in east–west relations could be reduced,
that problems within the Grand Alliance could be resolved by negotiation,
and that peace and security could be preserved.

In March 1946 Stalin was asked about the ‘war danger’ by Eddie Gilmore of
the Associated Press. He replied that neither nations nor their armies were
striving for a new war; that was just provocative propaganda promoted by
some political groups. In September 1946 Alexander Werth asked Stalin the
same question and was told that the Soviet leader did not believe in the danger
of a new war. In the same interview Stalin denied that the United States and
Great Britain were engaged in the capitalist encirclement of the USSR and
affirmed his faith in further possibilities of peaceful coexistence with the west.
Werth also asked Stalin if he thought the American monopoly of the atomic
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bomb constituted a threat to peace: ‘I do not believe the atomic bomb to be as
serious a force as certain politicians are inclined to regard it. Atomic bombs
are intended to intimidate the weak-nerved, but they cannot decide about the
outcome of the war, since such bombs are by no means sufficient for this
purpose.’ In October it was the turn of Hugh Bailey of United Press to ask the
questions. Asked if he agreed with a recent speech by Byrnes that said tensions
were rising in Soviet–American relations, Stalin replied no. Asked if he
thought the negotiations about the peace treaties would succeed, Stalin said he
hoped so. On the war danger Stalin repeated his view that ‘Churchill and his
friends’ were to blame for current fears and said their efforts to instigate a new
war had to be exposed and restrained. All these responses by Stalin were in the
form of written answers to written questions submitted by the journalists. In
December 1946, however, Stalin granted a live interview to Elliott Roosevelt.
Naturally, Roosevelt was interested to know if Stalin thought there had been a
weakening of friendship and co-operation between the United States and the
Soviet Union since his father’s death. Stalin replied that while relations
between the Soviet and American people continued to improve, some misun-
derstandings had arisen between the two governments. But Stalin did not
think there would be a further deterioration in relations and ruled out a mili-
tary conflict, for which there was no basis: ‘I think the threat of a new war is
unreal,’ said Stalin.65

In April 1947 Stalin gave another personal interview, this time to Republican
politician Harold Stassen. Again, Stalin’s mood was upbeat. He pointed out to
Stassen that despite the differences in their economic systems the Soviet Union
and the United States had co-operated during the war and there was no reason
why they could not continue to do so in peacetime. In support of his belief in
the possibility of the peaceful coexistence of the socialist and capitalist systems
Stalin invoked Lenin’s teachings. When Stassen pointed out that before the
war Stalin had talked about ‘capitalist encirclement’ the Soviet leader replied
that he had never denied the possibility of co-operation with other states, only
spoken of the existence of actual threats from countries such as Germany. Each
side supported its own social system, Stalin told Stassen, and which was the
better would be decided by history. In the meantime both sides should stop
sloganising and name-calling. He and Roosevelt had never called each other
‘totalitarian’ or ‘monopoly capitalists’. ‘I am not a propagandist,’ said Stalin, ‘I
am a man of business.’66 After a text was agreed by the two men the interview
was published in Pravda, on 8 May – two years after the end of the war in Europe
– and viewed in context it represented a determined effort by Stalin to return to
the spirit of the Grand Alliance. By this time, however, a big cloud was hanging
over Soviet–Western relations in the form of a famous speech by President
Truman to the American Congress in March 1947.
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The Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan 

The President’s speech later became known as the Truman Doctrine. Its osten-
sible purpose was to persuade Congress to vote financial aid for Greece and
Turkey. Truman mentioned neither the Soviets nor the communists in his
speech but there could be no doubt about the target of his comments:

The peoples of a number of countries . . . have recently had totalitarian
regimes forced upon them . . . The Government of the United States has
made frequent protests against coercion and intimidation . . . At the present
moment in world history nearly every nation must choose between alter-
native ways of life . . . One way of life is based on the will of the majority,
and is distinguished by free institutions, representative government, free
elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and religion
and freedom from political oppression. The second way of life is based on
the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority. It relies upon
terror and oppression, a controlled press and radio, fixed elections and the
suppression of personal freedoms. I believe it must be the policy of the United
States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by
armed minorities or by outside pressures. I believe we must assist free peoples
to work out their own destinies in their own way.67

Truman’s speech was even more provocative to the Soviets than Churchill’s
‘Iron Curtain’ lecture. Unlike Churchill, Truman was in power, and was
proposing to aid Greece, a regime battling a communist insurgency, and
Turkey, a country in confrontation with the Soviet Union over the Straits. Yet
the Soviet response was surprisingly muted. On 14 March Pravda carried a
Tass report of Truman’s speech that concentrated on the proposal to aid
Greece and Turkey rather than on the more general delineation of US foreign
policy. The paper’s editorial next day launched a strong attack on Truman,
accusing him of using the defence of freedom as a cover for American expan-
sionism. A week later Novoe Vremya (New Times) editorialised that Truman’s
speech had announced a foreign policy based on force and power.68 But there
was no riposte from Stalin himself. Perhaps he thought it unwise to engage in
a direct polemic with a serving American President and, anyway, the Truman
speech made no direct reference to the Soviet Union. More importantly,
Stalin’s attention was directed elsewhere. Two days before Truman’s speech a
meeting of the CFM began in Moscow. Having dealt with the minor Axis
states, the council turned to the peace treaties for Germany and Austria. The
CFM session lasted for six weeks and ended with few discernible results but
publicly the Soviets evaluated its work very highly and refuted suggestions
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that no progress had been made.69 In another sign of conciliation the Soviets
used the conference to pursue a British suggestion to extend the Anglo-Soviet
Treaty of Alliance of 1942 from 20 to 50 years’ duration. This idea, raised by
Bevin in December 1945, had been further discussed by Stalin and Field
Marshal Bernard Montgomery when he visited Moscow in January 1947. As a
sidebar to the CFM the Soviets presented the British delegation with a new
draft of the Anglo-Soviet treaty.70

On 15 April Stalin met George Marshall, Byrnes’s successor as American
Secretary of State, and had a very friendly discussion about the CFM confer-
ence. Using an analogy that General Marshall, formerly US Chief of Staff,
might appreciate, Stalin described the CFM session as like ‘the first battle, a
reconnaissance battle. When the partners have exhausted themselves then will
come the possibilities of compromise. It is possible that the present session
will not achieve any significant results. But don’t despair. The results can be
achieved at the next session. On all the main questions – democratisation,
political organisation, economic unity and reparations – it is possible to
achieve compromise. Only have patience and don’t despair.’71

Stalin’s conversations with Marshall and with Stassen took place within a
few days of each other and indicate he was in an optimistic mood. The peace
treaties with the minor Axis states had been completed in February and now
progress was being made in relation to Germany and Austria. The peacetime
Grand Alliance that Stalin desired had proved to be more problematic and
elusive than he had hoped at the end of the war but two years later it was still
intact, if a little tattered. Within a very short time, however, Stalin was to
abandon active pursuit of détente with the west and embrace a cold war rhet-
oric and policy that was almost the mirror-image of the Truman Doctrine.
The key event in precipitating this change in policy was the Soviet response to
the Marshall Plan.72

The so-called ‘Marshall Plan’ was launched by the American Secretary of
State in a speech at Harvard University on 5 June 1947.73 Basically, Marshall
proposed a large-scale American aid programme for war-torn Europe with
the funds being distributed on a co-ordinated basis by the Europeans them-
selves. Marshall’s proposal was taken up by Britain and France. The British
and French foreign ministers met in Paris and on 19 June issued an invitation
to the USSR to attend a tripartite conference there to discuss a co-ordinated
European recovery programme backed by US aid.

The Soviet response to these developments was mixed. The initial response
in the form of press articles was negative, with the Marshall Plan being linked
to the Truman Doctrine as an instrument for American interference in
European affairs.74 On 21 June, however, the Politburo endorsed a positive
reply to the Anglo-French proposal for a meeting to discuss the Marshall Plan.
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Meanwhile, behind closed doors the Soviet leadership was considering the
advice it was getting on the meaning of the plan. An early contribution came
from Ambassador Novikov in Washington on 9 June who cabled that ‘in this
American proposal are the clear contours of a West European bloc directed
against us’.75 In a further dispatch on 24 June Novikov affirmed that ‘a careful
analysis of the Marshall Plan shows that in the end it amounts to the creation
of a West European bloc as an instrument of US policy . . . Instead of the
previous uncoordinated actions directed towards the economic and political
subjection of European countries to American capital and the formation of an
anti-Soviet grouping, the Marshall Plan envisages more extensive action
aimed at resolving the problem in a more effective way.’76 Different policy
advice came from another quarter. Eugene Varga, a prominent Soviet econo-
mist who had long operated on the fringes of Stalin’s inner circle, was asked
to provide an analysis of the Marshall Plan. Varga’s view was that the plan was
primarily a response to America’s postwar economic problems, particularly a
lack of demand for its exports in Europe. The purpose of the plan was to
provide dollars to Europeans so that they could afford to buy American goods
and services. Varga also pointed out the drawbacks of the Soviet Union not
participating in the plan: it would facilitate American domination of Europe,
strengthen the US hand in relation to the economic future of Germany, and
allow reactionaries to blame the USSR if the plan failed.77

The implication of Varga’s analysis was that it might suit the Americans to
give loans and grants to the Soviet bloc countries. Moscow had long been
hoping for a large-scale loan from the Americans to help Soviet postwar
reconstruction78 and the Marshall Plan could provide the framework to
receive such funds. On the other hand, there were the political drawbacks
highlighted by Novikov and others. Was the Marshall Plan a threat or an
opportunity? Stalin’s response to this conundrum was to keep an open mind
and see what happened. The Soviet delegation to the talks with the British and
French was instructed (a) to find out what American aid was on offer; (b) to
block any move that threatened interference in the internal affairs of aid recip-
ients; and (c) to make sure that discussion of the German question remained
the prerogative of the CFM.79

The Anglo-Franco-Soviet conference on the Marshall Plan was held in Paris
at the end of June and the beginning of July 1947.80 Molotov arrived with a
large party of technical advisers – a sign that Moscow was serious about the
negotiations. In line with his brief Molotov made it clear that the Soviet Union
was opposed to a programme co-ordinated by a central body; instead, each
country should draw up a list of its needs which would be received by a series
of committees and then transmitted to the Americans. The British and French
insisted, however, on a highly co-ordinated programme which, they said,
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accorded with Marshall’s own wishes. Negotiations quickly reached deadlock.
On 2 July Molotov made his final statement to the conference:

The question of American economic aid . . . has . . . served as a pretext for
the British and French governments to insist on the creation of a new
organisation standing above the European countries and intervening in
the internal affairs of the countries of Europe . . . There are two roads to
international cooperation. One is based on the development of political
and economic relations between states with equal rights . . . another . . . is
based on the dominating position of one or several strong Powers in rela-
tion to other countries, which thereby fall into the position of some kind
of subordinated states, deprived of independence.

Following the collapse of the talks with the Soviets, the British and French
issued an invitation to European states to a conference in Paris that would
establish an organisation to supervise Marshall Aid. The Soviets responded to
this initiative on 5 July by sending a note to European governments explaining
their differences with the British and French.81 That same day they sent a
message to their communist allies in Eastern Europe informing them that
for tactical reasons they were not against other states participating in the
Anglo-French conference:

Some countries friendly to the Soviet Union . . . are considering refusing
participation in the conference, on the grounds that the USSR has decided
not to participate. We think it would be better not to refuse participation in
this conference but to send delegations to it, in order to show at the confer-
ence itself the unacceptability of the Anglo-French plan, not to allow the
unanimous adoption of this plan and then withdraw from the meeting,
taking with them as many delegates from other countries as possible.82

Two days later, however, Moscow changed its mind about this tactic and sent
another message advising against participation since in some East European
countries the ‘friends’ (i.e. the local communists) had declared against the
conference. The problem was that Czechoslovakia – keen to obtain some
Marshall money – had already declared that it would participate in the confer-
ence. Stalin himself took the lead in ‘persuading’ the Czechoslovaks to change
their decision. At a meeting with a Czechoslovak government delegation on 9
July he explained that Marshall Plan credits were very uncertain and were
being used as a pretext to form a western bloc and isolate the USSR.
Czechoslovak participation in the forthcoming Paris conference was a matter
of fundamental importance to the Soviet Union: ‘If you go to Paris, you will
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show that you want to cooperate in an action aimed at isolating the Soviet
Union. All the Slav states refused, even Albania was not afraid to refuse, and
that is why we believe you should withdraw your decision.’83 Needless to say,
Czechoslovakia along with all the Soviet bloc states (and Finland, too)
boycotted the Marshall Plan discussions.

Alongside the boycott the Soviets launched a major propaganda campaign
against the Marshall Plan. In September 1947 Deputy Foreign Minister Andrei
Vyshinskii denounced the Marshall Plan in a speech to the UN:

The Marshall Plan constitutes in essence merely a variant of the Truman
Doctrine . . . the implementation of the Marshall Plan will mean placing
European countries under the economic and political control of the United
States and direct interference in the internal affairs of those countries . . .
this plan is an attempt to split Europe into two camps . . . to complete the
formation of a bloc of several European countries hostile to the interests of
the democratic countries of Eastern Europe and most particularly to the
interests of the Soviet Union.84

For Stalin the Marshall Plan was the breaking point in postwar relations with
the United States. It indicated that co-operation with the Americans was no
longer possible without putting in jeopardy the Soviet sphere of influence in
Eastern Europe. The Marshall Plan and the Truman Doctrine foretold the
formation of an anti-Soviet western bloc, one which Stalin sought to counter
by consolidating the Soviet and communist position in Eastern Europe.
Isolating the Soviet bloc from subversive outside influences now set Stalin’s
agenda for postwar Europe rather than the maintenance of the Grand
Alliance.

Cominform and the Cold War

Stalin’s new approach was unveiled at the founding conference of the
Communist Information Buro (Cominform) in September 1947.85 The idea
of creating a successor to Comintern had been in the air for some time. The
catalyst for action was not so much the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall
Plan as Moscow’s desire to exercise more direct control over European
communist parties.86 Of particular concern was the failure of the French and
Italian communist parties to keep the Soviets informed about their expulsion
from their national governing coalitions in May 1947.87 This explains the
peculiar composition of the Cominform, which consisted of the governing
communist parties of Eastern Europe plus the French and Italian commu-
nists. Much of the Cominform’s founding conference, a private meeting held
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in Poland, was devoted to criticism of the ‘reformist politics’ and ‘parliamen-
tary illusions’ of the French and Italian communist parties. Leading this criti-
cism was Edvard Kardelj, Tito’s representative at the conference; the Yugoslavs
had long been advocating a more militant, leftist line for the communist
movement. The Yugoslav role in the foundation of the Cominform was
reflected in the location of the organisation’s headquarters in Belgrade.88

As well as directing the communist movement to adopt a leftist political
strategy of opposition to capitalism and bourgeois institutions, the inaugural
Cominform conference provided Stalin with an opportunity for a major
pronouncement on foreign policy and international relations. His spokesman
at the conference was A.A. Zhdanov, the former Leningrad party boss who was
now Stalin’s ideology chief. Throughout the summer Zhdanov worked on his
speech, composing and amending many drafts following consultation with
Stalin. The key moment in this process came when Zhdanov introduced into
his draft the notion that the postwar world had split into ‘two camps’.89 Until
now the Soviets had spoken of two trends or two lines in postwar world poli-
tics. For example, in his speech on the 29th anniversary of the Bolshevik
Revolution in November 1946 Zhdanov had referred to the Paris Peace
Conference as demonstrating ‘two tendencies in postwar policy . . . One
policy conducted by the Soviet Union is . . . to consolidate peace and prevent
aggression . . . The other . . . opening the path for the forces of expansion and
aggression’.90 A year later at the Cominform conference Zhdanov propounded
what became known as the ‘two-camps doctrine’:

The further we are removed from the end of the war, the more clearly do
the two basic orientations in postwar international politics stand out,
corresponding to the division . . . into two basic camps: the imperialist and
anti-democratic camp . . . and the anti-imperialist and democratic camp . . .
The principal leading force in the imperialist camp is the USA . . . The
fundamental aim of the imperialist camp is to strengthen imperialism,
prepare a new imperialist war, fight against socialism and democracy, and
give all-round support to reactionary and anti-democratic, pro-fascist
regimes and movements. For the performance of these tasks the imperialist
camp is ready to rely on reactionary and anti-democratic elements in all
countries and to back former war-enemies against its own wartime allies.
The anti-imperialist and anti-fascist forces constitute the other camp, with,
as their mainstay, the USSR and the countries of new democracy . . . The
aim of this camp is to fight against the threat of new wars and imperialist
expansion, to consolidate democracy and to uproot what remains of
fascism.91
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Zhdanov’s speech was a signal for the European communist movement to
execute a sharp ‘left turn’ in its strategy and policy. In Western Europe
communists abandoned the policy of national unity and participation in the
postwar reconstruction of their countries. The reformist strategy that Stalin
had advocated at the end of the Second World War was replaced by a rhetor-
ical if not real return to the revolutionary perspective of the communist
movement’s early days.92 In Eastern Europe the change in communist policy
was equally radical and far-reaching. After the Cominform conference the
pace of ‘communisation’ – the establishment of single-party communist
control – began to accelerate. This process involved communist control of all
the levers of government; state control of the press; the dissolution and repres-
sion of opposition parties; and an end of independent left-wing parties by
forced socialist–communist party mergers (hence the curious fact that in the
people’s democracies the ruling communist parties were often called workers’
and socialist parties). The extension of communist power provided the
springboard for the ‘sovietisation’ of Eastern Europe. This meant imposing a
Soviet model of socialism on the East European states: state-owned and
controlled economies; centralised state planning; collectivised agriculture;
and communist totalitarian intrusion into civil society. An element of
‘Stalinisation’ was also introduced in the form of personality cults of the local
party leaders and mimicking of the political terrorism of the prewar Stalin
regime in the form of purges, arrests, show trials and executions.

