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Introduction

1

Who won the Cold War?

All my life, I thought I knew the answer: The people who believed. Believed in democracy.

At the time, I was living in the Soviet Union and saw it from the inside—most Soviet citizens didn’t believe in anything anymore. They had lost faith in the ideals of communism. And yet, there were those who truly believed that democracy was possible—even in the USSR. They fought for it, convinced that their struggle and their sacrifices were not in vain.

Now, thirty years later, I find myself asking the same question again. These days, I often hear a different theory: that the United States will eventually collapse just like the Soviet Union did—because people have lost faith in the “American religion” of liberal democracy.

The Soviet Union fell when belief in communism ran dry. The state no longer had the money or strength to continue spreading its ideology—either into the minds of its own children or across the world.

Has the same thing begun to happen to liberal democracy? Has a new ideology emerged in its place—this time from Russia—cynicism?

Thirty years ago, many Russians lost faith in anything at all and concluded that the simplest solution was not to believe in anything. If nothing matters, everything is allowed, and nothing is truly frightening.

Russian cynics love to suggest that the United States is destined to meet the same fate as the Soviet Union because even many Americans—especially their new leaders—seem more drawn to pragmatic cynicism than to liberal democracy.

This book is about the collapse of an empire that lost its values. And about those who still believe in democracy and fight to change the world.

The events described in this book mirror much of what’s happening now in the United States and across the world—only in reverse.

And so, once again, I find myself asking: Who really won the Cold War?
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The collapse of the Soviet Union was probably the first major story of my life. It played a huge role in shaping who I am.

I was a Soviet child. The USSR, with its culture and mythology, was my entire universe. I was four years old when perestroika began and ten when the Soviet Union fell apart. I believe that, during those years, I learned how the world worked and what people were truly like.

The dissolution of the USSR wasn’t a painful experience for me—but I felt, with great sensitivity, all the transformations my country was going through.

“My country is the most beautiful because it’s mine.” That’s what many children around the world think. But do people need to let go of that belief as they grow older? All my life, I’ve watched people who refuse to think otherwise—those who fight for the right to declare their country the greatest of all.

But for me, letting go of this myth was easy. Because even as a child, I heard the opposite: that my country was the worst, the embodiment of evil. First, I was astonished to discover that there were countless people on this planet who believed I lived on the dark side of the Earth while they lived on the light. That realization alone was enough for me to understand just how wrong both myths were.

Strangely enough, my values haven’t changed a lot since I was six. I am still convinced that there are no great or lesser nations, no lands of either light or darkness. Nothing is flawless and pure simply because it is yours.

Even as a child, I understood that things were far more complicated. That humanity isn’t split into just two halves, each considering itself good and the other evil. It is divided into countless small pieces. And within each of those societies, the number of myths and delusions is limitless.

Some people genuinely believe that certain nations are superior to others. Others think that nations have destinies or even distinct national characters. I was six when, in school, I was told that the Russian people would lead the whole world toward a bright future and communism—because that’s what Lenin had said. By the time I was ten, I had also heard that the Russian people were a “God-bearing nation,” as Dostoevsky once wrote.

But doesn’t every nation consider itself special, chosen, and superior to others? I asked myself.

I was surrounded by Armenians and Azerbaijanis—some of whom hated each other, while others, on the contrary, loved each other. There were Russians and Jews. Ukrainians. Lithuanians. By the time I turned ten, I hadn’t yet met a single American or Chinese person—but I suspected they, too, believed they were the best.

By the age of ten, I had already figured out that all national stereotypes were nonsense.

At the same time, I was reading books that claimed Russia was a country meant to show the whole world how not to live—as the Russian philosopher Pyotr Chaadayev wrote in the nineteenth century. I also read in newspapers that Russians were supposedly a nation of slaves, destined to serve a tsar and doomed to live under dictatorship.

If every nation has its own destiny and predisposition for either freedom or tyranny, then what’s wrong with the Koreans? ten-year-old me wondered. Do North Koreans really love dictatorship while South Koreans love democracy? Did God divide them along the 38th parallel? No, people did that.

But the most important realization for me as a child was this: the question “What is the meaning of life?”—and how a person answers it—defines everything.

In the USSR, the official answer was clear: the meaning of life was to serve—serve the state, the Communist Party, and the bright future ahead. “The public above the personal” was the motto of Soviet Young Pioneers. We, as children, were constantly given the same examples of Young Pioneer heroes who had “given their lives for the motherland.” Dying in war—that was the highest ideal, the true meaning of life.

But before I even became a Young Pioneer, I learned that there was another world, where human life itself was the highest value. In that world, a person wasn’t obligated to serve their government (or their homeland, or their people). There, the state existed for the individual, not the other way around.

“If each person did everything they could on their own little patch of land, how beautiful our Earth would be.”—this quote from Chekhov was printed on every Soviet school diary when I started first grade. I wasn’t sure what exactly Chekhov meant, but it seemed to me that this thought clearly contradicted the idea of duty, service, and self-sacrifice.