The communisation, sovietisation and Stalinisation of Eastern Europe did
not take place all at once or according to a single timetable. Even before the
Cominform conference the process of transforming people’s democracy into
full-blown communist regimes on the Soviet model was far advanced in
several countries (Bulgaria, Romania and Yugoslavia), while in others
(Hungary, Poland and East Germany) there were apparent distinct tendencies
in that direction. The trend was least marked in Czechoslovakia, the one East
European country with an established tradition of parliamentary democracy
and where the communists and their socialist allies had won a majority in the
1946 elections. However, a government crisis in Prague in February 1948
resulted in the ousting from power of liberal and centre parties and the end of
the Czechoslovak experiment in coalitionist people’s democracy.93

Zhdanov’s espousal of the two-camps doctrine signalled the final break-
down of the Grand Alliance and the onset of the cold war. Like Truman, Stalin
had decided the time for diplomacy and compromise was over and the time
had come to use his power resources to defend what the USSR had gained as
a result of the war.

The political distance Stalin had travelled since the war was summed up in
a discussion he had with the French communist leader Maurice Thorez in
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November 1947. The last time Stalin had spoken to Thorez was in November
1944, just before the Frenchman returned home from wartime exile in
Moscow. On that occasion Stalin had urged Thorez to co-operate with de
Gaulle and to work for the economic rehabilitation of France and the rein-
forcement of the country’s democracy. By contrast in November 1947 Stalin
speculated whether the French communists could have seized power at the
end of the war, although he agreed with Thorez that the presence of British
and American forces in France made that impossible. Of course, the situation
would have been different if the Red Army had reached Paris, Stalin told
Thorez, who enthusiastically agreed. Stalin also wondered if the French
communists had armaments and offered to supply them from Soviet sources,
if necessary. ‘One must have armaments and organisation if one does not
want to become disarmed before the enemy. Communists can be attacked
and then they should fight back. There can be all kinds of situations.’94 This
was more a case of Stalin playing the militant Bolshevik than a serious
proposition, but it does reveal his sense of the sharpness of struggle he now
thought he was involved in with the west. That struggle, it should be empha-
sised, was not conceived as a forthcoming armed conflict. As G.M. Malenkov,
Stalin’s second spokesman at the Cominform conference, said, the desire of
the imperialists to unleash war was one thing, their ability to do it quite
another.95 Indeed for Stalin the purpose of waging the cold war was not only
to protect Soviet interests but to inflict a political and ideological defeat on
warmongers in the west. Even at the very height of cold war in the late 1940s
and early 1950s – as Europe became polarised, as armed camps formed, as
confrontations developed – Stalin continued to struggle for the lasting peace
that he saw as his legacy.
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‘We won because we were led to victory by our great chief and genius of a
commander, Marshal of the Soviet Union – Stalin!’ declared Zhukov at the
Victory Parade in Red Square on 24 June 1945.1 Four days later a decree was
published announcing that Stalin had been promoted to Generalissimo – the
first person to hold such rank in Russia since Alexander Suvorov, the great
Tsarist commander of the Napoleonic Wars. At the Potsdam conference,
however, Stalin told Churchill that he hoped he would continue to call him
Marshal. Neither did Stalin like the Generalissimo’s uniform and he continued
to wear his Marshal’s uniform whenever he appeared in public. But the title of
Generalissimo stuck. ‘If we defeated Hitlerism,’ said G.F. Aleksandrov, the
Soviet propaganda chief, at the Lenin memorial meeting in January 1946, ‘it is
because the Soviet people had at its head the greatest commander-in-chief,
Generalissimo Stalin.’2

Stalin usually kept his distance from the excesses of his eponymous person-
ality cult. Supremely confident, he saw the political utility of deifying his
image but, unlike some dictators, did not suffer from the delusion that it was
actually true. As he famously scolded his son, Vasilii, for trying to take advan-
tage of the family name: ‘you’re not Stalin and I’m not Stalin. Stalin is Soviet
power. Stalin is what he is in the newspapers and the portraits, not you, no
not even me!’3 But in the aftermath of the great victory over Nazi Germany
Stalin was tempted to believe his own propaganda. In March 1947, for
example, he allowed the publication of an exchange of letters between himself
and Colonel Razin, an instructor at the Frunze Military Academy, who had
written to ask if Lenin’s positive appraisal of Clausewitz, the great nineteenth-
century German military strategist, remained valid. Stalin replied that Lenin
was not an expert in military affairs (unlike his successor, of course) and
Clausewitz’s views on strategy had been outmoded by developments in mili-
tary technology. Stalin eschewed the cult content of Razin’s letter, saying that
its panegyrics to his name pained him, but concluded his reply by drawing an
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implicit comparison between himself and the great military commanders of
the past who understood the importance of the ‘counter-offensive’ in war.4

The concept of the ‘counter-offensive’ referred to the idea of absorbing an
enemy’s attack and then launching a massive counterattack to secure a deci-
sive victory. It was one of the key ideas in early postwar Soviet discussions of
the military lessons of the Great Patriotic War and it served to explain away
the Red Army’s defeats and setbacks in the early years of the war. After publi-
cation of Stalin’s exchange with Razin the concept of the counter-offensive
became even more entrenched in the Soviet story of the war, a narrative that
glossed over the military catastrophes of 1941–1942, presenting the Red
Army’s defeats and retreats as part of a carefully calculated strategy to wear the
enemy down.5

The apogee of the cult of Stalin’s military genius came with the publication
in 1951 of a book on ‘Stalin and the Armed Forces of the USSR’ by the Soviet
dictator’s long-time crony, Marshal Kliment Voroshilov. In the section on the
Great Patriotic War, Soviet military success was presented as entirely due to
Stalin. The Red Army’s victory in the war, concluded Voroshilov, represented
a triumph for Stalinist military science and the leadership genius of the great
Stalin.6

Ever loyal, Stalin’s generals accepted their reduced role in the limelight. One
exception was Zhukov, happy to join in the praise of Stalin but not reticent
about his own contribution and achievements as the Deputy Supreme
Commander. Immediately after the war Zhukov’s star was still shining
brightly and in 1945–1946 he served as commander of the Soviet armed forces
in occupied Germany. In March 1946 he was recalled to Moscow and
appointed commander of all Soviet land forces. But shortly after returning
home he fell victim to an intrigue that revolved around accusations that he
had highlighted his own leadership role during the war and claimed credit for
all the major offensive operations, including those that had nothing to do with
him.7 Zhukov’s position was complicated by the fact that his new command
had resulted in turf conflicts with other generals jockeying for position in the
postwar hierarchy of the Red Army. Even more damaging was the arrest in
April 1946 of General A.A. Novikov, the former head of the Red Air Force and
a good friend of Zhukov.8 Novikov was arrested as part of the so-called
‘Aviators Affair’ – a purge of the Soviet aircraft industry following accusations
that during the war the fighter planes had been of poor quality. Zhukov was
not directly implicated in the affair and his great prestige and wartime service
to Stalin meant there was little chance he would suffer Novikov’s fate of
imprisonment. But in June 1946 Zhukov was demoted to chief of the
Odessa military district and then, in February 1947, stripped of his candi-
date membership of the party Central Committee on grounds that he had
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displayed anti-party attitudes.9 This latter move prompted him to write to
Stalin to ask for a personal meeting to clear up the slanders being spread about
him. A few days later Zhukov wrote a grovelling letter of apology to the Soviet
leader in which he admitted that during the war he had been egotistical, tact-
less and disrespectful in dealings with his colleagues in the High Command,
including Stalin. Although Zhukov’s letter concluded with a plea for the
restoration of trust in him,10 Stalin did not even bother to reply; Zhukov
remained in exile and in 1948 was transferred to the even lowlier post of head
of the Urals military district. In a 1949 poster tableau depicting Stalin and his
generals plotting and planning the great counter-offensive at Stalingrad,
Zhukov was nowhere to be seen. On the other hand, he did retain the rank of
Marshal and there were signs of his rehabilitation in the early 1950s. In June
1951 Zhukov accompanied Molotov on a fraternal delegation to Poland
and delivered a speech in Warsaw on Polish–Soviet unity, a declaration in
which Stalin’s virtues as a military and political leader featured prominently.11

In 1952 Zhukov was restored to candidate membership of the Central
Committee. Other Soviet generals were not so fortunate. In December 1946
General Gordov (who had commanded the Stalingrad Front in 1942) and
General Rybalchenko, his Chief of Staff in the Volga Military District, were
recorded exchanging dissident remarks about Stalin. Both men were arrested
and later shot.12

Stalin’s treatment of Zhukov after the war was typical of his brutal disdain
for any sign or scintilla of disloyalty. There was also an obvious element of
pour encourager les autres: if Stalin’s Deputy Supreme Commander – the
saviour of Leningrad and Moscow, the liberator of Poland, the conqueror of
Berlin, and the leader of the 1945 Victory Parade – could fall from grace for
transgressing the norms of conformity to the dictator’s cult of personality, it
could happen to anyone. But it was not simply a question of keeping the
generals in their place; Stalin had to define a postwar role for the military that
would acknowledge its continuing importance but not threaten his and the
communist party’s domination of Soviet society. He did this in an edict
published in February 1946 on the 28th anniversary of the founding of the Red
Army. Although Stalin began by hailing the Red Army’s victories and sacri-
fices, he pointed out that the war could not have been won without the full
support of the Soviet people or the leadership of the communist party. The
Red Army’s prime task in peacetime, said Stalin, was to safeguard the
country’s peaceful reconstruction and facilitate the rebuilding of the Soviet
state’s economic and military power. He finished with the usual slogan, ‘Long
live the victorious Red Army’, but his overall message was unmistakable: for
the military there would be no basking in the glories of the war or claims to
special status in Soviet society.13

GENERALISSIMO AT HOME: DOMESTIC CONTEXT OF FOREIGN POLICY 323

11 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:10  Page 323



In a further signal of his intention to maintain full civilian control over the
armed forces, Stalin retained the post of defence commissar and appointed a
political commissar, General Nikolai Bulganin, as his deputy. In 1947
Bulganin succeeded Stalin as Defence Minister and was promoted to Marshal.
In 1949 Marshal Vasilevskii took over as Defence Minister but Bulganin
remained in overall control of the armaments industry.14

Stalin’s adoption of a military persona during and after the war was one
aspect of his changing public identity; another was the building of his image
as an international statesman. After the war Stalin did not attend any inter-
national conferences but he continued to receive and negotiate directly with
a stream of foreign diplomats and politicians. During the early postwar years
he was very prominent at diplomatic receptions and treaty-signing cere-
monies and gave a number of interviews on foreign affairs issues. The most
striking feature of Stalin’s postwar diplomatic persona was his close identifi-
cation with the leaders of the people’s democracies of Eastern Europe. While
Stalin often spoke of his earnest desire for postwar co-operation with Britain
and the United States, the constant flow of meetings, pictures and commu-
niqués shared with his communist allies in Eastern Europe told another story
– that the Grand Alliance was being downgraded in favour of the emerging
Soviet bloc.

After the war Stalin was preoccupied mainly with foreign policy decision-
making and was content to leave the day-to-day running of the economy to
others. Stalin’s continuation of his wartime practice of non-interference in
economic affairs led to a much more orderly and structured running of the
economy after the war. He had the power to intervene but mostly he chose not
to and, as a substitute for his will and whimsy, there developed committee
systems, administrative procedures and a high degree of technocratic ration-
ality. Soviet party and state institutions gained greatly from Stalin’s forbear-
ance as the prewar pattern of constant crises, emergencies and upheavals
spurred on by purges and terror was replaced by routinism, professionalisa-
tion, and a growing bureaucracy. In this new economic order the middle
stratum of technicians, managers and state officials continued to expand and
entrench itself within the Soviet system, providing a vital source of support
and stability for Stalin’s postwar regime.15

While Stalin’s personal postwar priorities were keeping an eye on the mili-
tary and conducting diplomacy, the country’s priorities were reconstruction
and the transition to a peacetime social and economic regime. These postwar
domestic processes were designed to achieve a degree of normality in social
and economic life – a vital task in a country that had not only been devastated
and traumatised by war but had suffered decades of upheaval during the
course of successive national emergencies in the 1920s and 1930s.
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In October 1945 Stalin went on holiday to the Black Sea – the first in a series
of prolonged postwar vacations which meant that he was absent from
Moscow for up to five months at the end of each year.16 The war had exacted
a physical toll on Stalin, now aged 66. He continued to work hard, even on
holiday, but at nowhere near the level of wartime intensity. Stalin’s new work
regime meant more delegation to his subordinates but it also gave him more
time and leisure to snipe at their efforts on his behalf. Indeed, the most
striking feature of Stalin’s postwar relations with his Politburo colleagues is
the disrespectful tone of his dealings with them. In the traditional Bolshevik
manner, he had always been rough, tough and rude but now he scolded his
comrades in the bullying manner of a senior manager dealing with junior clerks
who were not performing as well as expected. As Alexander Werth noted, by the
late 1940s Stalin had a reputation for being an ‘angry old man’ – a perception
amply confirmed by Stalin’s postwar correspondence with Politburo members,
which is full of petty personal put-downs of his comrades.17

Postwar Reconstruction18

Stalin’s absence from Moscow in autumn 1945 meant the task of speaking on
the 28th anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution fell to Molotov. One of the
main themes of Molotov’s speech was the impact of the war. According to
Molotov, the ‘German-Fascist invaders’ had destroyed 1,710 towns and 70,000
villages, demolished 6 million buildings, demolished or damaged 31,850
industrial enterprises, ruined or ransacked 98,000 collective farms, and made
25 million people homeless.19 Grim though these figures were, they actually
understated the country’s war damage and reconstruction burden. According
to Mark Harrison’s calculations the war cost the Soviet Union some 25 per
cent of its physical assets and about 14 per cent of its prewar population.20

Molotov did not cite casualty figures in his speech, but the official Soviet
figure was 7 million fatalities. In truth, the USSR’s military fatalities alone
were higher than this and there were another 15 to 16 million civilian deaths
to be counted. Those suffering physical injury or psychological trauma
numbered tens of millions more.

Complicating the task of postwar reconstruction was the fact that in the
western borderlands of Belorussia, the Ukraine and the Baltic States – territo-
ries incorporated into the USSR only in 1939–1940 – the authorities faced not
only the task of completing the process of sovietisation that had been inter-
rupted by the war but the waging of a counter-insurgency campaign against
tens of thousands of nationalist partisans. In Western Ukraine, for example, it
is estimated that anti-communist partisans killed 35,000 Soviet military and
party cadres between 1945 and 1951, while in Lithuania up to 100,000 people
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took part in the struggle to prevent the restoration of communist power.21 In
retaliation the Soviet authorities killed, imprisoned and deported tens of
thousands of resisters. In other parts of the country ethnic groups of suspect
loyalty continued to be targeted for persecution and deportation. During the
war the NKVD had deported 2 million Volga Germans, Crimean Tatars,
Cossacks, Chechens and other Turkic peoples to the eastern interior of the
USSR. The rationale was that these ethnic groups had collectively collaborated
with the enemy. But the deportations did not stop with victory. Among the
hundreds of thousands of postwar victims of deportation were Balts, Finns,
Greeks, Moldovans, Ukrainians and Belorussians.22 Another stream of forced
ethnic migration arose from the border change between Poland and the
USSR, which resulted in 2 million Poles leaving Western Belorussia and
Western Ukraine, while half a million Ukrainians, Russians, Belorussians and
Lithuanians moved in the other direction.23

One of the most pressing priorities facing the regime was the reintegration
into Soviet society of millions of returning war veterans. Between 1945 and
1948, 8 million Soviet soldiers were demobilised. All had to be rehoused, re-
employed and absorbed into social, cultural and political life. Many of the
so-called frontoviki were members of the communist party as during the war
6 million members of the armed forces had joined the party and by the end of
the conflict two-thirds of communist party members were wartime recruits.
The postwar party membership was younger, better educated and more
representative of white-collar occupations than before, although the party
remained male-dominated, with female membership increasing only from
14.5 per cent to 18.3 per cent of the total. After the war the young, educated
and mainly male frontoviki came to play a prominent role in the organisation
and life of the party.24 One consequence of this generational shift was a party
less prone to political and ideological activism and more inclined to respect
managerial and technical expertise and to define its own role as the supervi-
sion of state and economic managers rather than, as in the 1930s, populist
campaigning to control the bureaucracy. This ‘depoliticisation’ of communists
was not entirely welcomed by the Soviet party leadership, which took steps to
counter it by launching numerous campaigns of ideological education, but it
did mirror and harmonise with the change in Stalin’s own leadership style
after the war. In both instances – the Leader and the led – the change reflected
the wartime experience of allowing individuals and groups more autonomy
in finding local solutions to local problems and in seeking different ways of
meeting prescribed goals.25

Demobilisation began with the release, in June 1945, of the oldest classes of
conscripts. By the end of 1945 nearly 5 million members of the armed forces
had been demobilised. Veterans were given new clothing, free food and trans-
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port home, and severance pay. Returnees had the right to be re-employed in
their old jobs but many hundreds of thousands resettled elsewhere, including
large numbers of peasants who moved to towns, thereby adding to urban
housing shortages and the demand for jobs.

In September 1945 the military emergency was declared officially termi-
nated and various powers were restored to the civil administration and the
civil courts. On 4 September the GKO (State Defence Committee) was abol-
ished and its economic functions transferred to the Council of People’s
Commissars. Within the council various structural changes and reorganisa-
tions culminated in the establishment in 1947 of a number of sectoral bureaus
with responsibility for different areas of the economy.26 In March 1946 the
commissariats were renamed ministries and the people’s commissars became
ministers. This change was approved by a plenum of the party’s Central
Committee in March 1946 – the first such gathering since January 1944. The
plenum was chaired by Stalin, who explained the change in nomenclature in
the following terms:

The name people’s commissar . . . reflects the period of instability, the
period of civil war, a period of revolutionary fracture . . . This period has
passed. The war has shown that our social order is very strong and no
longer reflects such a name, which relates to the period of an unstable social
order, which had still not been established and become normal . . . It is time
to change the name people’s commissar to minister. The people will under-
stand very well because there are commissars here, there and everywhere. It
confuses people. God only knows who is higher. (Laughter in the hall .)27

In October 1945 a decree was issued on elections to the Supreme Soviet.
The elections were held in February 1946 and a month later the newly elected
Supreme Soviet met and adopted the new five-year plan. The initial aim of
restoring the economy to prewar levels of production was achieved by the late
1940s, although only at the cost of a continued squeeze on living standards
and the maintenance of a strict disciplinary regime at work. Wartime
rationing was not abolished until December 1947. Simultaneously, the
authorities introduced a currency reform that radically reduced the value of
the rouble and soaked up surplus cash in the economy before excess demand
could cause inflation.

The famine and food crisis of 1946–1947 was perhaps the greatest challenge
faced by the regime. In summer 1946 there was a drought, the harvest failed, and
the winter that followed was one of the worst on record. Lend-lease food
supplies that had fed a third of the population during the war had stopped in
1945 and only a limited amount of aid was forthcoming from the United
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Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. Germany and other former
enemy states were stripped for reparations but there was little in the way of
food imports. The result was that an estimated 1–1.5 million Soviet people
(mainly peasants) died as a result of starvation or famine-induced diseases.

As Donald Filtzer has argued, the deprivations of the early postwar period
had the paradoxical effect of strengthening the stability of Stalin’s regime. On
one hand, the population was so exhausted by the daily struggle for survival
that it had little time or energy for organised social protest and tended
towards passive acceptance of dashed hopes for a healthier, wealthier and freer
future after the war. On the other, when conditions did get better in the late
1940s and early 1950s the regime received some of the credit for the improve-
ment and there was widespread popular relief that a semblance of normality
had finally been achieved.28

The 1946 Elections

The most important act of political ‘normalisation’ was the holding of elec-
tions to the Supreme Soviet, an occasion that returned the communist party
to centre stage and gave the population a chance to pass their verdict on the
regime’s performance during the war. Although these were single-party and
single-candidate elections, contested only by the communist party or its
nominees and with only one candidate per constituency, ‘the atmosphere of
the election’, according to Elena Zubkova, was ‘something like a national
holiday’ and ‘demonstrated that the people’s faith in the authorities was real,
not imaginary’.29 According to official statistics, of the 101,717,686 registered
voters, 99.7 per cent voted. Of these voters, 818,955 crossed out the name of
the nominated candidate on the ballot paper and thereby cast a negative vote.
In the Baltic States the combined figures for abstentionist and negative voters
were much higher, amounting to 10 per cent in Lithuania. No doubt levels of
dissidence would have been much higher throughout the USSR in any freely
contested election but the available evidence on public opinion does suggest
that popular support for the Stalin regime was quite high immediately after
the war. Stalin had led the country to a great victory and the Soviet people
were optimistic about the future, despite the massive task of postwar recon-
struction. Among the intelligentsia there was widespread hope that the
wartime cultural relaxation of the Stalinist regime would continue. The cult
of Stalin’s personality was absurd but its propagation over many years had its
impact on popular consciousness. Among the general population he was
mostly worshipped as a god or viewed as a benign authoritarian figure.30

The Supreme Soviet election campaign culminated on 9 February 1946 in
Stalin’s address to the electors of his Moscow constituency, delivered with all
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pomp and circumstance in the theatre of the Bolshoi Ballet. In keeping with
the effort to revive and reassert the role of the communist party Stalin began
his speech with the ideologically orthodox point that the Second World War
had been caused by the economic contradictions of capitalism and imperi-
alism. However, because the war had pitted fascist states against freedom-
loving countries like Britain and the United States it had taken on a liberating
and anti-fascist hue from the very beginning, a characteristic strengthened by
the USSR’s entry into the conflict and by the formation of the Soviet–Western
alliance. Stalin made much of the test the war had set the Soviet social system,
arguing that it showed ‘the Soviet social system is a truly popular system,
issued from the depths of the people and enjoying its mighty support’. The
war also demonstrated, said Stalin, the success of the Soviet system as a multi-
national state in which there was friendship and collaboration between its
constituent peoples. As far as the communist party was concerned, Stalin
highlighted its prewar role in preparing the country for war by prioritising
heavy industry and building up national defences. As to the future, Stalin
noted the new five-year plan’s targets in relation to production but also
emphasised the efforts that would be made to raise mass consumption and
living standards. He concluded by talking about relations between the
communist party and ‘non-party’ people. In the past communists had been
suspicious of non-party people, said Stalin, because they feared bourgeois
influences. Now, however, communists and non-party people were members
of a strong Soviet social system: ‘Living together in one common collective,
they fought together for the strengthening of the might of our country.
Together they fought and shed their blood . . . for the sake of the freedom and
greatness of our motherland. Together they forged and shaped the victory
over the enemies of our country. The only difference between them is that one
is in the party, while the other is not. But this is a formal difference. The
important thing is that both have a common aim.’31

The Campaign against the West

Stalin’s election speech was a typically assured performance that exuded confi-
dence in the strength and future of the Soviet system. Similar sentiments were
expressed in the election speeches of Stalin’s key lieutenants.32 However,
another theme of Soviet discourse in the early postwar period augured less
well for the future: the belief that the USSR’s role in winning the war was not
recognised sufficiently abroad and that efforts were afoot internationally to
deprive the Soviet Union of the fruits of its victory. The most explicit state-
ment of these concerns during the election campaign was made by Georgii
Malenkov, Stalin’s deputy within the party apparatus: ‘There were cases in
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history when the fruits of victory slipped out of the victor’s hands. This must
not happen to us . . . We must, in the first place, consolidate and strengthen
still further our Soviet socialist states . . . And we must remember that our
friends will respect us only so long as we are strong.’ In his election speech
Andrei Zhdanov, Stalin’s ideology chief, warned that ‘even amongst the peace-
loving nations, there are reactionary elements who are hostile to the Soviet
Union . . . you know that our policy of peace and security . . . does not please
everybody. No, we can’t please everybody, but we’ve got to be extremely vigi-
lant.’33 Zhdanov returned to this theme in November 1946 when he gave the
Revolution anniversary speech. He also commented bitterly on the treatment
of the Soviet Union and the Soviet people in the western press:

One reads and wonders how quickly the Russians have changed. When our
blood streamed in the battlefields they admired our courage, bravery, high
morale and boundless patriotism. And now that we wish, in co-operation
with other nations, to make use of our equal rights to participation in inter-
national affairs, they begin to shower us with abuse and slander, to vilify
and abuse us, saying at the same time that we possess an unbearable and
suspicious character.34

What Zhdanov was saying in public was expounded with equal vigour in Soviet
internal discussions. At the end of the war Sovinform, the government’s propa-
ganda arm, prepared a series of reports on its activities and those of its western
counterparts. According to Sovinform, now the war was over Soviet propa-
ganda abroad faced an uphill task because reactionary circles in the west were
waging a massive anti-communist slander campaign. In this anti-Soviet
campaign, supported and sponsored by the information agencies of Britain
and the United States, a particularly pernicious role was being played by social
democratic elements in the labour movement.35 Similar themes were evident in
the Central Committee’s confidential bulletin on international affairs, Voprosy
Vneshnei Politiki (Questions of Foreign Policy), which commenced publication
at the end of 1944. Article after article noted the re-emergence and growth of
reactionary circles in western countries and commented on the developing
struggle between pro and anti-Soviet forces, especially within the European
labour movement. Much the same analyses could be found in Novoe Vremya
(New Times – the postwar successor to War and the Working Class) and else-
where in the Soviet press. In March 1946 Stalin himself entered the fray when
he published a lengthy reply to Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech that depicted
the former British premier as an anti-Bolshevik reactionary who was advo-
cating war with the USSR.36 The Soviet people needed little prompting to cheer
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on their own side in these polemics. As the Czechoslovak communist Zdenek
Mlynar recalled from his time studying in the Soviet Union after the war:

The most fundamental conviction was that the Soviet Union had at the
price of enormous sacrifices decided the fate of mankind during the war,
and it was thus entitled to the special respect of all nations. These people
regarded any criticism as an insult to the memory of the dead. In this
respect they were at one with the government, however critical they were of
it in other questions.37

Domestically, the cultural and political counterpart of growing Soviet resent-
ment and suspicion of the west was an ultra-patriotic and nationalistic
campaign to promote the unique virtues of the USSR. Behind this campaign
was Stalin’s hubris about the place that victory should accord the USSR in the
postwar world. Stalin expected far more recognition and concessions from his
partners in the Grand Alliance than he actually received. Particularly irksome
to Stalin was the USSR’s exclusion from the postwar occupation of Japan and
the signs that Britain and the United States were reneging on their acceptance
at Yalta and Potsdam of the Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe.
Stalin responded by playing hardball in postwar negotiations with the Anglo-
Americans and by berating his close associates about any signs of ‘servility’ to
the west. In the front line of these admonitions was the long-suffering
Molotov, who had the most dealings with foreigners and the most opportuni-
ties to make mistakes. In November 1945, for example, Stalin criticised
Molotov for allowing a speech by Churchill to be published in the USSR:

I think the publication of Churchill’s speech eulogizing Russia and Stalin
was a mistake. Churchill needs these eulogies to soothe his guilty
conscience and to camouflage his hostile attitudes towards the USSR, and
in particular to camouflage the fact that he and his pupils from the Labour
Party are the organizers of the Anglo-American-French bloc against the
USSR. We only help these gentlemen by publishing these kinds of speeches.
We now have quite a lot of high-ranking functionaries who burst into
foolish raptures when praised by Churchills, Trumans, Byrneses . . . I regard
such a mood as dangerous, as it develops foreign figures in this country.
Hard struggle should be waged against servility towards foreigners. But if
we continue to publish speeches like this we will only cultivate servility and
fawning. I do not mention the fact that Soviet leaders have no need to be
praised by foreign leaders. As for myself, this kind of praise only jars upon
me.38
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It may be, as some suggest, that outbursts like this were designed by Stalin to
discipline his Politburo colleagues and to reassert his domination of them after
the war. However, Stalin’s indignation seems genuine and it is doubtful that he
felt threatened in any way by the likes of Molotov. The war had strengthened
Stalin’s dictatorial power within the Politburo and his role in the Soviet victory
placed him in an unchallengeable political position. If there was an element of
calculation in Stalin’s campaign against servility to the west it related to his
genuine concern about the impact on Soviet society of contacts with the capi-
talist world. The war and the Grand Alliance had opened the Soviet Union to
a myriad of foreign political, cultural and economic influences and there were
great expectations that these would continue in peacetime. In summer 1944,
for example, the Soviet writer Vsevolod Vyshnevksii presented a glowing
portrait of cultural coexistence after the war:

When the war is over, life will become very pleasant. A great literature will
be produced as result of our experiences. There will be much coming and
going, and a lot of contacts with the West. Everybody will be allowed to read
whatever he likes. There will be exchanges of students, and foreign travel for
Soviet citizens will be made easy.39

At the war’s end Stalin was confident in the Soviet system and in his own power
but that did not mean he had given up on his prewar view that the class struggle
continued under socialism or his fear of the negative impact on the Soviet
people of capitalist influences. One expression of these concerns was the severe
treatment of Soviet citizens and POWs repatriated from Nazi-occupied Europe.
All returnees were required to report to transit camps for screening by the
NKVD. Of the approximately 4 million to be repatriated 2,660,013 were civil-
ians and 1,539,475 were former POWs. Of those, 2,427,906 were sent home;
801,152 were reconscripted into the armed forces; 608,095 were enrolled in the
work battalions of the defence ministry; 272,867 were found guilty of some
crime or misdemeanour and transferred to the authority of the NKVD for
punishment; 89,468 remained in the transit camps as reception personnel until
the repatriation process was finally wound up in the early 1950s.40

The screening process was designed to root out traitors and spies – a
genuine concern given that a million Soviet citizens served in Axis armed
forces during the war, half in a military capacity, the rest as civilian auxiliaries
– and to make sure that those captured by the Germans or conscripted as slave
labourers had not given themselves up too easily. As far as higher-ranking offi-
cers were concerned, the only acceptable circumstance of capture was if they
had been wounded and unable to fight on.41 But the main purpose of the
transit camps was not to punish traitors but to probe the loyalty of citizens
returning from foreign lands.
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Zhdanovshchina

In summer 1946 Stalin’s campaign against western capitalist influences took a
new and radical turn when the party Central Committee issued an edict
attacking the Leningrad-based monthly journals Zvezda and Leningrad
for publishing works ‘that cultivate the spirit, alien to the Soviet people, of
servility before the modern bourgeois culture of the West’. Two days later, on
16 August, Zhdanov delivered a speech to the Leningrad branch of the Soviet
writers’ union condemning the satirist Mikhail Zoshchenko and the poet
Anna Akhmatova. Zoshchenko was pilloried for depicting Soviet people as
‘idlers and moral monsters and as generally stupid and primitive’. Akhmatova
was fingered as an individualist who represented a ‘mixture of nun and harlot’.
Needless to say, the two writers were soon expelled from their union, while the
Zvezda editorial board was reorganised and the Leningrad journal closed
down altogether. In September 1946 the Central Committee issued a decree
on ideologically incorrect films, including among them Sergei Eisenstein’s
Ivan the Terrible Part 2, which was attacked for misrepresenting the fearsome
Tsar’s progressive role in Russian history. In due course this cultural purge
was extended to the theatre and to music. In February 1948 Shostakovich
was criticised for the un-Soviet formalism of his compositions. A year later
Soviet theatre critics were attacked as a group for being unpatriotic. One of
the main forums for these attacks was a new journal published by Zhdanov’s
department in the Central Committee: Kul’tura i Zhizn’ (Culture and Life).42

Although it became known as the Zhdanovshchina this turn in cultural
policy was initiated and orchestrated by Stalin, who vetted and edited all the
major public statements on the matter. Stalin’s motives were evident in one
version of Zhdanov’s August 1946 speech:

Some of our literary people have come to see themselves not as teachers but
as pupils [and] . . . have slipped into a tone of servility and cringing before
philistine foreign literature. Is such servility becoming of us Soviet patriots,
who are building the Soviet system, which is a hundred times higher and
better than any bourgeois system? Is it becoming of our vanguard Soviet
literature . . . to cringe before the narrow-minded and philistine bourgeois
literature of the West?43

In his memoirs Konstantin Simonov recounted an episode from May 1947
when he and some other officials from the Soviet writers’ union went to
see Stalin, ostensibly about royalty payments, but the Soviet leader’s mind
was on the inadequate education of the intelligentsia in patriotism. ‘If you
take our middle intelligentsia – the scientific intelligentsia, professors and
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doctors – they don’t exactly have developed feelings of Soviet patriotism. They
engage in an unjustified admiration of foreign culture . . . This backward
tradition began with Peter [the Great] . . . there was much grovelling before
foreigners, before shits.’44

It was not only artists who came under attack for such alleged servility. In
1947 there was public discussion of a book on the history of western philos-
ophy by Aleksandrov, the propaganda chief. He was accused of under-
estimating the Russian contribution in the history of philosophy and of
failing to emphasise Marxism’s ideological break with the western tradition.
In his contribution to the discussion Zhdanov noted that it was Stalin
himself who had drawn attention to the book’s flaws. (Zhdanov did not
explain why in that case the book had been awarded a Stalin Prize when it
was published in 1946.) Another Soviet intellectual who came under attack
in 1947 was the economist Eugene Varga. His sin was to publish a book
which argued that there had been radical changes in the character of capi-
talism as a result of the war, particularly an increased role for the state in
economic management, and that these changes augured well for the gradual
transformation of western states in a socialist direction. When the book was
published in 1946 Varga’s views were fully in accord with Stalin’s own
concept of a postwar people’s democratic Europe achieved by socio-
economic reforms and peaceful political struggle. But the growing cold war
atmosphere of 1947 provided Varga’s hard-line opponents in the communist
party and the Soviet academy with openings to attack his writings.
Eventually, Varga was forced to recant his heterodox views, while his research
institute and the journal it published were closed down.45

In the natural sciences the campaign against pernicious western influences
took the peculiar form, among others, of the ‘honour court’. The first victims
of this process were the medical scientists Nina Kliueva and her husband
Grigorii Roskin. In summer 1946 their lab was visited by the new US ambas-
sador to Moscow, Walter Bedell Smith. Subsequently, Klieuva and Roskin
arranged for a copy of the manuscript of their book on the treatment of
malignant cancers to be passed to American doctors. In early 1947 this came
to Stalin’s attention. On his initiative the government passed a resolution on
the formation of honour courts throughout the central apparatus of the
Soviet state with a view to examining cases of anti-patriotic, anti-state and
anti-social actions by officials and employees. The issue at stake in the
Ministry of Health honour court that examined the case of Klieuva and
Roskin was whether or not they had acted correctly in sharing the secrets of
Soviet medical science with foreigners. In his submission to the court
Zhdanov stressed that the two scientists had acted individualistically and
without consulting the relevant authorities.46
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No criminal sanctions were imposed on Klieuva and Roskin. The point of
the so-called honour court was to administer a public political and ideolog-
ical lesson about the dangers of relations with foreigners. (Their ‘trial’ was
actually a public meeting attended by 800 people.) To ram the point home the
Central Committee issued a confidential circular to party members, ‘On the
case of Professors Kliueva and Roskin’. The document criticised ‘slavishness
and servility before things foreign’, urged the ‘education of the Soviet intelli-
gentsia in the spirit of Soviet patriotism’ and warned against ‘kowtowing and
servility before the bourgeois culture of the West’.47

The patriotic imperative was also evident in the so-called Lysenko affair.48

Trofim Lysenko, a Soviet biologist who specialised in plant science, believed
that acquired characteristics could be inherited and hence influenced by envi-
ronmental changes. His view brought him into conflict with Soviet geneticists
who contended that inheritance was a function of genes, not the influence of
the environment or the scientific manipulation of nature. The long-standing
debate between these two factions within Soviet biology took a new turn in
April 1948 when Yuri Zhdanov, son of Andrei, who was in charge of the
science section of the Central Committee, gave a lecture which criticised
Lysenko’s views. Lysenko wrote to Stalin to complain. The result was an offi-
cial endorsement of Lysenko’s position via the publication in Pravda of the
proceedings of a conference of July–August 1948 that expounded Lysenko’s
views and trounced those of his geneticist critics. Lysenko may have been a
poor scientist but he was politically astute and he took pains to couch his posi-
tion in terms of ‘Soviet’ versus ‘western’ science, and of ‘materialist, progres-
sive and patriotic’ biology versus ‘reactionary, scholastic and foreign’ biology.