As a schoolboy, I became fascinated by the different meanings of life humanity had invented throughout history. The Christian Church, for instance, taught for centuries that the purpose of life was to prepare for death—because this life had nothing good to offer, and all the interesting things awaited in the afterlife.

It’s a fairly standard formula that has appeared in many countries across many centuries: to live for the sake of one day dying for something. The only variation was the object of devotion—whether it was faith, the leader, or the fatherland.

During the Enlightenment, humanity came up with a different meaning of life: to live for the sake of living. Thomas Jefferson even coined a formula for it—“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

I was a teenager when this question seriously troubled me: What should one truly strive for—happiness or death?

It seemed to me that at that moment, the entire Soviet Union was intoxicated by the same question. After seventy years of living for death, Soviet society suddenly discovered the possibility of another path. And it caused a psychological revolution. The sense of duty was forgotten—people wanted to live for the present, to enjoy the moment, to experience happiness.

In childhood, perhaps it’s easiest to ask the most difficult questions. And so I asked myself, Is it even right to live for happiness?

“Life is given to us only once, and it must be lived in such a way that there will be no tormenting regrets for wasted years”—this quote was memorized by every Soviet schoolchild. Its author, Nikolai Ostrovsky, was a boy who joined the front lines of the Russian Civil War at fourteen, was seriously wounded by sixteen, paralyzed by eighteen, and dead by thirty-two. His novel How the Steel Was Tempered was mandatory reading for all Soviet children—and was promptly forgotten after 1991.

Was it immoral to pursue happiness? Would such a life be nothing more than “wasted years”? I kept asking myself.
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I wrote this book to clarify for myself the story of how the Soviet Union fell apart—to make sure that it all really happened, that it wasn’t just something I dreamed up in childhood. To understand why the values that triumphed back then are now facing defeat.

It took me six years to write this book—just as long as perestroika lasted. The Soviet Union unraveled over those same years, and so did my own coming of age. For this book, I conducted several hundred interviews with people from vastly different generations.

I also wanted to be sure of something else: that many of the myths people believe today—whether they’re Russian, Ukrainian, European, American, or Chinese—didn’t exist since the dawn of time. Most of them emerged only a few decades ago, though they now seem eternal and unshakable.

While I was writing this book, the world changed all over again. The history of the Soviet collapse itself has been transformed: winners and losers have swapped places. From today’s perspective, it seems the victors weren’t the democrats after all, Gorbachev didn’t manage to prevent a bloody civil war, and the Soviet conservatives now appear to be the true triumphalists.

But it’s not just Russia or the former Soviet republics that look different now—the whole world has changed. Not long ago, it seemed the Cold War had ended. And yet, humanity hasn’t been able to let it go. We never truly believed it was over. It turns out living under the shadow of a cold war is much easier.

But this book is not about politics. It is about people—villains and victims, heroes and bureaucrats, poets and soldiers. It is about the psychology of those living through turning points in history—about those who believe in living for death and those who live for happiness. About those who think the world is divided into two sides, light and dark. And about those who know that is not true at all.
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Unfulfilled Heroes

My father was born on the same day as Putin, in the same city—Leningrad. He also joined a judo club. Perhaps he was the quintessential teenager of his time.

But he never spoke to me about his childhood. And I think I understand why.

Many of his relatives died during the siege of Leningrad—like all the siblings of his father, my grandfather. What happened in Leningrad when the war ended? How did people feel when peace finally came? They don’t write about that in books. But I have a sense that they drank. A lot. In the Soviet Union, drinking was a way to drown any kind of soul-crushing pain—but in Leningrad, it seemed especially so.

As a child, my father was often ill—he suffered from rheumatism. But he excelled at school, and one day, his math teacher brought him home with her. I can only guess what his parents, my grandparents, were doing at the time. But my father spent entire days solving math problems. And he kept going to his judo club, eventually earning the title of Master of Sport.

In high school, he won first the city math olympiad and then the all-Union one. His teacher, Eleonora Emilevna, was so proud of him. She said he had a brilliant future in science. Then, one day, recruiters from the security services came to the school. They told my father he could become a cryptographer—guaranteed admission to the KGB Higher School, no exams required. They might have said “like Alan Turing,” but of course none of them had ever heard that name.

He agonized over the decision: on one hand, the dream of becoming a great scientist; on the other, an easy path, a stable future, no extra effort. In the end, he chose the simpler option. No need to strain, no need to prepare for university entrance exams.

I don’t know how Eleonora Emilevna reacted. He never told me.

Countdown

On April 12, 1961, the Soviet Union begins its countdown: “Ten, nine, eight, seven …” On this day, from the steppes of Kazakhstan, the first human in history—the Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin—launches into space.*

Yet another countdown begins as well—only thirty years remain until the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Who could have imagined that just three decades would separate these two moments: the peak of the Soviet empire’s greatest achievement and its collapse? Both events unfolded within the lifetime of a single generation.