Lysenko triumphed because Stalin backed his views and upbraided Yuri
Zhdanov for expressing his personal opinion on the heredity versus genetics
debate. ‘In the party we have no personal opinions or personal points of view,’
Stalin told him. ‘There are only the views of the party.’49 Stalin supported
Lysenko’s views because of their appeal to Soviet patriotism and because they
chimed with his own voluntaristic Marxist philosophy that the natural world
could be radically transformed by active human intervention. In line with this
modernist vision the Soviet press announced in October 1948 ‘The Great
Stalinist Plan to Transform Nature’, a project for the mass planting of trees and
grasslands and the creation of 44,000 new ponds and reservoirs. ‘Capitalism,’
editorialised Pravda, ‘is incapable not only of the planned transformation of
nature but of preventing the predatory use of its riches.’

In his February 1946 election speech Stalin had said that he was ‘confident
that if we give our scientists the help they need, they will soon catch up with
and even surpass the achievements of science abroad’. Two years later the tone
of public discourse had shifted to the triumphalist assertion that Soviet, and

GENERALISSIMO AT HOME: DOMESTIC CONTEXT OF FOREIGN POLICY 335

11 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:11  Page 335



indeed Russian, scientific achievements already surpassed those of the west.
‘Throughout its history, the Great Russian People have enriched national
and world technology with outstanding discoveries and inventions,’ claimed a
Pravda columnist in January 1949. The occasion for this comment was a
session of the Soviet Academy of Sciences devoted to the history of Russian
science. That same month in Komsomol Pravda (the newspaper of the Young
Communist League) a headline read ‘The Aeroplane Is a Russian Invention’.
According to the author of this article:

It is impossible to find one area in which the Russian people have not
blazed new paths. A.S. Popov invented radio. A.N. Lodygin created the
incandescent bulb. I.I. Pozunov built the world’s first steam engine. The
first locomotive, invented by the Cherepanovs, moved on Russian land.
The serf Fedor Blinov flew over Russian land in a plane heavier than air,
created by the genius Aleksandr Fedorovich Mozhaiskii, twenty-one years
before the Wright Brothers.50

As this quotation shows, there was also strong element of Russification in the
postwar Soviet patriotic campaign. In keeping with this trend, Stalin’s image
in official portraits obliterated all physical traces of his Georgian origins. The
classic postwar portrait of Stalin in full dress military uniform, for example,
was modelled on a photograph of an illustrious Russian explorer and geogra-
pher.51 Stalin also continued to show special regard for the Russian people and
their culture as a bulwark against the west. The 110th anniversary of Pushkin’s
death was commemorated with great fanfare in 1947. In September 1947
Stalin issued greetings to Moscow on the 800th anniversary of the city’s
foundation: ‘The greatness of Moscow consists not only in liberating our
country three times from foreign oppression – from the Mongol yoke, from
the Polish–Lithuanian invasion, and from the French encroachment. The
greatness of Moscow consists above all in the fact that it was the basis for the
unification of a divided Russia into a single state with one government and a
united leadership.’52 In 1950 Stalin published a series of articles in Pravda on
Marxism and linguistics that defended the special virtues of the Russian
language.53

The Return of Repression

The Zhdanovshchina grew in intensity as Soviet–Western relations worsened.
The initial campaign against the west was inspired by Stalin’s disgruntlement
about relations with Britain and the United States and concerns about the
penetration of Soviet society by western influences. The cultural purge of
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1946–1947 coincided with fears in Moscow that the future of the Grand
Alliance was threatened by the growing influence of anti-Soviet forces in
western countries. The development of Soviet and Russian ultra-patriotism
intersected with the outbreak of the cold war in 1947–1948 and with the onset
of ideological competition with the west. Finally, in the late 1940s and early
1950s, when the cold war conflict reached its peak, Soviet domestic politics
underwent a pronounced xenophobic turn. Citizens were banned from
contact with foreigners, western journalists working in Moscow were subject
to harsh censorship, foreign travel was severely restricted even for Soviet offi-
cials, and draconian penalties were introduced for betraying state secrets. In
effect, there was a return to the isolationism and siege mentality that had
characterised Soviet society in the 1930s. It was in this context that Stalin
unleashed a new wave of trials, arrests and repressions. The scale of Stalin’s
postwar terror in no way matched the scale and intensity of the Yezhovshchina
of 1937–1938 but it was a bitter blow to the hope of the intelligentsia that
victory would bring an era of liberalisation.

At the leadership level the most notable event was the so-called ‘Leningrad
affair’ of 1949.54 This refers to a purge of the Leningrad party leadership
following accusations that it had distanced itself from the Central Committee
and operated its own networks of patronage. Caught up in the affair was
Nikolai Voznesenskii, head of the state planning organisation, Gosplan. He
had personal connections with the Leningrad leaders and came under fire for
providing the Council of Ministers with misleading information and for
losing secret state documents. Very quickly the charges against the accused
escalated into claims that they had been involved in espionage. The Leningrad
leaders were arrested in August 1949 and Voznesenskii in October. In a secret
trial in Leningrad a year later all were convicted and then executed. The
repression extended to mid-level officials in the Leningrad area and more than
200 people were sentenced to death, imprisonment or exile as a result.

Stalin’s precise motives for this purge remain a little murky but it seems he
was genuinely annoyed by the independence shown by the Leningrad leaders
and punished them as an example to other party leaders who might be
tempted into unauthorised actions. It may be, too, that Stalin was concerned
about proposals and plans emanating from the Leningraders to establish a
Russian communist party along the lines of the national parties in the other
Soviet republics. Such a move had always been resisted in the Soviet commu-
nist party because of the dangers of encouraging Great Russian chauvinism.
Stalin was all in favour of Russian nationalism and patriotism, providing they
remained strictly under his control.55 In the case of Voznesenskii there was a
strong element of caprice in Stalin’s decision to throw him to the wolves.
Voznesenskii had established himself as one of Stalin’s ‘chief truth tellers’ on
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economic matters. When Stalin decided that Voznesenskii had breached that
trust by providing misleading information he was expelled from the party and
handed over to the security people, regardless of his pitiful pledges of eternal
loyalty.56

It is highly unlikely that Stalin believed that Voznesenskii and the others
actually were spies and traitors. Rather, as in the 1930s, Stalin probably thought
that they and others might go over to the enemy camp if preventative action
was not taken. Feeding this fantasy was the cold war with the west, and the
activities of western intelligence agencies engaged in espionage and sabotage
operations. In the Western Ukraine and the Baltic States such activities meshed
with local armed resistance to Soviet rule.57

The fear of western penetration featured even more strongly in the purge of
the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee (JAFC). The JAFC was one of a number of
anti-fascist organisations set up by the Soviets during the Great Patriotic
War.58 Its job was to rally support for the USSR among Soviet Jews and among
Jews abroad. The committee was chaired by Solomon Mikhoels, a famous
actor and director, and included many prominent Soviet-Jewish artistes, intel-
lectuals and scientists. The committee organised public rallies in Moscow,
sponsored Yiddish publications, raised money abroad, and sought to highlight
the plight of the Jews in the face of the Nazi onslaught. Within the Soviet
Union it sought to encourage Jewish culture and identity, publicised the Nazi
massacre of the Jews, and lobbied for the establishment of a Jewish Soviet
Socialist Republic in the Crimea. As a result of their activities abroad
committee members developed extensive connections with Jewish organisa-
tions, including Zionists working to establish the State of Israel. After the war
Mikhoels argued for the development of the JAFC into a progressive Jewish
organisation campaigning abroad in support of the Soviet Union. Within the
communist party apparatus, however, various resolutions were tabled to wind
the committee up after the war. The apparatchiks’ complaint was that while
the organisation had played an important role during the war it had become
too nationalistic and too Zionist. The committee, its critics argued, high-
lighted Jewish life in the USSR but not the culture of other nationalities, such
as the Russians, and did not display a sufficient degree of Soviet patriotism.
The JAFC vigorously refuted these allegations, stressing its loyalty to the
Soviet Union. In January 1948, however, Mikhoels was killed in Minsk, appar-
ently as a result of a hit-and-run road accident but probably at the hands of
the Soviet security forces.59 In March 1948 events took a further ominous turn
with the submission of a report to Stalin by V.S. Abakumov, the head of the
Soviet Security Ministry, stating that ‘the leaders of the Jewish Anti-Fascist
Committee, being active nationalists with pro-American leanings, in essence
are conducting an anti-Soviet nationalistic campaign’. After providing exten-
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sive details of this alleged campaign Abakumov concluded by noting that his
ministry had uncovered a number of American and English spies among
recently arrested Jewish nationalists.60

Despite this dire warning from his security chief, Stalin made no immediate
move to close the committee down. Some analysts have suggested that the
committee was protected by Zhdanov until his death in August 1948 but
others have highlighted the restraining influence of Stalin’s own postwar
alliance with Zionism.61

After the war a de facto alliance developed between the Soviet Union and
the nascent Israeli state. Although there was some sympathy for the calamity
that had befallen European Jewry at the hands of the Nazis, the main Soviet
motive was self-interest. The Soviets did not trust Arab nationalism, which
they identified as being overly influenced by the British and Americans, and
they saw Zionism as a useful counter to western influence in the Middle East.
Moscow’s preferred option for the settlement of the Palestine problem was
the establishment of an independent, multinational state that would respect
the interests of both Jews and Arabs. When it came to the crunch, however, the
Soviets were prepared to vote for the partition of Palestine into Jewish and
Arab states. Andrei Gromyko’s speech to the United Nations in May 1947
announcing the Soviet position was almost textbook Zionist propaganda:

During the last war, the Jewish people experienced exceptional sorrow and
suffering . . . The Jews in territories where the Hitlerites held sway were
subjected to almost complete physical annihilation . . . Large numbers of
the surviving Jews of Europe were deprived of their countries, their homes,
and their livelihood . . . Past experience . . . shows that no Western
European state was able to provide adequate assistance for the Jewish
people in defending its rights and its very existence . . . This . . . unpleasant
fact . . . explains the aspirations of the Jews to establish their own state. It
would be unjust not to take this into consideration and to deny the right of
the Jewish people to realize this aspiration.62

The foundation of Israel in May 1948 was quickly followed by the establish-
ment of diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union. In September Tel Aviv’s
first ambassador arrived in Moscow. Golda Meyerson (better known as Golda
Meir who later became Prime Minister of Israel) reported home on 12
September that 20,000 people had celebrated the declaration of the State of
Israel at a Moscow synagogue. On 6 October Meyerson reported that on Rosh
Hashanah (Jewish New Year) huge crowds packed the Great Synagogue in
Moscow and that in the street she was met by thunderous cheers and ‘cries’ in
Hebrew. Other reports by her testify to the developing contacts between the
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Israeli embassy and members of the JAFC.63 In all probability it was these events
that finally turned Stalin against the JAFC. Under no circumstances would he
countenance independent political activity. The only displays of nationalism
and patriotism allowed were those approved and sponsored by the Soviet
state. In November 1948 the Politburo finally resolved to disband the JAFC
on the grounds that it was a centre of anti-Soviet propaganda that regularly
submitted anti-Soviet information to foreign intelligence agencies.64 Although
the resolution specified that ‘nobody should be arrested yet’ it wasn’t long
before the leading members of the JAFC were rounded up. In the spring and
summer of 1952 a secret trial was held of 15 JAFC officials and activists. Among
those accused of Jewish nationalism, Zionism and espionage was S.A.
Lozovskii, a former deputy commissar for foreign affairs, who had the misfor-
tune to be given responsibility for the JAFC after the war, although he person-
ally favoured winding up the committee. At the trial Lozovskii, whose political
career as a Bolshevik included a spell as the head of the Comintern’s trade union
section, retracted his confession and staunchly refuted the charges levelled
against him. Lozovskii’s status and eloquence had its impact on the trial judge,
Alexander Cheptsov, who attempted to get the investigation into the JAFC
reopened. Even after he was pressured to sentence Lozovskii and 12 others to
death (one of the accused had already died in prison, while another was found
guilty and sentenced to three and a half years in a labour camp followed by five
years in exile) Cheptsov allowed appeals for clemency – something that would
have been unthinkable for a Stalinist judge to do in the 1930s.65

One JAFC activist who got off relatively lightly was Polina Zhemchuzhina,
Molotov’s Jewish wife. She was arrested along with all the others in January
1949 but Soviet investigators eventually decided to separate her case from the
main JAFC trial and her punishment was a period of exile in Kazakhstan.
When the issue of his wife’s expulsion from the party came up at the Politburo
Molotov abstained, but he soon recanted66 and acceded to Stalin’s request
that he divorce her. (The two were not reunited until after Stalin’s death.)
Molotov’s punishment was his dismissal in March 1949 as Minister for
Foreign Affairs but it was more of a sideways move than anything else. He
continued to play a central role in the formulation of Soviet foreign policy
and was placed in charge of a Politburo commission on foreign affairs.
Molotov’s successor as Foreign Minister, former Deputy Foreign Minister
Andrei Vyshinskii, frequently sought advice and input from his predecessor.
Among the other important tasks allocated to Molotov during this period was
the preparation of Stalin’s wartime correspondence with Churchill, Roosevelt,
Truman and Attlee for publication.67

The purge and repression of the JAFC coincided with the onset of a Soviet
domestic campaign against ‘rootless cosmopolitanism’ whose main theme was
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the necessity of combining proletarian internationalism with Soviet patri-
otism and a respect for Russian culture. Although not specifically aimed at
Jews, the anti-cosmopolitan campaign had anti-Semitic connotations and
took place in the context of virulent anti-Zionist propaganda that climaxed
with a break in Soviet diplomatic relations with Israel in 1953. The campaign
against Zionism and its alleged links with western imperialist sabotage and
espionage activities within the USSR soon spread to the rest of the Soviet bloc.
In November 1952, 14 former leaders of the Czechoslovak communist party,
including its General Secretary, Rudolph Slansky, were tried publicly in Prague
as members of an anti-state conspiracy with Zionist connections. Eleven of the
14 defendants, including Slansky, were Jewish. Three of the defendants received
life imprisonment; the rest were executed, among them Slansky.68

Stalin’s personal attitude towards the Jews is a matter of continuing contro-
versy but the available evidence points towards Zhores Medvedev’s conclusion
that he was not so much anti-Semitic as politically hostile to Zionism and
Jewish nationalism, which he saw as threats to his power.69 Officially the
Soviet state was opposed to all forms of racism, including anti-Semitism, and
Stalin made many public statements to this effect. In his birthplace of Georgia
there was no Jewish ghetto and the predominant tradition there was the
assimilation of Jews, a policy Stalin favoured when he came to power in the
USSR. Stalin was surrounded by Jewish officials, or officials with Jewish wives,
and he continued to fête Jewish writers and artists even at the very height of
the anti-Zionist campaign of the early 1950s. In December 1952 Stalin made
the following highly revealing statement to the plenum of the Central
Committee:

The more successful we are the more our enemies will try to damage us.
Because of our great success our people have forgotten this and become
complacent, thoughtless and conceited.

Every Jew-Nationalist is an agent of American intelligence. Jew-
Nationalists think that their nation was saved by the USA (there they can
get rich, become bourgeois, etc). They consider themselves obligated to the
Americans.

Among the doctors there are many Jew-Nationalists.70

As this quotation shows, Stalin’s political hostility to Zionism and Jewish
nationalism tended to assume an ethnic dimension: some Jews were classified
as enemies because of their politics but all Jews were politically suspect
because of their race unless proven otherwise. This was evident in the ‘Doctors
affair’ alluded to by Stalin – the last of the mythical conspiracies foiled by his
security police.
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The so-called ‘Doctors affair’ – some would call it a plot71 – began in July
1951 when a senior investigator of the Ministry of State Security, Lieutenant
Colonel M.D. Ryumin, wrote to Stalin alleging that Dr Yakov Etinger – ‘a
confirmed Jewish nationalist’ – had confessed that in 1945 he had used
the cover of medical treatment to murder A.A. Shcherbakov, a much-loved
member of the Politburo. Ryumin further stated that Etinger was involved in
a broader terrorist conspiracy with a number of other doctors. Crucially,
Ryumin claimed that his boss, Abakumov, had intervened during the interro-
gation of Etinger and closed the case. (Actually, Etinger had died during inter-
rogation by Ryumin in March 1951 and it seems likely that he was attacking
Abakumov as a means of covering his own back.)

Stalin responded by establishing a commission headed by Malenkov to
investigate Ryumin’s allegations. Included among the commission’s members
was Beria, Abakumov’s predecessor as Minister of State Security. The commis-
sion rapidly concluded that Abakumov was culpable. On 13 July 1951 the
Central Committee issued a ‘closed’ letter to party organisations announcing
that Abakumov had been removed from office and expelled from the party for
failing to investigate Etinger’s confession. The letter further pointed out that
in January 1951 the members of a Jewish anti-Soviet youth organisation had
been arrested but Abakumov had hidden their terrorist plots from the govern-
ment. Abakumov was soon arrested and his ministry purged, with more than
40,000 people losing their jobs.

In November 1951 state security officials submitted further reports to the
Central Committee on the Doctors affair claiming that Zhdanov, who had
died of heart failure in 1948, and other leading communists had been the
victims of a murderous medical conspiracy. A year later this ‘plot’ scenario
blossomed into a full-blown conspiracy theory. On 4 December 1952 the
party Central Committee issued a declaration that a group of doctors working
for British and American intelligence had conspired to use medical treatment
to shorten the lives of leading members of the party and government. Only
some of the accused doctors were identified as Jewish and the supposed
conspiracy uncovered by the Central Committee was characterised as capi-
talist and imperialist rather than Zionist. However, when the plot was unveiled
to the Soviet public by Pravda in January 1953 a distinctly anti-Jewish spin
was put on the affair. The Pravda article, hand-corrected by Stalin prior to
publication, claimed the doctors had been recruited to American intelligence
via a Jewish bourgeois nationalist organisation and had received their instruc-
tions to assassinate Soviet leaders from Mikhoels, ‘the well-known Jewish
bourgeois nationalist’.72

Hundreds of Soviet physicians were arrested in 1952–1953. Among them
was a core group of 37 doctors and their wives, including 17 Jews, who were
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implicated in the central conspiracy against the top Soviet leaders. Happily, all
survived and were exonerated after Stalin’s death. The executed members of
the JAFC were posthumously rehabilitated, too, as were those caught up in the
Leningrad affair.

Jonathan Brent and Vladimir Naumov consider ‘The Doctors’ Plot: Stalin’s
Last Great Criminal Conspiracy’73 and paint a picture of a grand plot manip-
ulated to the predetermined end of creating the conditions for a final cata-
clysmic confrontation in which all the Soviet dictator’s enemies would be
eliminated. In other words, Stalin had in mind a re-enactment of the Great
Terror of the 1930s; only this time he would finish the job. Brent and Naumov
wax lyrical about Stalin’s abilities as a grand conspirator: ‘Stalin is Godot,
absent from an empty landscape. We wait, we guess, we attribute motives,
receive incomprehensible communications, but in the end he will not reveal
himself, and there is no direct way toward understanding him as a “person”.’74

This credits Stalin with a subtlety and foresight which he never possessed.
What was actually revealed by the Leningrad, the JAFC and the Doctors affairs
was the extent to which Stalin remained liable to believe in criminal conspira-
cies directed against his power and the dysfunctional impact his political para-
noia had on his own regime. Whilst the repressions frightened people into
passivity and compliance they also resulted in the murder or imprisonment of
some of the most talented and loyal servants of the system. In December 1952,
for example, Stalin dismissed A.N. Poskrebyshev, his long-time private secre-
tary, for ‘passing secret documents’ and had his own bodyguard arrested. One
of Stalin’s last victims was Ivan Maiskii, who was arrested on 19 February 1953
as a foreign spy and not released from prison for two years.

In general terms the level of repression in the USSR remained quite high
after the war, taking into account the postwar ethnic deportations, the counter-
insurgency campaigns in the western borderlands and treatment of returning
POWs and labour conscripts. The Soviet regime also remained prone to
imprisoning large numbers of citizens for criminal wrongdoing, although in
1945 Stalin amnestied a million ordinary criminals as part of the victory cele-
brations.75 Political prisoners were excluded from this amnesty but the
postwar trend was towards a significant decline in arrests for alleged counter-
revolutionary crimes. In 1946 the number convicted of political offences was
123,294; in 1952 it was just 28,800. In 1946 there were 2,896 political execu-
tions and 1,612 in 1952.76 These figures compare to the millions arrested and
the hundreds of thousands of political prisoners executed in the 1930s.

Despite the Leningrad, JAFC and Doctors affairs, the postwar Soviet regime
was in transition from a system based on purges and terror. This analysis is
strengthened by the fact that even at the height of the hysteria about foreign
spies and sabotage in the early 1950s only a few hundred people were arrested.
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Moreover, alongside this relatively limited repression ran a reversal of some of
the more extreme aspects of the Zhdanovshchina. The so-called ‘harlot-nun’
poet Akhmatova was rehabilitated and allowed to publish again. In literature
and theatre there was a backlash against over-politicisation and a reassertion
of the value of depicting the drama and complexities of human life. As
Timothy Dunmore argued, the much-lauded cultural thaw after Stalin’s death
actually began, albeit hesitantly, in the early 1950s.77 Much the same was true
in relation to the Gulag – the vast system of punitive labour camps run by
Beria’s Ministry of Internal Affairs. By the last years of Stalin’s reign there was
an established trend towards converting prisoner slave labour into a civilian
workforce spurred on by economic incentives. When Stalin died the gates of
the Gulag were prised open and the whole system soon dismantled, but the
preliminary steps had been taken while he was still alive.78

The 19th Party Congress

Symptomatic of the process of transition from the late Stalin era to post-Stalin
times was the 19th party congress held in October 1952 – the first such gath-
ering since 1939 and the last of Stalin’s reign.79 According to party rules
congresses were supposed to be held every three years. It was not possible to
hold a congress during the war but one was planned for 1947 or 1948, with
the major item on the agenda a new party programme and changes to the
party’s constitution. The congress was delayed, probably because Zhdanov,
who had the job of drafting the new party programme, fell ill and died. After
Zhdanov’s death Stalin had more pressing matters on his mind – such as the
Leningrad affair and the deteriorating international situation – and the
convening of a party congress dropped off his agenda. It was not until
December 1951 that the Politburo, at Stalin’s behest, passed a resolution to
hold a congress the following year. Discussion of the party constitution
remained on the agenda but the idea of revising the party programme was
dropped. In its place was a discussion of the five-year plan for 1951–1955.
Significantly, the main political report was to be delivered by Malenkov, not
Stalin. The job of presenting the five-year plan was given to M.Z. Saburov,
Voznesenkii’s successor at Gosplan, and the item on revising the party’s rules
was entrusted to Nikita Khrushchev, who had been appointed Secretary of the
Central Committee in 1949. Molotov was tasked to open the congress and
Voroshilov to give the closing speech.

Stalin’s absence from the list of main speakers presumably reflected his
declining health – he was nearly 73 by the time the congress convened and
only six months away from the stroke that would kill him. His appearances at
the congress were met with rapturous applause but he made only one brief
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contribution to the discussion in the form of greetings to the fraternal
delegates of foreign communist parties.80 However, Stalin was not inactive in
preparations for the congress. On the eve of the congress he published a
booklet called Economic Problems of Socialism in the USSR. Although mainly
an arcane treatment of the workings of economic laws in a socialist economy,
Stalin’s pronouncements were much discussed at the congress. All the major
speeches to the congress were vetted and edited by Stalin. He paid particular
attention to Malenkov’s report, which went through a number of drafts and
was subject to detailed correction by the Soviet dictator. Most interesting
was the fact that Malenkov’s report was also submitted for comment to all
the other members of the Politburo. Stalin’s word was final, of course, but
Malenkov’s report was to some degree the product of collective deliberation
by the Soviet leadership as a whole. There were no surprises in Malenkov’s
speech. Much of it was devoted to international economic and political devel-
opments since the end of the war, in particular the continuing crisis in the
capitalist countries and the Soviet struggle for a lasting peace.

In practical terms the most important outcomes of the congress were
changes to the party’s rules. The name of the party was changed from All-
Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) to Communist Party of the Soviet
Union. The position of General Secretary was abolished and Stalin became one
of a number of First Secretaries of the party (another was Khrushchev). The
Politburo was replaced by the Presidium, a larger body than its predecessor
with 25 full members and 11 candidate members, although after the congress
a smaller Buro of the Presidium was also established. Meetings of party struc-
tures at lower levels were regularised, with the aim of injecting an element of
democracy into the party and increasing rank and file control over officials.81

It is not clear exactly what Stalin hoped to achieve by these changes but at
the October 1952 plenum of the Central Committee, held immediately after
the congress, he explained them as a means of introducing new and younger
blood into the top party leadership. He also highlighted the complicated and
dangerous international situation and launched into a personal attack on
Molotov and Anastas Mikoyan, his long-time trade minister, as cowards and
capitulationists. Although both men continued to hold important government
positions they were demoted politically and excluded from Stalin’s inner circle
during the last few weeks of the Soviet dictator’s life.82

Stalin’s attack on Molotov and Mikoyan can be linked to the much-quoted
statement about his comrades on the Politburo recorded in Khrushchev’s
memoirs: ‘you are blind like kittens, without me the imperialists will throttle
you.’83 If Stalin did say and believe this, he had only himself to blame. Having
cultivated a supine leadership circle he had left no obvious successor, and Stalin
displayed little confidence in the ability of his colleagues to substitute their
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collective leadership for the cult of his personality. It turned out, however, that
Stalinism without Stalin was entirely feasible and his reconstructed postwar
regime was to endure for nearly 40 years after his death.

The domestic backdrop to Stalin’s foreign policy was of critical importance
in shaping his response to the postwar world. The Soviet Union emerged from
the war militarily victorious, as a dominant power in Europe, and as a signifi-
cant player in the postwar peace settlement. But the USSR had been damaged
extensively and traumatised by the war; its western borderlands were in revolt
against the re-imposition of Soviet rule; and the growth of patriotism and
nationalism both challenged and complicated the country’s communist iden-
tity. In these difficult circumstances it was a great disappointment to Stalin
that his Grand Alliance partners were not prepared to accommodate Soviet
security needs nor to concede what he considered to be the USSR’s just
rewards for securing victory.

Stalin was suspicious about what the future held and his response was to
close the country to foreign influences and to adopt a more strident foreign
policy. The outbreak of the cold war in 1947 confirmed Stalin’s worst fears and
he sought to intensify the USSR’s campaign against the west on the domestic
and international fronts. But the polarisation of international politics and the
break up of the Grand Alliance brought with it other dangers and by the late
1940s Stalin was beginning to draw back from cold war confrontation and to
seek a new détente with the west. But the international situation remained
tense and there was no relaxation in Soviet domestic politics. Stalin’s postwar
repression of party and state officials reached its peak in the early 1950s,
driven by his conviction that the more powerful the socialist system was the
more intense became the struggle of its enemies against it.

Stalin’s notion that class struggle intensified under socialism carried little
conviction with the rest of the Soviet leadership and they dropped this ideo-
logical tenet as soon as Stalin died. But, while Stalin lived, it was his percep-
tions and preferences that held sway. In domestic politics, as in foreign policy,
Stalin was the Generalissimo. Those in the Soviet leadership who served under
him jostled for position, pursued their personal rivalries and protected their
institutional interests, but the main lines of policy were set by Stalin, who also
took all the major decisions.84

The war had served to profoundly reinforce Stalin’s power and he remained
unchallenged and unchallengeable at home. Abroad it was a different story. In
the international arena he faced a powerful American rival and an emerging
anti-Soviet western bloc – threats magnified in Stalin’s mind by the complica-
tions of his domestic situation. Stalin continued nonetheless to strive for a
modus vivendi with the west that would curtail the cold war and establish a
durable peace with his erstwhile allies.
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12

Cold War Confrontations
Stalin Embattled

Soviet foreign policy during the last five years of Stalin’s reign was a kaleido-
scope of seemingly contradictory elements. The collapse of the Grand Alliance
in 1947 provoked widespread fear that the cold war would soon develop into
a ‘hot war’. Stalin’s own public statements warned of nefarious activities by
western warmongers, especially ‘Churchill and his friends’. But he also talked
down the war danger and insisted on the possibility of the peaceful coexis-
tence of communism and capitalism. As the cold war intensified Stalin welded
the Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe into a tightly controlled bloc.
But he faced a major challenge to his authority when Tito’s Yugoslavia sepa-
rated from the communist movement in 1948. As Europe in the late 1940s
split into the cold war blocs that divided the continent for the next 40 years,
Stalin continued to seek ways to attenuate the polarisation and to find an
agreed solution to the German question. In 1949 the Soviet Union tested its
first atomic bomb and in the early 1950s began to develop the much more
powerful hydrogen bomb – a programme that coincided with an intense
Soviet-sponsored peace campaign demanding disarmament and the abolition
of nuclear weapons. In 1950 North Korea invaded South Korea with the aim
of unifying the country under the communist leadership of Kim Il Sung.
The invasion had Stalin’s blessing and support but when the United States
intervened on South Korea’s behalf he quickly backed away from direct
confrontation with the Americans.

The unifying theme of these disparate events was Stalin’s effort to control
the consequences of the cold war. Stalin saw the cold war struggle as necessary
to protect Soviet security and communist gains after the Second World War
but feared that escalation of the conflict would result in an even greater
danger: the revival of German militarism and its combination with an
American-led western bloc. It cannot be overemphasised that for Stalin the
resolution of the German question – the problem of how to contain or tame
German power and aggression in Europe – was the key to Soviet postwar
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security. It was an issue he returned to again and again during the postwar
period, including one last effort in 1952 to secure an agreement to neutralise
and pacify Germany, even at the cost of sacrificing communist-controlled East
Germany.

The Stalin–Tito Split 

On the face of it Stalin’s split with Tito in 1948 was about Moscow’s right to
lead and control the people’s democracies of Eastern Europe – a right the
Yugoslavs challenged by asserting their own national interests over Soviet
interests. Certainly this is the image of the dispute cultivated by Tito’s
supporters in the 1950s. They depicted Yugoslavia standing up for its rights as
a small nation against the Great Russian bear. But closer inspection reveals a
more complex picture in which Stalin’s treatment of Tito had as much to do
with his fears about the intensifying cold war with the west as it did with
regulating internal relations in the Soviet-communist bloc.

The events which precipitated the split were twofold. First, moves to form
a federation between Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, a project linked to a broader
concept of a Balkan federation involving a provisional government
proclaimed by communist partisans in Greece in December 1947. Second,
Yugoslavia’s desire to dominate Albania (also a member of the Soviet bloc),
including the establishment of a military base there that would aid the
struggle of the communist partisans in the Greek civil war.1 Stalin did not
object in principle to such plans but he did expect to be consulted about their
formulation and implementation. He was particularly annoyed by an unau-
thorised public statement made in January 1948 by the former Comintern
leader, Georgi Dimitrov – back now in his native Bulgaria – about the
projected Bulgarian–Greek–Yugoslav federation. On 10 February 1948 Stalin
met a Bulgarian–Yugoslav delegation headed by Dimitrov and by Edvard
Kardelj, Tito’s representative. From various records of this meeting it is clear
that Stalin’s main concern was that the premature formation of a Balkan
communist federation would provide ammunition for reactionary elements
in the west and aid their efforts to consolidate an anti-Soviet bloc. Stalin
pointed out to the Bulgarians and Yugoslavs that there were elections forth-
coming in the United States (he was referring to Presidential and
Congressional elections) and their actions could result in the victory of an
even more reactionary American administration than the existing one. In
relation to Greece, Stalin thought the partisan struggle was hopeless, at least
for time being, and that the British and Americans would use it as an excuse
to establish military bases in the country. For the same reasons he also
opposed the deployment of Yugoslav troops in Albania. Stalin’s message to
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Dimitrov and Kardelj was: go slowly, consult with Moscow at every stage, and
consider the complications of the international situation.2

The Soviets expected the Yugoslavs and Bulgarians to toe the line after
their meeting with the ‘boss’. While the ever-loyal Dimitrov did so, Tito
rebelled. On 1 March 1948 the Yugoslav Politburo resolved to defy the
Soviets and to act in accordance with what they saw as Yugoslavia’s national
interests. Tito did not intend to precipitate an open split with Stalin but,
unfortunately for him, Soviet supporters in the Yugoslav leadership told
Moscow what was going on. Stalin retaliated by ordering the preparation of
a political and ideological critique of the Yugoslav party and by withdrawing
Soviet military and civilian technicians and advisers from Yugoslavia. On
27 March Stalin and Molotov sent a letter to Tito accusing Yugoslavia of
embarking on an anti-Soviet course. The Yugoslav communists were accused
of nationalism and opportunism and parallels were drawn between their
politics and those of Stalin’s arch-enemy Trotsky. Adding insult to injury, the
Yugoslavs were also accused of harbouring an English spy in their Ministry
of Foreign Affairs.3

The Stalin–Molotov letter was circulated to other communist leaders in
Europe and an increasingly acrimonious correspondence developed between
Moscow and Belgrade, despite Yugoslav denials of the Soviet charges and
proclamations of their fidelity to communism. The scene was set for the exclu-
sion of the Yugoslav party from the Communist Information Buro at the
organisation’s second conference in June 1948. The Cominform resolution
excluding Tito’s party held out the hope that it would return to the fold once
a new leadership was installed in Yugoslavia,4 but the dispute continued to
escalate. At the height of the ideological spat the ‘Titoites’ were accused by
Stalin’s supporters of being imperialist spies carrying out a restoration of
capitalism in Yugoslavia. Throughout the European communist movement
there was a hunt for Titoite heretics.5 In the people’s democracies a number of
alleged ‘nationalists’, ‘spies’ and ‘right-wing deviationists’ were unmasked in
the upper reaches of the communist leadership. Among the victims was
Gomulka, the Polish communist leader, who lost his position in the party
hierarchy at the end of 1948 following accusations of nationalist deviationism.
Later he was arrested and imprisoned. A more drastic fate befell a number of
Czechoslovak party leaders who in 1952 suffered the ultimate indignity of a
show trial and then execution for anti-communist treachery.