Gagarin is twenty-seven years old. He spends less than two hours in orbit. The Soviet authorities do not announce the flight until he safely lands back on Earth.

After returning, Gagarin is taken to the nearest air-base command center where he waits for several hours—far longer than he spent in space—for a chance to speak with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev. Meanwhile, in Moscow, spontaneous and grand celebrations erupt around Red Square. The crowd refuses to disperse, and anyone named Yuri is hoisted up and cheered as if he were the hero.

For many of the characters in this book—and for millions of Soviet citizens—the first human flight into space will become one of the brightest and happiest memories of their lives. “Oh, how we rejoiced!” Raisa Gorbacheva would later recall. She is twenty-nine years old at the time, living in Stavropol and working on her dissertation.

“What was happening in the streets of Moscow. … An unorganized sea of people, feeling like it was the first day of victory in ’45—standing tall, proud, and grand,” wrote poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko, who is twenty-seven at the time. For many in the USSR, it is the second truly joyous day of their lives—after the day the war ended.

Upon learning that the Russians had sent a man into space, Alan Shepard, who was set to become the first man in space, puts his head in his hands. He was ready to fly three weeks earlier, but chief engineer Wernher von Braun insisted on sending an unmanned ship first.

“The people of the United States share with the people of the Soviet Union their satisfaction for the safe flight of the astronaut in man’s first venture into space,” says President John F. Kennedy. Just a few months passed since his inauguration—when he delivered his famous “Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country”—a phrase that any Soviet leader could have confidently said.

But in reality, not everyone in the Soviet Union is happy. Alexander Solzhenitsyn is forty-two years old, working as a physics and astronomy teacher at School No. 2 in the city of Ryazan. He has served time in the Gulag, been released and rehabilitated, and written several stories that he knows he will never be able to publish. He is far from proud of the space flight, seeing it as “pointless cosmic boasting amidst domestic ruin and poverty.”

Gagarin, at twenty-seven, is perhaps the first hero of a new generation. He symbolizes a new, peaceful life.

When Gagarin goes into space, Mikhail Gorbachev is thirty years old. He heads the communist youth organization in his hometown of Stavropol in southern Russia. On that day, he leads a celebratory rally. He is married with a four-year-old daughter.

Andrei Sakharov is thirty-nine, already the inventor of the Soviet hydrogen bomb and an elected academician. He can even afford to publicly challenge Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, protesting against the arms race and confrontation with the United States.

Finally, eight-year-old Vladimir Putin goes to school and, in the evenings, fights bullies in his troubled neighborhood.

The Girl in the Coat

Twenty-nine-year-old Raisa Gorbacheva learns about Gagarin’s flight into space while at work—she is teaching philosophy at the Stavropol Agricultural Institute. After work, she rushes to pick up her four-year-old daughter from kindergarten, feeling so overjoyed, as if she has flown into space herself that day.

As a child, Raisa dreamed of becoming a sea captain, an explorer. She spent her days searching for treasure like the characters of her favorite book, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, convinced she would find it.

Raisa Titarenko was born in Siberia to a family of politically repressed Ukrainians. Her grandfather, a peasant, was accused of being a Trotskyist—after that, he disappeared, and no one ever saw him again. Her grandmother died, according to Raisa, “from grief and hunger.” No one in the family ever learned who Trotsky was or what her grandfather’s crime had been, but all their property was confiscated.

Raisa always believed she had to excel in school to help her family, and she graduated with a gold medal, which allowed her to enter any Soviet university without exams. At seventeen, she decided to go to Moscow to study at the School of Philosophy at Moscow State University.

Her family was very poor. When she finished school, her father was able to buy her a coat for the first time—at the time, clothing in the USSR was a rare commodity. Raisa went to Moscow filled with absolute joy—she was traveling by train for the first time in her life, heading to the capital, with a coat, and the philosophy school ahead of her.

In Moscow, Raisa lived in a dormitory, sharing a room with nine other girls. They were often visited by boys: her roommates were courted by their fellow students Merab Mamardashvili and Yuri Levada. Decades later, Mamardashvili would become a renowned philosopher, and Levada would be known as the founder of Russian sociology. But at the time, none of the students could foresee this—just as they didn’t know what Raisa Titarenko would become.

Soon Raisa caught the attention of a law student, twenty-year-old Mikhail Gorbachev—known as “Misha with the Order” among his friends. Back home in the Stavropol region, Gorbachev had worked as a combine operator while still in school. In the post-war Soviet Union, this was common—many men had died or were maimed on the fronts of World War II, so women and children often did all kinds of work in the post-war years. For his hard work, the teenage Misha received a state award—the Order of the Red Banner of Labor. This award, along with his silver medal for school, helped him get into university.

The Boy and the Bomb

On the day the first human flies into space, Andrei Sakharov is thirty-nine years old. He is older than Gagarin. Yet he looks much younger—like a lanky youth in glasses, what we would now call a nerd.