As the split with Tito began to develop, the politics, policies and leadership
of all the ruling communist parties in Eastern Europe came under Soviet
scrutiny. In 1948 the Soviet Communist Party’s international department
drew up a number of reports for Stalin criticising the ideological and political
errors of the East European communist parties, the main theme being a
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critique of nationalist deviations from communist ideology and departures
from the Soviet model of socialism.6

The aim of the anti-Tito campaign was not just to discipline and unify the
communist bloc at a time of growing international tensions, but to absolutise
Stalin’s leadership. No repeat of the Yugoslav rebellion could be allowed in
the ever more dangerous and complex international situation created by the
cold war.

The German Question

The consolidation of the Soviet and communist position in Eastern Europe
was one element of Stalin’s cold war strategy; another was a more aggressive
approach to the German question. Stalin’s most dramatic act was the imposi-
tion in June 1948 of a land blockade of West Berlin. In response the British
and Americans launched their celebrated airlift to supply the western sectors
of the German capital that had been cut off by the Soviets. Notwithstanding
the drama of this first great crisis of the cold war, Stalin’s goal was pretty
mundane: to force the western powers to resume negotiations with the Soviet
Union about the future of Germany.

During the war the Grand Alliance had agreed to divide Germany into
zones of military occupation including – for symbolic and political reasons –
the capital Berlin, even though it lay deep in the occupation zone in eastern
Germany allocated to the Soviet Union (see Map 19 on p. 351). Each country
would control its own occupation zone and sector of Berlin and an Allied
Control Council (ACC) would co-ordinate the implementation throughout
Germany of the ‘four Ds’ – demilitarisation, disarmament, denazification and
democratisation. During the war Stalin had been a strong supporter of a fifth
‘D’ – the dismemberment of Germany – but he dropped that policy when the
British and Americans began dragging their feet over it. Instead he embraced
the alternative perspective of a united but peace-loving and democratic
Germany.

Stalin’s political strategy in postwar Germany was a variation of his more
general project for a people’s democratic Europe. The hope was that postwar
Germany would evolve into a left-wing, democratic and anti-fascist state
ruled by a coalition including Stalin’s communist allies. While Stalin was opti-
mistic that the people’s democratic project could succeed in Germany, he
could not guarantee that the politics of a future German state would be to his
liking. But he could control developments in his own zone where the Soviet
occupation authorities, in alliance with the East German communists,
pursued people’s democracy with the aim of extending this model to the rest
of Germany when reunification took place.7 Stalin’s economic aim in relation
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to Germany was the implementation of the Yalta and Potsdam decisions on
the payment of $10 billion worth of reparations to the Soviet Union, which
was vital to Russia’s postwar reconstruction.

Stalin’s political and economic aims in Germany brought him into conflict
with the British and Americans. They did not like reparations – which Stalin
expected to receive from the western zones as well as his own. In the western
view reparations would hinder Germany’s economic recovery, seen as central
to a more general revival of the European economy after the war. Nor did the
Anglo-Americans like the idea of a united Germany falling under communist
and Soviet sway. Hence, while Stalin favoured German unity, albeit in a form
and under conditions that would suit Soviet interests, the British and
Americans increasingly preferred to divide Germany politically and econom-
ically and to retain control over the destiny of the western zones of occupa-
tion. As Soviet and western policies on Germany increasingly diverged, the
mistrust between the two sides grew. The state of mistrust on the Soviet side
was highlighted by Moscow’s response to an American proposal for a
Soviet–Western treaty on the long-term disarmament and demilitarisation of
Germany, an idea that should have appealed to Stalin given his oft-stated
belief in the inevitable revival of the German threat. This proposal was first
broached by James F. Byrnes, the American Secretary of State, at the London
meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers in September 1945. Byrnes
mentioned it again when he met Stalin in December 1945. At the Paris CFM
meeting in April 1946 he tabled a formal proposal for a ‘Twenty-Five Year
Treaty on the Disarmament and Demilitarisation of Germany’.8 When
Molotov returned to Moscow there was a detailed discussion of the so-called
Byrnes Plan within the Soviet Foreign Ministry. The main tenor of this discus-
sion – which was replicated in the Soviet press – was that the Byrnes Plan was
a device to secure the premature end of the allied occupation of Germany and
was conceived as a substitute for full implementation of the ‘four Ds’.9 When
Molotov returned to the Paris CFM in July he told Byrnes the proposed treaty
did not ‘correspond to the interests of ensuring the peace and security of
nations’ and insisted on the complete implementation of the Yalta and
Potsdam decisions on the German question.10 This response infuriated
Byrnes, who insisted his plan was a genuine attempt to address Soviet
concerns about postwar security. But Molotov remained unmoved and took
the same unbending position in subsequent discussions of the Byrnes Plan.

Apart from these exchanges over the Byrnes Plan there was no substantive
discussion of the German question at the CFM until the Moscow meeting of
the council in March–April 1947. In Moscow the Soviets pushed hard for an
agreement on the establishment of a central German government. That this
was a private as well as a public preference is shown by the Soviet internal
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documents in preparation for the conference and by Stalin’s remarks at a long
meeting with German communist leaders in January 1947. Stalin told them
that it could prove difficult to reach an agreement on German unity since the
British and Americans preferred a weak Germany, a country they could domi-
nate economically and exclude from world markets. On the other hand, Stalin
was optimistic about political prospects in Germany. In the Soviet zone of
occupation the communist and social democratic parties had recently merged
to form a Socialist Unity Party. Stalin looked forward to its extension to West
Germany and used the analogy of the Bolsheviks in 1917 to show how a
minority party could rapidly grow in support and then win power.11

At the Moscow CFM much of the discussion centred on the question of
reparations and concerned the interpretation and renegotiation of the Yalta
and Potsdam agreements on German payments to the Soviet Union.
Naturally, the Soviets sought to maximise their position while the west sought
an end to reparation deliveries from their zones of occupation. The other
main issue was the establishment of a central German administration. The
western representatives argued that various economic issues had to be sorted
out before there could be political unity. The western powers also favoured a
German central government with relatively weak powers and devolution of
most decision-making to the German regions – a policy that suited their aim
of excluding Soviet and communist influence from as much of Germany as
they could. When Stalin met George Marshall, who had replaced Byrnes as US
Secretary of State, on 15 April 1947 the Soviet leader argued that German
political unity had to precede economic unity and he explained his preference
for a unified German state as opposed to some kind of federal solution:

The allies don’t want to make the same mistake as Napoleon when he
formed scores of states in Germany . . . the result of this dismemberment
was . . . that the idea of German unity became a weapon in the hands of
German chauvinists and revanchists, bred Bismarck, the Franco-Prussian
war etc.12

From the western point of view the Moscow CFM was quite problematic and
the weeks of discussion wholly unproductive. As one of Marshall’s advisers
said shortly after the conference: ‘It is a mistake to underestimate the extent
and significance of the failure at Moscow. With respect to Germany the
conference ended with the participants further apart than they had been at
Potsdam.’13 From the Soviet point of view, however, there had been some
progress in the discussions. This was the tenor of remarks made by Deputy
Foreign Minister Vyshinskii at a press conference on 12 April and, in closing
the conference on 24 April, Molotov spoke of the great preparatory work that
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had been done and looked forward to the next round of negotiations. The
Pravda editorial on the results of the conference echoed this line and reiter-
ated that the basic issue remained implementation of the Yalta and Potsdam
agreements on Germany.14

The CFM reconvened in London six months later, in November–December
1947, to continue discussing the terms of a peace treaty for Germany, but by
this time the international atmosphere had worsened considerably. In July the
Soviets had rejected participation in the Marshall Plan and in September they
had established the Cominform and proclaimed the two-camps doctrine – a
direct counter to Truman’s doctrine of an American global campaign in
defence of the free world. A fortnight before he left for London Molotov gave
the speech on the 30th anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution. It bristled with
hostility to the western powers. Britain and the United States were accused of
surrounding the Soviet Union with a global chain of air and naval bases. ‘It is
obvious,’ said Molotov, ‘that the creation of military bases in various parts of
the world is not designed for the purposes of defence, but as preparation for
aggression.’15 Molotov continued in this tone at the London CFM, claiming in
his opening statement that the choice facing the postwar world was between a
democratic peace and an imperialist peace.16 Not surprisingly, the London
CFM failed to reach any agreement. Soviet proposals for the establishment of
a central German government were countered by western demands that the
economic principles of the new regime be agreed first and that meant funda-
mental changes to the reparations deal struck at Potsdam, which Moscow was
not prepared to accept. When the CFM ended on 15 December there were no
plans to reconvene the council.17 Despite this, Stalin continued to hope for a
deal on German unity. In a meeting with East German communist leaders in
March 1948 Stalin urged them to draft a German constitution and to sponsor
widespread discussion of it in West Germany. Stalin saw this move as both a
counter to British and American efforts to buy off the West German popula-
tion economically and as part of the preparations for German unity: ‘All the
people must be drawn into discussion of the constitution. This will form the
psychological basis for the realisation of a united Germany.’18

In 1948 the western states began moves to force an East–West division of
Germany. On 7 June Britain, France and the United States issued a commu-
niqué from London announcing their intention to establish a federal German
state in the western zones of occupation.19 A few days later a new currency was
issued in the western zones, an initiative that threatened to undermine the
much weaker Soviet-backed currency in East Germany. These events precipi-
tated the Soviet blockade of West Berlin at the end of June. Although termed
a ‘blockade’ by the west, the Soviet action consisted of a limited set of restric-
tions on land access to the western sectors of Berlin from West Germany. It did
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not preclude supplies to West Berlin from the Soviet zone of occupation –
which continued to flow into the city – nor was air access prohibited; hence
the famous airlift.20 The aim of Stalin’s pressure tactics was to force the
western states to rescind their London communiqué and return to the CFM
negotiating forum. Stalin was quite frank about his aim in two conversations
he had with the British, French and American ambassadors in August 194821

and, in January 1949, he made this position public when he agreed with a
western interviewer that the blockade would be lifted if the west agreed to
convene another CFM session devoted to the German question.22

In May 1949 the blockade was lifted following an agreement to reconvene
the CFM in Paris at the end of the month. The Soviet representative at the
Paris meeting was Vyshinskii, who had replaced Molotov as Foreign Minister
in March 1949. Vyshinskii’s brief was to secure a return to the Yalta and
Potsdam agreements, including the restoration of four-power control of
Germany. It seems the Soviets were not unoptimistic about achieving some
progress but the CFM closed on 20 June without any agreement.23 In
September 1949, the Federal Republic of Germany formally came into exis-
tence when the West German parliament was convened. Stalin responded in
October by establishing the German Democratic Republic (GDR) in the east,
a somewhat problematic move given his commitment to a united Germany.
Now he would have to deal with an even more entrenched local communist
regime in East Germany and with the complications of conducting negotia-
tions about the future of Germany with two German governments as well as
with the western powers.

Ultimately, the Berlin blockade tactic backfired on Stalin. It allowed anti-
Soviet critics in the west to paint him as the aggressor and did not play well
with German public opinion, which the Soviets and their East German allies
were trying to win over on the basis that they stood for a united Germany.
What Stalin had underestimated were both the possibilities of supplying West
Berlin by air and western determination to proceed with their plans for the
establishment of a West German state.

When the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) was established in
April 1949 the anti-Soviet western bloc long feared by Stalin assumed a more
definite form. When the US announced in January 1949 the forthcoming
formation of NATO, Moscow issued a statement linking the proposed North
Atlantic Pact with the Marshall Plan and with Anglo-American plans to estab-
lish their domination not only of Europe but of the whole world. In March
1949 when the text of the NATO treaty was published the Soviet Foreign
Ministry issued another statement condemning the organisation as an aggres-
sive alliance directed against the USSR and the people’s democracies. The
formation of NATO was also said to be incompatible with the Anglo-Soviet
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and Franco-Soviet wartime pacts of alliance, which forbade the signatories
from entering coalitions directed against each other. Responding to accusa-
tions that the Soviet Union’s own mutual defence pacts with Romania,
Hungary, Bulgaria and Finland (all signed in 1949) were as threatening to the
west as NATO was to the east, the statement pointed out that these treaties
were explicitly directed against a revival of German aggression. In July 1949
the Soviets protested strongly against Italy’s accession to NATO, claiming that
the Italians were infringing their peace treaty commitment not to enter into
any arrangements that threatened other signatories (the USSR, for example).24

Despite these various protestations Moscow did not see NATO as an imme-
diate military threat. As Stalin reportedly told a leading Chinese communist
in mid-1949:

A third world war was improbable, if only because no one had the strength
to start it. The revolutionary forces were growing, the people were more
powerful than before. If the imperialists wanted to start a world war, prepa-
rations for it would take at least twenty years. If the peoples did not want
war, there would be no war. How long the peace lasted depended on how
hard we worked for it and how events would develop . . . The thing to do
was to safeguard peace for as long as possible. But who could be sure no
madmen appeared on the scene?25

Madmen apart, it was the political coalescence of the western bloc that
concerned Stalin, not the immediate prospect of war with the NATO
alliance.26 In the early 1950s, however, a much more disturbing prospect came
into view: the rearmament of West Germany and its integration into western
defence structures. Stalin’s response to this threatening development was to
renew calls for the demilitarisation of Germany and for the CFM to meet to
negotiate a peace treaty. In March 1952 Moscow launched a major new initia-
tive on the German question when it issued and published a diplomatic note
to the western powers setting out the principles on which to base a peace
treaty with Germany. Often referred to as the ‘Stalin Note’, this document was
actually issued in the name of the Soviet government; if anyone was the main
author it was Molotov, who worked closely with Vyshinskii in preparing the
draft for Stalin’s approval. The most significant formulation in the Soviet note
was that the German peace treaty could only be negotiated with the represen-
tatives of an all-German government ‘expressive of the will of the German
people’. This opened the door for negotiations about holding all-German elec-
tions – the key western demand in relation to the resolution of the German
question. But the Soviet note went on to make it clear that negotiations with
an all-German government – whatever its political complexion – must result
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in a ‘democratic and peaceloving Germany’, and that meant guarantees about
German neutrality and its non-participation in military blocs.27 While
Moscow hoped for a good showing by the communists and their allies in all-
German elections there could be little doubt that such a contest would be won
by pro-western politicians. It seemed, then, that the deal on offer was that the
Soviets were prepared to relinquish control of East Germany, provided
Germany remained neutral, non-aligned and non-threatening for the foresee-
able future. Was Stalin serious about this proposal or was it just a propaganda
ploy designed to impress gullible Germans that he was sincere about wanting
German unity? This was the question people asked themselves at the time and
historians have debated it ever since. Some historians argue that the Soviet
note of March 1952 should be taken at face value as simply a restatement of
Stalin’s commitment to the reunification of Germany under acceptable condi-
tions. Other historians have drawn attention to evidence from Soviet archives
that Moscow’s main eye was on the propaganda value of such an initiative.28

One of the most important pieces of evidence bearing on this debate is the
record of Stalin’s meetings with a delegation from the GDR in April 1952.
These conversations took place in the wake of western rejection of the Soviet
note on 25 March. The western counter-proposal was all-German elections, to
be followed by negotiations about the peace treaty with a democratically
elected German government that would make its own decisions about the
country’s alignment in foreign policy, including Germany’s participation in
NATO. Such a proposal was self-evidently unacceptable to Moscow since the
whole aim of Soviet policy was to prevent German rearmament and
Germany’s participation in NATO.

If the March note was a propaganda ploy, the GDR leaders were not privy
to the conspiracy. At their first meeting with Stalin on 1 April they wanted to
know what the prospects for a peace treaty were, when the CFM would meet
and how they should prepare for all-German elections. Stalin did not reply
directly but the next day Pravda published an interview with him in which he
said that the present moment was opportune for the unification of
Germany.29 On 7 April Stalin met the East Germans again and replied to their
question about his perspectives on Germany. He told them:

Whatever proposals we make on the German question the western powers
won’t agree with them and they won’t withdraw from West Germany. To
think that the Americans will compromise or accept the draft peace treaty
would be a mistake. The Americans need an army in West Germany in
order to keep control of Western Europe. They say the army is directed
against us. Actually, the army stays to control Europe. The Americans are
drawing West Germany into the [NATO] pact. They will form West
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German forces . . . In West Germany an independent state is being formed.
And you must organise your own state. The demarcation line between West
Germany and East Germany should be considered a frontier, and not just
any frontier but a dangerous frontier. It is necessary to strengthen the secu-
rity of this frontier. In the first line of security will be the Germans, in the
second line Russian forces.