He is a physics prodigy. At twenty-eight, he invented the hydrogen bomb—almost simultaneously with Americans Stanislaw Ulam and Edward Teller, but independently of them. At thirty-two, Sakharov was elected an academician. He instantly became the pride of Soviet science, a darling of the government, the highest-paid young scientist in the country, and a frequent guest at the Kremlin. An additional reason the authorities adore him is that he is Russian, whereas most of the star Soviet physicists are Jewish.

Sakharov is so absorbed in his work that he has yet to consider how many lives his creation might take.

In July 1961, Sakharov is once again invited to the Kremlin for a meeting between scientists and the head of the Soviet government, Nikita Khrushchev. During this session, the sixty-seven-year-old Soviet leader mentions that he has decided to resume nuclear weapons testing, which had been halted three years earlier. Sakharov is surprised and even writes a note to Khrushchev expressing his doubts—he believes that relations with the new American president, John F. Kennedy, are improving; after Gagarin’s launch, the world already respects the USSR’s scientific prowess, and further nuclear tests seem unnecessary.

Khrushchev reads the note and flies into a rage. He raises his glass—but instead of offering a toast, he launches into an angry tirade directed at the young Sakharov.

“Leave the politics to us; you just make your bombs, and we won’t interfere—we’ll even help. We have to conduct policy from a position of strength. There can be no other policy; our enemies understand no other language. We helped get Kennedy elected. You could say we put him in office last year. After that, I met Kennedy in Vienna. That meeting could have been a turning point. But what does Kennedy say? ‘Don’t put too many demands on me; don’t put me in a vulnerable position. If I make too many concessions, they’ll topple me!’ Some boy! What the hell do we need him for? Why waste time talking to him? Sakharov, don’t try to dictate to us politicians what we should do!”

The room falls silent. Sakharov does not dare to argue.

A few months later, the USSR and the United States move even closer to war. On Khrushchev’s orders, the Berlin Wall is erected, and near the North Pole the USSR tests the Tsar Bomba—the most powerful explosive device in human history.

Physicist Sakharov forgets that reprimand and enthusiastically continues his research. He becomes concerned that in a nuclear war, a bomber carrying this bomb would not reach the United States. He proposes an alternative: delivering the massive nuclear charge to the US coast by submarine. In this scenario, coastal cities would be wiped out by a giant tsunami.

Sakharov shares his idea with a professional military man, a veteran of World War II, Rear Admiral Pyotr Fomin. Fomin is horrified by the “cannibalistic project” and replies that naval officers are accustomed to fighting armed enemies in open battle and that the very thought of mass murder is repugnant to him. Sakharov feels ashamed. He never discusses this project with anyone again.

Soviet Faith

At that moment, the Soviet Union is a country with a blurred memory. The approximately 216 million people living in the USSR hardly remember the past. A few historical myths are maintained at the state level, but, overall, there is little discussion of the nation’s history. The Soviet Union is an invented, synthetic country that denies nearly everything that existed before its founding, and it has yet to reach its fortieth anniversary. Everyone knows that the Soviet Union is not only the greatest but also the most just country in the world.

Soviet ideology is more akin to a state religion. Soviet citizens are meant to believe not in heaven but in communism, to fear not hell but capitalism. The founder of the Soviet state, Vladimir Lenin, is revered as a prophet, and the Communist Party fulfills all the functions of a church. Lenin’s Mausoleum on Red Square in Moscow looks almost like an Egyptian pyramid, and this is no coincidence.

The central, sacred event in Soviet history is the so-called Great October Socialist Revolution of 1917. The entire Soviet canon is built around veneration of this event, much like Christmas in Christianity or the Hijra in Islam. November 7 (the day the revolution occurred according to the Gregorian calendar) is the most important holiday in the USSR.

However, how exactly the October Revolution happened is something Soviet textbooks typically gloss over—the revolution’s real organizer, Leon Trotsky, is rarely mentioned, and all credit is mythically attributed to Lenin.

As for what came before the revolution, previous centuries have been almost entirely erased by Soviet authorities. In textbooks, this era is summed up by the ominous term “tsarism.” The foundation of Soviet ideology is simple: under tsarism, life was terrible, and every Soviet citizen owes everything to the October Revolution.

Literature is perhaps the only remaining source of information about what Russia looked like in the nineteenth century and earlier. Few other traces remain: nearly all pre-Soviet traditions, cultural phenomena, holidays, and even national cuisine were obliterated in the first half of the twentieth century. Religion, which contradicted communist ideology, is almost entirely forgotten.

In the decades following the 1917 revolution, the Bolsheviks were guided by the principle of class struggle, which meant exterminating those populations deemed “hostile elements.” This included nearly everyone with any form of education: urban intelligentsia, the clergy, and prosperous peasants.

Constant terror continued for the first twenty years of the Soviet Union’s existence, peaking in 1937. Then came the Second World War. In 1939, Stalin and Hitler signed a nonaggression pact and divided Eastern Europe between them. Thus, for the first two years of World War II, the USSR was an ally of Nazi Germany. But in June 1941, the Third Reich invaded the Soviet Union—a moment that Soviet mythology marks as the start of the “Great Patriotic War.” The first two years of the war were consistently omitted from Soviet history, as if they never happened.

In May 1945, Soviet troops captured Berlin. Victory in the war would become one of the main pillars of Soviet (and post-Soviet) history. The central mantra: Soviet soldiers saved the world from fascism (i.e., from death), and the world owes them eternal gratitude.

After the war, in 1945, at a meeting in Crimea, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, British prime minister Winston Churchill, and American president Franklin Roosevelt divided the world—granting the Soviet Union its share: Eastern Europe, where pro-communist governments were installed. Soon after, the Cold War began—a global contest over whose system, Soviet or American, would prevail. Repression in the USSR resumed, this time targeting anyone suspected of sympathizing with the West.

The persistent terror led to a widespread silence within Soviet families—parents had long since stopped sharing their personal histories with their children to protect them. The connection between generations was often severed. “Regrettably, I know very little about my parents and other relatives,” physicist Andrei Sakharov would later write in his memoir. Such mysteries, silences, and a lack of knowledge about one’s parents were common for Soviet citizens of the twentieth century. And this applied not only to the intelligentsia. “They were silent about their lives,” Vladimir Putin would similarly say of his own parents.

The Soviet Union of the 1960s is a genuinely new country, with little connection to previous Russian culture. The first generation of Soviet people, out of fear for their lives, repressed memories not only of their families but even of their own pasts. Lead designer of the Soviet space program Sergei Korolev, the man who would send Gagarin into space in 1961, had himself been arrested, interrogated, and tortured in 1938. In prison, his jaw was broken, and he nearly died of starvation in Kolyma, East Siberia. He was released in 1944 and rehabilitated in 1955 after Stalin’s death.

Korolev’s story is not unique—arrests, repression, torture, and executions touched many, though few speak of it. While Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, began the rehabilitation of the victims of Stalinist repression, much of it remained unspoken. Most Soviet citizens believe that their history must be something to be proud of, and they prefer not to recall the horrors. Gagarin, like the other young cosmonauts, knows nothing of the dark past of his mentor Korolev. The “Gagarin generation” has no idea on what kind of soil the new Soviet life is blooming.

Happy Soviet Family

For Misha Gorbachev and Raisa Titarenko, Moscow seemed to be a magical city, but Misha’s classmate Zdeněk Mlynář, who came to study law from Czechoslovakia, felt differently.

“Moscow appeared to us as a huge village with wooden houses,” Zdeněk would later recall. “There was a shortage of food. Five years after the war, people were still wearing old military uniforms, and most families crowded into a single room; pockets were picked in crowds; drunkards lay in the streets, and passersby stepped over them calmly and indifferently, not even checking if they were alive. But all this was understandable. We knew we were not coming to a consumer paradise. Five years after the war, no European country was materially prosperous. We explained Russia’s poverty as war devastation. In the ability of the population to endure material hardship, we saw proof of the strength of the ‘new Soviet man.’”

Two years after they met, in 1953, Mikhail and Raisa decided to marry. To save money for the wedding, Gorbachev went back to Stavropol in the summer to work as a combine operator. He managed to buy a dress for his bride—but he didn’t have enough for shoes, so Raisa borrowed them from a friend.

The bride often fell ill—the scholarship money lasted only the first ten days of the month; she had no warm clothes, and no money for transport, so she often had to walk across the city to get to her classes. Raisa developed rheumatism, and frequent bouts of tonsillitis caused complications with her heart. After the wedding, she found out she was pregnant, but doctors warned her that she had little chance of surviving childbirth. The Gorbachevs had already decided to name their son Sergei but reluctantly agreed to have an abortion.

It was the first tragedy of their lives. After graduation, Mikhail was given a choice: either go to Siberia or return to his hometown of Stavropol in southern Russia to work in the prosecutor’s office. Gorbachev chose to return home to care for his wife. Raisa, disheartened, agreed.

Stavropol was a relatively small town, and it soon became clear that there was no work for philosophy graduate Raisa. The top student who had graduated from school with a gold medal and university with honors struggled to accept that she was not needed.

In 1957, she gave birth to a daughter, and soon after, she was offered a teaching position at the agricultural institute, an offer she accepted without hesitation. This meant putting her daughter in day care, but the young mother could no longer bear staying at home; she was eager to work.

At the same time, she was accepted into a postgraduate program—another long-held dream. Raisa began working on her dissertation on the changing psychology of Soviet peasants. This required field research: wearing rubber boots, often wading knee-deep in mud, she walked from one neighboring village to another to interview local residents.

“When I went to the villages, and every fourth or fifth house turned out to be the home of a lonely woman, I saw with my own eyes these houses and these women,” Raisa would later recall. “Women who had never known the joy of love or the happiness of motherhood. Women living out their days alone in old, crumbling homes that were also on their last legs.”