On the basis of this evidence it is reasonable to conclude that while Stalin was
genuine about the German unity proposal in the March note he did not rate
its prospects for success very high, a presupposition confirmed by the rapid
western rejection of his proposal. However, that did not mean an end to the
Soviet campaign for a united Germany. When the conversation on 7 April
drew to a close and the Germans asked Stalin if they should change their
policy on German unity, Stalin replied in the negative: ‘it is necessary to
continue propaganda for a united Germany all the time. This has great signif-
icance for the education of the West German people. At the present time this
is a weapon in your hands and it is necessary that at all times it remains in
your hands. We will also continue to make proposals on German unity, in
order to expose the Americans.’30

On 9 April Moscow issued another note indicating that all-German elec-
tions could be held in the near future under the right conditions.31 This note
was followed by several further public exchanges with the western powers in
which the sticking point was Soviet insistence that holding all-German elec-
tions had to be linked to prior agreement on German neutrality in the cold
war. Stalin might be prepared to give up East Germany but it would have a
high price and he would do everything possible to strengthen the Soviet
position in Germany as a whole. In September 1952 he complained to Chou
En-lai, the Prime Minister of communist China, that ‘America will not
support German unification. They plundered Germany; if West Germany and
East Germany unite, then it will not be possible to plunder Germany any
longer. That is why America does not want German unification.’ 32

It is difficult to say what would have happened if the west had responded
positively to Stalin’s last initiative on the German question. It might have led
to German reunification some time in the 1950s and to a considerable easing
of cold war tensions in Europe. On the other hand, it might have led to greater
uncertainty and instability as there was no guarantee Germany would have
remained neutral or disarmed for long. As western diplomats and politicians
often pointed out to the Soviets in the 1950s, there were advantages for
Moscow in West Germany’s inclusion in the western bloc. As the old saying
has it: NATO was established to keep the Americans in, the Russians out, and
the Germans down! But that sanguine perspective was not shared by Stalin or
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by his successors as Soviet leader, whose view of the German question was
formed by their experience of the Great Patriotic War and by their continuing
dread of the re-emergence of a powerful and aggressive Germany.

Stalin’s Peace Campaign

Even as the cold war raged, the idea of a revival of the Grand Alliance to
contain Germany still had its allure in Moscow, not least for Stalin who had
been very reluctant to relinquish the project of postwar co-operation with the
west. In January 1949 Stalin responded positively to a question from an
American journalist about whether he would be prepared to meet Truman to
discuss a ‘peace pact’ – an American–Soviet non-aggression agreement.33 A
few months later, at a meeting of the United Nations in September, Vyshinskii
proposed that the five great powers – Britain, China, France, the Soviet Union
and the United States – should sign a pact for the strengthening of peace.34

Vyshinskii’s proposal was somewhat undercut by his simultaneous demand
that Britain and the United States be condemned by the UN as warmongering
states. But the peace pact was one of a number of such Soviet initiatives at the
UN in the early postwar years. In 1946 the USSR proposed that all nuclear
weapons should be banned. In 1947 the Soviets sponsored a UN resolution on
the prohibition of war propaganda. In 1948 they called for the conventional
armed forces of the five great powers to be reduced by a third.35 At the 19th

party congress in October 1952 Malenkov drew the threads of these policies
together when he spoke of ‘prohibiting war propaganda . . . prohibiting
nuclear and bacteriological weapons,progressive reductions in the armed forces
of the great powers, the conclusion of a Peace Pact between the powers, the
growth of trade between countries, the restoration of a single international
market, and other such measures in the spirit of strengthening peace’.36

The wider context of these various Soviet peace proposals was a massive
communist-sponsored peace campaign in the west. Soviet and communist
agitation for peace dated back to the early postwar years when Moscow first
began to worry about the influence of Churchill and other western ‘warmon-
gers’. But the campaign took more definite form with the convening in the late
1940s and early 1950s of a series of world peace congresses involving a
number of prominent western intellectuals. The peak of the peace move-
ment’s success came with the Stockholm Appeal, a petition launched in the
Swedish capital in March 1950 that called for a ban on the use of nuclear
weapons. Some 560 million signatures were gathered in support of the appeal.
The majority of the signatories were from the Soviet bloc, including commu-
nist China, but many millions signed in Western Europe and North America
as well.
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How serious was Stalin about these ‘peace proposals’? Did he really believe
it possible to restore some semblance of the Grand Alliance or was he just
playing propaganda games? In his study of Soviet foreign policy in the late
Stalin era,37 Marshall Shulman suggested that like all such communist
campaigns the aims were multi-dimensional and had their power-political,
propaganda and ideological (or doctrinal) aspects. In power-political terms
the aim of the peace campaign was to bring political pressure to bear within
western states that would block or disrupt plans for the formation of a US-led
western bloc against the USSR. Particular emphasis was laid on the political
influence that could be wielded by Moscow in France and Italy, where there
were mass communist parties. In Britain the communist party was small but
not without influence in the labour movement. Even in the United States the
political situation was not without hope. In May 1948 Stalin exchanged open
letters with Henry Wallace, Roosevelt’s Vice-President from 1940 to 1945, who
was running a third party presidential campaign against Truman under the
banner of the Progressive Party. Stalin welcomed as a good basis for discussion
Wallace’s proposals for overcoming problems in American–Soviet relations
and said that differences of economics and ideology did not preclude the
peaceful resolution of disputes between the two countries.38

In terms of propaganda the main theme of the Soviet peace campaign was
the USSR’s identity as a peace-loving state. Promotion of this self-image dated
back to the 1920s when the Soviet leadership first began to talk about peaceful
coexistence with capitalism. It had its cynical and manipulative element, but
there is no reason to suppose that Stalin and the Soviet leadership did not
believe their own propaganda about the essentially peace-loving policy of the
USSR. Soviet self-conceptions of the USSR as a peaceful state were reinforced
by the ideological rationalisation for the peace campaign. Within Soviet
ideology there was a strong belief that the economic contradictions and rival-
ries of capitalism and imperialism inevitably led to war.39 Stalin himself
pronounced on this topic in his last major theoretical work – Economic
Problems of Socialism in the USSR, published in 1952. In a section of the
booklet entitled the ‘Inevitability of Wars between Capitalist Countries’ Stalin
reaffirmed the traditional Soviet doctrine that intra-capitalist wars were
inevitable. He noted postwar America’s economic domination of the capitalist
world but was confident that eventually the US position would be challenged
by Britain and France and by a revived Germany and Japan. In relation to
communist–capitalist relations Stalin denied that the contradictions between
the USSR and the capitalist world were necessarily stronger or sharper than
those between the capitalist states. Again, he utilised the traditional Soviet
belief that war with the USSR was deemed more dangerous by the capitalists
(the intelligent ones, at least) because defeat in such a war could threaten the
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very existence of capitalism itself. The peace movement’s role in this scenario
was to wage a broad-based campaign to preserve peace by preventing specific
wars. It could not succeed in eliminating war in general while capitalism and
imperialism still existed but it could prevent particular wars in particular
circumstances and preserve a particular peace, said Stalin.40

The point of Stalin’s convoluted reasoning was fourfold: to reaffirm the
traditional Soviet doctrine of the inevitability of inter-capitalist wars; to
encourage the continuation of the political activism that powered the peace
movement; to question the permanency of American hegemony in the capi-
talist world; and to deny that war between communism and capitalism was
inevitable, notwithstanding the high tensions of the cold war. For Stalin the
struggle for peace was a serious business; it was an indispensable part of the
process of ameliorating the warlike tendencies of the capitalist states, not least
to protect the USSR from attack by extremist anti-communist elements in the
western camp who might wish to resolve imperialism’s internal contradictions
at the Soviet expense. Not that Stalin relied on the peace movement to protect
the Soviet Union. He had more conventional means available for that purpose.

Stalin’s War Machine

As the cold war intensified, Stalin called a halt to the postwar demobilisation
of Soviet armed forces. By the late 1940s numbers in the armed forces had
stabilised at a little under 3 million (down from the 11 million of 1945),
organised in 175 divisions (as compared with 500 during the Great Patriotic
War). Between 1948 and 1955, however, the Soviet armed forces doubled in
size and were supplemented by increases in the armies of the people’s democ-
racies which by 1953 numbered over a million. Poland alone provided 400,000
troops, headed by the Polish-born Marshal K.K. Rokossovskii, who was
appointed Polish defence minister in October 1949. Soviet forces in the GDR
were bolstered and plans hatched to create an East German army. In January
1951 Stalin convened a secret meeting of the Soviet–East European bloc in
Moscow to discuss counter-measures to the growing threat of NATO and
German rearmament. Soviet defence spending increased by 20 per cent and in
the five-year plan for 1951–1955 there was provision for a 2.5-fold increase in
defence production. In early 1951 the Council of Ministers established a new
bureau to supervise the military-industrial complex. It was headed by Stalin’s
latest protégé, Marshal Nikolai Bulganin. Two years later ambitious plans were
drawn up for a substantial increase in the size and capabilities of the Soviet
air force and navy. 41

The purpose of these measures was not to prepare for war in the short or
even the medium term. Rather, they were a precautionary response to an
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emergent long-term threat from the western bloc (especially in the form of
German rearmament) and a means of offsetting any attempt by the United
States to use the threat of military power to extract political concessions or
gain diplomatic advantage.

The highest priority of the Soviet defence industry was the programme to
develop an atomic bomb that had been established by Stalin in August 1945
and was headed by Lavrentii Beria, his Minister for Internal Affairs. The first
Soviet bomb was tested on 29 August 1949 and there were two more tests
while Stalin lived, both in 1951. By the time Stalin died in 1953 the Soviets
possessed something like 50–100 bombs (as opposed to nearly a thousand in
American hands). After Stalin died there were many more Soviet nuclear tests,
thousands of atomic bombs were produced, and Moscow was never shy of
publicising and boasting of the USSR’s technological achievements in this
sphere. Curiously, Moscow remained silent about the first test, which took the
world by surprise and should have been a cause for celebration in the USSR.
In the west the expectation had been that it would take the Soviets many years
to develop a bomb, notwithstanding their success in stealing western atomic
secrets. The news of the Soviet test was, in fact, broken to the world by
Truman on 23 September. The next day the Soviet news agency Tass issued a
statement claiming that the USSR had possessed the bomb since 1947 and that
the recent explosion was connected to ‘large-scale blasting’ necessary for infra-
structural building works such as mines, canals, roads and hydroelectric
power stations.42 Such coyness may have reflected the Soviet obsession with
secrecy or it may have been calculated to avoid provoking the Americans too
much. It may also have been connected to Vyshinskii’s imminent address to
the UN about Soviet proposals for disarmament, the prohibition of nuclear
weapons, and the control of atomic energy. Indeed, on 23 November 1949
Vyshinskii claimed at the UN that, in contrast to the aggressive US nuclear
tests, those of the Soviet Union were peaceful because they were being used to
level mountains and move rivers – a claim described by one incredulous
American author as ‘one of the most nonsensical statements ever perpetrated
on an international organisation’.43

So where did the atomic bomb fit into Stalin’s postwar military and polit-
ical perspectives? The difficulty, as David Holloway noted, is that ‘Stalin said
little about the bomb between 1946 and 1953, and what he did say was
intended to create a particular impression’.44 The impression Stalin wished to
convey was that the bomb was not as important as some people made it out
to be. Stalin began playing down the significance of the bomb in November
1945 when he told Gomulka that ‘not atomic bombs, but armies decide about
the war’ and he continued in this vein for the remainder of his life. For
example, in July 1952 he told the Italian Socialist leader, Pietro Nenni, that the
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US had the technological power to wage a third world war but not the human
capital. ‘It is not enough for America to destroy Moscow, just as it is not
enough for us to destroy New York. We want armies to occupy Moscow and to
occupy New York.’45

There is no reason to believe that Stalin did not mean what he said, and it
was not an unrealistic perspective. Before development of the hydrogen bomb
in the early 1950s the United States did not have the capacity to atom bomb
the Soviet Union to destruction. At best the Americans would have been able
to inflict as much damage as the Germans had when they invaded the Soviet
Union in 1941. This meant the Soviets would retain the capacity for a substan-
tial counter-offensive because while the atomic weapons of the 1940s could be
used against cities they could not be deployed effectively against dispersed
armies. On the other hand, the fact that Stalin did not see the bomb as a self-
sufficient war-winning weapon did not mean that he underestimated the
importance of possessing one. He had been impressed by the impact of the
allied strategic bombing campaign on Germany and Japan during the war and
appreciated the qualitative difference that nuclear weapons could make in
future to such campaigns. In his postwar defence programme Stalin accorded
high priority to the Soviet air force. In July 1948 the air force was established
as a separate service on an equal footing with the army and the navy and Stalin
pushed hard for better air defence capacity, the development of long-range
strategic bombers, and the establishment of a rocket force. According to one
source, at a meeting with military leaders and rocket scientists in April 1947
Stalin said, ‘do you realise the tremendous strategic importance of machines
of this sort? They could be an effective straitjacket for that noisy shopkeeper
Harry Truman. We must go ahead with it, comrades. The problem of the
creation of transatlantic rockets is of extreme importance to us.’46 It is prob-
ably another one of those post hoc apocryphal stories, but it is not difficult to
imagine Stalin saying such things.

David Holloway, author of the classic Stalin & the Bomb, summarises the
situation as follows:

The atomic bomb occupied a central place in postwar military policy. Stalin
gave high priority to defense against atomic attack and to the development
of delivery vehicles for Soviet nuclear weapons. He did not, however, regard
the bomb as a decisive weapon . . . he saw the bomb as a strategic weapon
to be used against targets in the rear, and did not regard it as an effective
counterweight to ground forces or sea power . . . Stalin did not think that
the atomic bomb had ushered in a revolution in military affairs. Soviet
military strategy drew heavily on the experience of the war with Germany.
There was no radical shift in the Soviet conception of war.47
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Stalin’s balanced view of the utility of nuclear weapons had two further impli-
cations. First, he did not allow American monopoly of the bomb to affect his
foreign policy and diplomacy. Fear of the bomb had no impact on his
handling of the Iranian and Turkish crises in 1946 nor did it deter him from
declaring the cold war in 1947 or from provoking the Berlin crisis in 1948.
Second, all those Soviet proposals on banning nuclear weapons were not
simply propaganda. Stalin was perfectly prepared to enter into serious discus-
sions about controlling and limiting nuclear weapons even after the USSR had
acquired its own bomb. For Stalin the bomb was a very important addition to
his military arsenal but it did not define the Soviet Union’s postwar defence
posture, which relied on the country’s capacity to absorb a NATO attack and
then launch a counter-offensive in the form of a land invasion of Western
Europe.

The Korean War

In Europe Stalin sought peace and a resolution of the German question. In
military competition with the United States his policies were reactive and
restrained. Although on occasion he rattled his sabres, he talked constantly and
consistently about peaceful coexistence with capitalism. The one exception to
this pattern of restraint was the Korean War of 1950–1953.

The war began with a North Korean invasion of South Korea in June 1950.
By the end of the summer most of the country was in communist hands. The
South Koreans managed, however, to hang on to the south-east corner of their
country around the port of Pusan. This gave the United States time to inter-
vene on their behalf and to launch a series of counter-offensives that halted
and then repelled the North Korean advance. In September General Douglas
MacArthur carried out an amphibious operation at Inchon that outflanked
the North Korean forces and recaptured the South Korean capital of Seoul.
MacArthur’s forces advanced north across the 38th parallel that marked the
border of the two countries and it was the turn of the North Koreans to
retreat. By November MacArthur was approaching the Korean–Chinese
border and it was only the intervention of large numbers of Chinese commu-
nist ‘volunteers’ that saved the North Korean regime from total defeat. By July
1951 the war was stalemated along the 38th parallel and peace negotiations
began. Two years later a ceasefire was signed and military operations ended,
although the two countries remained in a theoretical state of war for decades
to come (see Map 20 on p. 365).

The roots of the Korean conflict lay in the postwar division of the country.48

Until 1945 Korea was a Japanese colony. When Japan surrendered in August
1945 the country was divided along the 38th parallel by the USSR and the US.
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As in the case of Germany, the original intention was to hold elections and
reunite the country but when Soviet and American troops evacuated Korea in
1948–1949 they left behind two governments-cum-states: an authoritarian
communist regime in the North headed by Kim Il Sung and an authoritarian
capitalist regime in the south headed by Syngman Rhee. Both leaders had
ambitions to reunite the country under their rule, by force if necessary. Each
side threatened the other with invasion and there were numerous small-scale
military clashes on the border. In the event it was Kim who struck first after
he had persuaded Stalin to support his invasion plans.

For Stalin the Korean War was a very costly miscalculation; its only saving
grace was the survival, with China’s help, of Kim’s regime. When the war broke
out the Soviets were boycotting the UN in protest at communist China’s
exclusion from the organisation; this gave an opening to the Americans to
push through a resolution that authorised an intervention in Korea under the
UN flag. Hence a number of other countries’ troops fought in Korea alongside
the Americans and the South Koreans. Stalin was seen in the west as the insti-
gator of the war and the North Korean attack as part of a programme of Soviet
expansionism in the Far East. The war undermined the efforts of the peace
movement, complicated Soviet attempts to resolve issues in Europe, and
encouraged massive programmes of rearmament by the United States and its
allies. The war itself was expensive and distracting for Stalin. It could be sold
as a determined rebuff to imperialist encroachments on the socialist zone
but that claim rang hollow even in communist circles. Above all, the Korean
War led to an almost complete breakdown of what the Russians called
doverie – trust, confidence, good faith – in east–west relations.