During one of the interviews, according to Raisa, the conversation goes something like this:

“Sweetheart, why are you so thin?”

“Oh, no, I’m fine. …”

“You must not have a husband?”

“I do. …”

“He drinks, doesn’t he?”

“No. …”

“Beats you?”

“What? No, of course not.”

“Sweetheart, don’t lie to me. I’ve lived a long life, and I know—people don’t wander door-to-door when everything’s fine at home.”

The Writer and the Nobel Prize

In 1961, Alexander Solzhenitsyn is living in Ryazan, where he teaches physics and astronomy at a local school. However, this job is merely a cover; in reality, he is an underground writer. He writes books that he can only share with a handful of friends, as they are too dangerous for wider circulation.

For years, Solzhenitsyn has been convinced of his higher purpose: to tell the unvarnished truth about Stalin’s labor camps. He is prepared to suffer for his art. The story Solzhenitsyn wants to tell the world is also his personal story. In 1945, while he was serving as an officer at the front, military censors intercepted a letter he had written to a fellow soldier. In it, the two of them critically discussed the Soviet system and referred to Stalin as “the kingpin.”

Solzhenitsyn was taken straight from the front to Moscow’s Lubyanka prison and sentenced to eight years for anti-state activities. There, he discovered the unimaginable scale of political imprisonment in the USSR and the hellish conditions in which prisoners lived—a hidden world he would later call the Gulag Archipelago, making it his mission to tell its story to the world.

In 1952, Solzhenitsyn was diagnosed with cancer. He underwent surgery in the camp. He then received news that his wife, Natasha Reshetovskya, had divorced him.

In February 1953, Solzhenitsyn completed his eight-year sentence, but this did not mean freedom. After his release, he was sent into perpetual exile in a remote part of the USSR—Southern Kazakhstan, not far from where Gagarin would later launch into space. In March 1953, news came of Stalin’s death. Solzhenitsyn was jubilant inside but knew he had to hide his feelings.

By the end of that year, Solzhenitsyn’s health had deteriorated sharply. He was diagnosed with terminal cancer and given no chance of survival. “It was a terrifying moment in my life: death at the threshold of freedom and the loss of everything I had written, the very meaning of my life up to that point,” he would later recall. His greatest concern was that there was no one to whom he could entrust his manuscripts: his mother had died, and his wife had remarried.

Solzhenitsyn was sent to spend his final days in a hospital in Tashkent. But somehow, he didn’t die. This miraculous recovery solidified his belief that he had a higher purpose: God had saved him so that he could write all his books.

What followed was a series of miracles. Solzhenitsyn was rehabilitated, he moved to Ryazan, and his wife, Natasha, returned to him. He worked as a teacher but wrote passionately day and night.

Meanwhile, change was brewing in the USSR—the so-called Thaw. In 1956, Nikita Khrushchev delivered a speech at the 20th Party Congress condemning Stalin. Yet Solzhenitsyn still didn’t believe it was safe for him to emerge from hiding.

In 1958, when legendary Russian poet and writer Boris Pasternak won the Nobel Prize in Literature, Solzhenitsyn, who had not yet published a single word, already knew: “I need that prize!” He needed it to fight against the USSR—to strengthen his position and make his voice heard worldwide.

However, Pasternak’s life changed drastically after receiving the award. He was vilified by the entire Soviet propaganda machine. “Even a pig doesn’t defile the place it eats, unlike Pasternak,” said Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev about his novel Doctor Zhivago. Pasternak was expelled from the Union of Writers and threatened with criminal charges for treason. He was offered the chance to leave the USSR but chose to stay, rejecting the Nobel Prize.

Solzhenitsyn was baffled: Why did Pasternak yield to Soviet pressure? “I cringed with shame for him as if it were my own: how could he be frightened by mere newspaper scolding, how could he weaken before the threat of expulsion?” Solzhenitsyn would later reflect. “If called to battle, and in such excellent circumstances, one must go and serve Russia!” At this moment, he is certain that serving Russia means speaking the harsh truth about it.

Solzhenitsyn’s plan was always simple: win the prize, go abroad, and, from the Nobel podium, tell the whole truth: “Hold out until the Nobel pulpit—and thunder!” For the young Solzhenitsyn, the fight against a criminal regime was the ultimate act of service to his homeland.

A year after Pasternak received the Nobel Prize, the seventy-year-old author was diagnosed with lung cancer. A few months later, in May 1960, Pasternak died.

Breaking the Silence

That very spring of 1961, as Gagarin flies into space, forty-two-year-old Solzhenitsyn falls into depression. He begins to doubt—what if his books are never published? What if a fire breaks out in his tiny apartment and all his manuscripts simply burn to ashes? “I became despondent: my carefully devised, silent, and invisible literary venture was hitting a dead end.”