To understand Stalin’s failure in Korea it is necessary to look at the situation
from his strategic and ideological point of view. Strategically a united
communist Korea was attractive to Stalin as an outpost against a renewed
Japanese threat. Stalin expected Japan as well as Germany to recover and
resume its aggressive ways. When the Sino-Soviet treaty of friendship and
alliance was signed in August 1945 it was directed against a revival of Japanese
aggression. When the Soviet representative to the Allied Control Council for
Japan was dispatched to Tokyo his prime directive was to secure the country’s
disarmament and the destruction of its military-industrial potential.49 When
the Sino-Soviet treaty was renegotiated with the new Chinese communist
government in 1950 it remained directed against a revival of Japanese
imperialism.50

Stalin’s fears in relation to Japan were intensified by the breakdown of
Soviet–American negotiations about a peace treaty for the country. In June
1946 the Americans proposed a treaty on the demilitarisation and democra-
tisation of Japan – in effect, a Byrnes Plan for the Far East. Like its German
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treaty counterpart, this proposal was rejected by the Soviets as providing no
long-term guarantees that Japan would remain pacific. For its part the US
increasingly bypassed the ACC and moved towards signing a separate peace
treaty with Japan. In January 1950, Dean Acheson, the American Secretary of
State, declared that Japan would be a bastion of anti-communism in the Far
East.51 These developments resembled those in relation to the German ques-
tion and in Stalin’s mind the projected revival of Germany and of Japan were
linked. In this context the incorporation of the whole of Korea into the
Soviet bloc had its attractions, particularly when it seemed that Acheson had
drawn a strategic frontier that included Japan but excluded Korea from the
western bloc.

In ideological terms developments in Korea were seen by Stalin as part of
the general expansion of communism after the Second World War. The
victory of the communists in the Chinese civil war in 1949 had a particularly
strong impact on Stalin’s ideological view of the Korean situation. At first,
Stalin had been sceptical about the prospects for Mao’s communists in their
fight with Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalists and for a while after the Second
World War he continued to favour the formation of some kind of national
progressive government in China. But under the dual impact of communist
military successes and nationalist China’s alignment with the US in the cold
war, Stalin changed his mind and began to support Mao more actively. In June
1947 he invited Mao to Moscow for talks. Mao couldn’t come, ostensibly
because of the rapidly changing military situation in China (an excuse that
may have rung a few bells with Stalin, who had often said the same thing to
Churchill and Roosevelt when meeting them didn’t suit) but there developed
a lengthy correspondence between the two men and in January 1949 Stalin
sent Politburo member Anastas Mikoyan to China for extensive conversations
with Mao and the communist leadership.52 Mao finally arrived in Moscow in
December 1949 – two months after he had proclaimed the People’s Republic
of China in Peking – to discuss the terms of a new Sino-Soviet treaty of
alliance. At their first meeting on 16 December Stalin told Mao that China
faced no immediate threats militarily: ‘Japan has yet to stand up on its feet and
is thus not ready for war; America though it screams war, is actually afraid of
war more than anything; Europe is afraid of war; in essence, there is no one to
fight with China, not unless Kim Il Sung decides to invade China!’53 Stalin also
counselled Mao to avoid unnecessary conflicts with the British and Americans
and take time to consolidate the communist position in China.

Yet despite the caution of his advice to Mao, Stalin drew two radical conclu-
sions from developments in China. First, as he had told another visiting
Chinese communist leader in summer 1949, ‘the centre of revolution . . . has
moved to China and East Asia’.54 Second, the United States was either
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unwilling or incapable of intervening to stop further communist advance.
Nevertheless, as Kathryn Weathersby has shown, Stalin hesitated to provoke a
military conflict in Korea and when war did break out drew back from any
steps that would precipitate a major confrontation with the United States.55

Kim Il Sung began pressing Stalin for permission to attack South Korea in
March 1949, trying to persuade the Soviet leader that an invasion would be
welcomed by the South’s population and supported by a communist guerrilla
army already fighting there. Stalin told him:

You should not advance to the South. First of all, the Korean People’s Army
does not have an overwhelming superiority of troops . . . Second, there are
still American troops in the south . . . Third, one should not forget that the
agreement on the 38th parallel is in effect between the USSR and the United
States. If the agreement is broken by our side, it is more of a reason to
believe the Americans will interfere . . . If the adversary has aggressive
intentions, then sooner or later it will start the aggression. In response to
the attack you will have a good opportunity to launch a counterattack.
Then your move will be understood and supported by everyone.

In June 1949 the last American forces withdrew from Korea and in September
Kim proposed a limited offensive against the South to improve North Korea’s
defensive position along the border. Stalin gave this proposal serious consid-
eration but in the end rejected it on the grounds that it would be difficult to
keep such an attack limited to one section of the border and it could result in
serious international complications. In January 1950, however, Stalin began to
change his mind about the feasibility of such an attack and when he met Kim
again in March he was ready to give the go-ahead for an invasion, if the idea
was endorsed by the Chinese. Stalin explained his change of mind as the result
of two main considerations. First, the communist victory in China meant that
Mao would be able to assist the Koreans if necessary. Second, the Sino-Soviet
treaty of alliance meant the Americans were less likely to interfere and the
mood in the US was, in any case, against intervention – a mood reinforced by
Soviet possession of the atomic bomb. But Stalin made it clear to Kim that he
‘should not count on direct Soviet participation in the war because the USSR
had serious challenges elsewhere to cope with, especially in the West . . . the
USSR was not ready to get involved in Korean affairs directly, especially if the
Americans did venture to send troops to Korea’.

After seeing Stalin, Kim travelled to Peking in May to obtain Mao’s approval
for his plan of campaign. It should be noted that Kim’s plan at this stage was
still for localised offensive operations that would later develop into a more
general offensive. However, the plan changed and, with Stalin’s blessing, the
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North Koreans launched a broad attack across the 38th parallel. After the war
began Stalin was anxious that the South be ‘liberated’ before the Americans
had a chance to intervene. Stalin’s forebodings proved prescient when the
Americans launched their successful counter-offensive in September. In
October Stalin appealed to Mao to send Chinese troops into Korea to support
Kim. At first Mao refused, prompting Stalin to send him a long message
arguing for Chinese intervention. Stalin pointed out that Chinese comrades
had repeatedly promised to intervene if necessary and he scorned the idea that
such action would provoke a wider conflict with the United States. The
Americans, he told Mao, are ‘not ready at present for a big war’. Stalin
conceded that the US might be drawn into a big war for the sake of prestige
but argued that the Soviet Union and China should not fear this prospect
because ‘together we will be stronger than the USA and England, while the
other European capitalist states . . . do not present serious military forces. If a
war is inevitable, then let it be waged now, and not in a few years when
Japanese militarism will be restored as an ally of the USA and when the USA
and Japan will have a ready-made bridgehead in the form of the entire Korea
run by Syngman Rhee.’ There was more than a little bravado in this statement
for when the Chinese remained unmoved Stalin ordered Kim to prepare for
evacuation. The Chinese did intervene, however, and mounted a counter-
offensive that pushed MacArthur’s forces back across the 38th parallel. Stalin
supplied material military aid to North Korea and China but refrained from
any direct involvement in war, although Soviet pilots did take part in the air
battle above the 38th parallel. While there was still a chance of gaining military
advantage Stalin favoured a continuation of the war, but by mid-1951 he had
accepted the necessity of armistice negotiations.56

In August 1952 Chou En-lai travelled to Moscow to meet Stalin. In his talks
with the Chinese Prime Minister, Stalin put a positive spin on the war. ‘The
war is getting on America’s nerves,’ he told him. ‘The war in Korea has shown
America’s weakness. The armies of 24 countries cannot continue the war in
Korea for long, since they have not achieved their goals and cannot count on
success in this matter.’ This was typical Stalin bombast in the face of failure,
and he continued in the same vein:

Americans are not capable of waging a large-scale war at all, especially after
the Korean war. After all their strength lies in air power and the atom bomb
. . . America cannot defeat little Korea. One must be firm when dealing with
America . . . It’s been already two years, and the USA has still not subdued
little Korea . . . They want to subjugate the world, yet they cannot subdue
little Korea. No, the Americans don’t know how to fight. After the Korean
war, in particular, they have lost the capability to wage large-scale war. They
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are pinning their hopes on the atom bomb and air power. But one cannot
win a war with that. One needs infantry, and they don’t have infantry; the
infantry they do have is weak. They are fighting little Korea, and already
people are weeping in the USA. What will happen if they start a large-scale
war? Then, perhaps, everyone, will weep.57

Perhaps Stalin believed this rhetoric but it did not take much insight to appre-
ciate that the Americans were not the only ones unable to win in Korea. For
all Stalin’s disavowals of the nuclear factor, America’s atomic superiority must
have encouraged caution in relation to direct involvement in the Korean
conflict. American prestige, on the other hand, was running high because of
their leadership of the UN intervention in Korea. It was the Soviets, the
Chinese and the North Koreans who were under international pressure to end
their military adventure and accept a compromise peace. When the war ended
in 1953 casualties were in the order of 10 million, the North Koreans were
back where they started when they launched their invasion, South Korea’s
independence was guaranteed by a massive American military presence, and
Japan had been established as the mainstay of the US strategic position in East
Asia. Stalin’s differences with the Chinese about the conduct of the war fed
resentments that precipitated the Sino-Soviet split in the late 1950s.58 Stalin’s
last war was one of his most abject failures.

The Last Days

Stalin died in March 1953 at the age of 73. There are many conspiracy theo-
ries about his death but the simple truth is that he had a brain haemorrhage
on 2 March and died three days later.59 Until the last few days of his life he
remained very active and in full control of events. His appointments diary for
the three months before his death records many meetings. In December 1952
he issued his last public statement when he replied to the questions of an
American newspaper correspondent about his response to the new
Eisenhower administration in the United States. He told the journalist that
war between the Soviet Union and the United States was not inevitable and
that the two countries could live in peace. He denounced the cold war and
welcomed the possibility of diplomatic negotiations with Eisenhower,
including an end to the war in Korea.60

One of the very last foreigners to see Stalin alive was K.P.S. Mennon, the
Indian ambassador, who was called to the Kremlin on the evening of 17
February 1953. The meeting lasted only half an hour but it had quite an
impact on the ambassador. The next day he wrote a long entry in his diary
pondering the meaning of his meeting with the great man. He recalled what
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others had said about Stalin. Joseph E. Davies, the American ambassador in
Moscow before the war: ‘His demeanour is kindly, his manner almost depre-
catingly simple . . . he gave me the impression of being sincerely modest.’ And
Winston Churchill: ‘Premier Stalin left upon me an impression of deep, cool
wisdom and the absence of illusions . . . a man direct, even blunt, in speech . .
. with that saving sense of humour which is of high import.’ For Mennon it
was Stalin’s ‘simplicity, shrewdness and ruthlessness’ that impressed:

Everything about him is simple – his dress, his room, his manners, his
modes of speech . . . This is the man whose will . . . saved Russia for
communism and communism for the world; but for him neither Russia nor
communism would have been able to resist the assault of Hitler. This is the
man held not only in his own country but by millions all over the world as
the ‘leader and teacher of all progressive mankind’; whose portraits have
taken the place of holy icons in every Russian home; and at the mention of
whose name, every audience in Russia rises to its feet with prolonged
applause amounting to ovation. Yet adulation left no more mark on him
than does water on a duck’s back; there is not a trace of ostentation or affec-
tation about him. When Voltaire returned to Paris after many years in exile,
he was greeted by a crowd of admirers. When a friend asked him whether
or not he was pleased to be the people’s idol, he replied, ‘Yes, but an equally
large crowd would have turned up if my head appeared on a scaffold’. That
is a sentiment which Stalin himself would not hesitate to express. This leads
me to the second quality . . . his shrewdness, which was shown as much by
his silence as his speech. He declined to be drawn into a discussion of our
Korean resolution or even of the Korean problem generally . . . Perhaps he
feels that he has come to the stage when he can devote his thoughts exclu-
sively to fundamentals, leaving details to the henchmen . . . I was also struck
by his ruthlessness. Twice he spoke of the futility of preaching morals to an
evil person. Gandhi’s phrase, ‘a change of heart’ would mean nothing to
Stalin. Perhaps it was to Gandhi’s preoccupation with moral considerations
that Stalin was referring when he drew the metaphor of the peasant’s
refusal to moralize with the wolf. I telegraphed to my government that this
represented the essence of Stalin’s philosophy.61

Charming and disarming, revealing and mysterious, alluring and disturbing;
to the very end Stalin presented many faces to the world.
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Conclusion
Stalin in the Court of History

In the Soviet Union the re-evaluation of Stalin’s leadership began soon after
his body was laid to rest in the Lenin Mausoleum in March 1953. In May 1954
Marshal V.D. Sokolovskii, Chief of the Soviet General Staff, published an
article in Pravda on the ninth anniversary of victory in the Great Patriotic
War. It did not even mention Stalin except in a passing reference to the ‘banner
of Lenin and Stalin’.1 In December 1954 New Times, the Soviet journal of
international affairs, published an article on the 75th anniversary of Stalin’s
birth that emphasised the extent to which he had been a pupil of Lenin. A year
later an article in the same journal on the 76th anniversary of Stalin’s birth was
devoted mainly to Lenin. Stalin was not criticised directly but his importance
was significantly downgraded as the centrality of Lenin to the identity of the
communist party was asserted.2 Then came Khrushchev’s secret speech to the
20th party congress in February 1956 and the sluice gates of criticism of Stalin
were prised open, eventually leading to a flood of condemnation in the 1980s
and 1990s.

As far as the war was concerned, Khrushchev’s theme was that victory had
been secured by the collective efforts of the communist party and its leader-
ship, not by Stalin who had played a mainly malign role. According to the
accounts of military memoirists and historians who took up the cudgels of
Khrushchev’s critique, the war was won in spite of Stalin by the Soviet armed
forces and its generals. Later, under the impact of the more positive assess-
ments of Stalin as a supreme commander by Zhukov, Vasilevskii and
Shtemenko, the Great Patriotic War became a victory for Stalin and his
generals. For many among the intelligentsia, however, the Great Patriotic War
was a victory for the Soviet people whose great sacrifices had been betrayed by
Stalin after the war when he reimposed his and the party’s dictatorship.

In the west the revision of Stalin’s wartime reputation was well under way
while he was still alive. First, there were the cold war polemicists who depicted
him and his regime as no better than, and morally equivalent to, Hitler and

13 Chapter 1648  7/5/08  16:12  Page 372



the Nazis. According to them, Stalin’s victory over Hitler should rather be seen
as a defeat for the half of Europe that became subsumed under his totalitarian
rule. Then there was the more subtle downgrading of Stalin’s role by Winston
Churchill and other western memoirists and historians who sidelined the
strategic importance of the Soviet–German conflict and reduced its role in the
overall narrative of the Second World War.3 Lastly, there were the memoirs
written by Hitler’s surviving generals, who told the story of a certain victory
thrown away by the mistakes of the German dictator. The Second World War
was lost by Hitler not won by Stalin, they argued.4

In the decades that followed, more balanced and rounded views of Stalin’s
war record were put forward by some historians in the Soviet Union and in
the west. To an extent those works represented a return to the contemporary,
commonsense narrative of Stalin’s war leadership. At the time it seemed
obvious to most people that Stalin, as the Soviet leader, was crucial to the
Soviet war effort. Without him the efforts of the party, the people, the armed
forces and their generals would have been considerably less effective. He was
a great war leader not because he had won but because he had done so much
to achieve victory. Even Hitler appreciated Stalin’s significance in determining
the outcome of the war. ‘Compared with Churchill, Stalin is a gigantic figure,’
confided Hitler to Goebbels on the eve of the battle of Stalingrad. ‘Churchill
has nothing to show for his life’s work except a few books and clever speeches
in parliament. Stalin on the other hand has without doubt – leaving aside the
question of what principle he was serving – reorganised a state of 170 million
people and prepared it for a massive armed conflict. If Stalin ever fell into my
hands, I would probably spare him and perhaps exile him to some spa;
Churchill and Roosevelt would be hanged.’5 Stalin’s view of Hitler was less
forbearing and he made clear on innumerable occasions that he wanted the
Führer and all other Nazi leaders shot. As for Churchill and Roosevelt, Stalin
retained a great personal affection and respect for their war leadership.
Roosevelt’s death was mourned by him and he continued to hold Churchill in
high regard even when their political relationship broke down after the war.
In January 1947 Stalin told Field Marshal Montgomery, who visited him in
Moscow, that ‘he would always have the happiest memories of his work with
[Churchill] as the great war leader of Britain’ and that ‘he had the greatest
respect and admiration for what [Churchill] had done during the war years’.
Churchill was equally effusive, writing back to Stalin that ‘[your] life is not
only precious to your country, which you saved, but to the friendship between
Soviet Russia and the English-speaking world’.6

This book has tried to show that the contemporaneous perception of
Stalin’s war leadership was closer to the truth of the matter than many of the
layers of historical interpretation that followed. The problem with the light of
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historical perspective is that it can be shone from an ideological angle to
dazzle as well as to illuminate. In the case of Stalin’s war leadership, to show
the truth it is necessary to look beyond both the cold war polemics of the west
and the contingencies of destalinisation in the USSR. This book has also tried
to show that the real depth of Stalin’s ability to cope with an unprecedented
emergency in 1941–1942 was actually masked by the personality cult view of
Stalin as a military genius who could do no wrong. To make so many mistakes
and to rise from the depths of such defeat to go on to win the greatest military
victory in history was a triumph beyond compare.

Stalin’s failure to make better use of that victory from a democratic point of
view was undoubtedly a function of the political limitations of his dictatorial
regime. But it also occurred because western politicians such as Churchill and
Truman were unable to see that beyond the communist challenge was an
opportunity to arrive at a postwar settlement that could have averted the cold
war and avoided the ideological warfare that obscured the paradoxical truth
that Stalin was the dictator who defeated Hitler and helped save the world for
democracy.

History can be a kind of court. The prosecution wants us to condemn Stalin
outright for his crimes or for his inadequate leadership. But as jurors it is our
duty to review all the evidence, including that for the defence, and to see the
whole picture. This may not make it easy to arrive at a verdict but it will
enhance our historical understanding and equip us with the knowledge that
could enable us to do better in the future. History can make us wiser, if we
allow it to.

374 STALIN’S WARS
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