But at the end of the year, everything changes: the 22nd Party Congress convenes, where Khrushchev more boldly attacks Stalin. Moreover, the party leadership makes a symbolic decision: to rebury the dictator who lies alongside Lenin in the Mausoleum on Red Square. The congress participants vote for this unanimously. Most are in shock, but everyone understands that this is Khrushchev’s idea, and they are not used to arguing with their superiors.

On the evening of October 31, Stalin is removed from the Mausoleum, where he had lain next to Lenin. As the coffin is sealed, some members of the government commission overseeing the reburial cannot hold back their sobs. Stalin is buried behind the Mausoleum, at the Kremlin Wall, among other members of the Soviet government.

After this, Solzhenitsyn suddenly feels that he might try to publish something from his works. In early November, he travels to Moscow, where he manages to obtain a samizdat copy of Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls for three days—an underground, hand-typed reproduction, as Soviet censorship banned the book’s official publication. This is a rare stroke of luck—he sits in his hotel room, reading the novel, tormented by doubts. In the end, he dares to send one of his short stories about life in the camps, titled “Sh-854,” albeit in a softened version, to the magazine Novy Mir (New World).

Immediately after he sends the text, panic seizes him: “What have I done!—he thinks—I am in their hands again. How could I, driven by nothing, denounce myself!” Terrified, he rushes back home to Ryazan.

The Writer and Suicide

Solzhenitsyn is deeply fond of Hemingway—one of his favorite authors. When he locks himself in his hotel room, reading For Whom the Bell Tolls, he already knows that the author of this book has recently died, though without any details.

Hemingway, in fact, shot himself just four months ago, in his home in Ketchum, Idaho—a few months after the first man had flown into space. The last months of Hemingway’s life were poisoned by paranoia—at least so his loved ones believed. The writer was convinced he was being watched, that FBI agents were tapping his phone calls, reading his mail, and sifting through his trash. Friends and family saw his depression and delusions of persecution as a mental illness, and he was subjected to harsh electroconvulsive therapy. But it wasn’t paranoia at all—Hemingway was right. The FBI had been surveilling him; agents had planted bugs in his home and even in the psychiatric clinic where he was being treated with electroshock. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover believed Hemingway was a Soviet spy.

Perhaps Hoover wasn’t entirely wrong—Soviet archives confirm that the great writer had collaborated with Soviet intelligence back in the 1930s during the Spanish Civil War. But now, in 1961, all that was long in the past. Yet surveillance, mistrust from those close to him, and their belief in his madness drove the Nobel laureate to suicide.

Solzhenitsyn is also constantly looking over his shoulder, fearing surveillance, searches, and arrests. Having survived the Soviet camps, he knows all too well that his suspicions are justified. His impoverished life in a barrack in Ryazan is a paradise compared to the slave existence in the Gulag. At sixty-one, Hemingway felt his life was over, lonely, with nothing left to write. At forty-three, Solzhenitsyn had yet to write or publish anything, but he lives with the belief that everything is still ahead of him.

Shortly after Solzhenitsyn’s return from Moscow to Ryazan in November 1961, he receives a telegram from the editorial office of the magazine Novy Mir. His text had reached the hands of the editor in chief, poet Alexander Tvardovsky. Impressed, Tvardovsky tracks down the author, invites him to Moscow, promises to publish his story “Sh-854” under the title “One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich,” signs a contract with Solzhenitsyn, and demands more works.

However, Tvardovsky understands the challenges of publishing such a story. While Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev had already denounced Stalin and exposed his crimes, not a single literary work about the Great Terror had been published in the USSR. Everyone is still afraid.

Tvardovsky hesitates for almost a year before finally handing the manuscript to Khrushchev himself in July 1962. Khrushchev doesn’t read books himself but enjoys having them read aloud to him. He likes the story.

In October 1962, Khrushchev summons Tvardovsky. At that exact moment, Soviet nuclear missiles are being deployed in Cuba, and Americans find out. The world is on the brink of nuclear war. Yet Khrushchev sits calmly in his Kremlin office discussing prose. He allows Tvardovsky to publish Solzhenitsyn’s story, thereby sparking a revolution in Russian literature.

Solzhenitsyn is accepted into the Union of Writers, meaning he no longer has to work as a schoolteacher to make ends meet; he can earn a living from his writing. In 1963, he is even nominated for the Lenin Prize. A special committee debates the award. Among those given a say is the second Soviet cosmonaut and Gagarin’s backup, Gherman Titov—who, for some reason, is also part of the committee that awards literary prizes.

“I don’t know; maybe for the older generation, the memory of these injustices is so vivid and painful, but I’ll say that for me personally and my peers, it doesn’t hold the same significance,” twenty-eight-year-old Titov says with an innocent smile during the discussion of the nominees. It turns out that Khrushchev’s personal favor isn’t enough; too many Stalinists remain among officials and writers. Solzhenitsyn is left without the prize.

The Other Side of the Iron Curtain

In the 1960s, the Soviet Union’s global reputation undergoes a dramatic transformation. Once seen as a terrifying, closed-off totalitarian state, it now appears in a completely new light. The new face of the USSR is Yuri Gagarin, who travels the world, dines at Buckingham Palace with the queen, gets hugs from Fidel Castro and Che Guevara in Cuba, and receives kisses from Italian diva Gina Lollobrigida at the Moscow Film Festival. He speaks at the United Nations, receives ovations from crowds in India, Brazil, Japan, Canada, France, and Egypt.

Following Gagarin’s flight, the Soviet Union sets two more space records: in 1963, Valentina Tereshkova becomes the first woman in orbit, and in 1965, Alexei Leonov makes the first-ever spacewalk.

The world is also witnessing a wave of decolonization: in just a decade, nearly all African countries gain independence. The USSR actively supports these newly formed African states, being among the first to recognize their independence and send specialists.

The anti-colonial rhetoric dominating Soviet propaganda conveniently ignores the fact that the USSR itself is a colonial empire. According to Soviet ideology, however, the republics within the USSR are not colonies but supposedly voluntarily united territories. Meanwhile, the government pursues classic colonial policies: Russification and the persecution of local dissidents. Yet this fact remains almost entirely unknown in the West—where the USSR appears uniform and monolithic.

The Soviet Union has many admirers. One of them is Jean-Paul Sartre, arguably the most influential philosopher in the world. He first visits the USSR shortly after Stalin’s death, in 1954. His first trip lasts a month—and it’s a nightmare. He’s made to drink vodka and Georgian wine daily, shuffled around various landmarks, and constantly surrounded by officials. By the end of the trip, Sartre collapses with a hypertensive crisis.

However, upon returning home, Sartre declares in interviews that there is complete freedom in the USSR and confidently predicts that in ten years the Soviet Union will economically surpass France: “I saw people who were brave and full of hope, driven to build a better world for themselves and their children—people against whom war is impossible, with whom only friendship is possible.”

Moreover, Sartre fiercely argues with anyone who claims the USSR is a dictatorship marked by repression and violence. In 1964, Sartre is awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, which he refuses. In his letter of explanation, he accuses the Nobel Committee of political bias, citing the award given to “anti-Soviet” Boris Pasternak rather than the USSR’s top novelist, Mikhail Sholokhov.

Just a year later, shocked by Sartre’s actions, the Nobel Committee awards the prize to Mikhail Sholokhov.

Sartre will visit the USSR eleven times. He meets with members of the writers’ union and travels across Soviet republics, visiting Ukraine, Georgia, Armenia, Estonia, and Lithuania. At home, he passionately supports Algerian independence from France and is willing to criticize his homeland for colonialism but sees nothing similar in the USSR.

And Sartre is far from being unique. Western writers and intellectuals are frequent guests in Moscow. The Soviet system finds sympathizers in Bertrand Russell, Arthur Miller, John Steinbeck, and Heinrich Böll. At a time when the United States is waging an aggressive war in Vietnam while the Soviet Union attacks no one, supporting the Eastern Bloc is seen as fashionable.

A Drunk Thug in the Train Car

In October 1964, something extraordinary happens in the Soviet Union. The ruling elite decides to challenge their leader, Nikita Khrushchev. This event is often called a coup in Soviet history, but in reality, it’s probably the most democratic transfer of power in the USSR’s entire existence.

Khrushchev returns from vacation, only to be met at the airport and driven straight to the Kremlin for a Politburo meeting. His colleagues, once sycophantic, are ready: one by one, they criticize Khrushchev for his impulsive and authoritarian management style and vote for his removal.

Khrushchev, who has won so many internal battles in his life, decides not to resist. He accepts his defeat and retreats to a dacha outside Moscow, where he will spend the next seven years.

The Soviet intelligentsia celebrates Khrushchev’s fall. Yes, he fought against Stalin, but by the end of his rule, he had turned into a quarrelsome autocrat—so no one really mourns him. Instead, there is cautious hope for the new, younger leader, Leonid Brezhnev.

After Khrushchev’s ousting, the honeymoon between Solzhenitsyn and the Soviet authorities ends. Most of Solzhenitsyn’s works still cannot be published; they are not just anti-Stalinist but genuinely anti-Soviet. The writer doesn’t forget his habits from the camps. For instance, he hides his archives, fearing searches, arrests, and the destruction of his work.

On the eve of New Year 1965, Solzhenitsyn is traveling by train, carrying his manuscripts in a suitcase—deciding it’s inconvenient to store them in Ryazan and planning to re-hide them in Moscow. Suddenly, a drunken hooligan bursts into the carriage, mocking the passengers. “None of the men opposed him,” Solzhenitsyn recalls, “some were too old, others too cautious. It was natural for me to jump up. … But the cherished suitcase with all the manuscripts lay at our feet, and I didn’t dare: after the fight, I would inevitably be taken to the police, at least as a witness. … It would be a typically Russian story for my cunning threads to snap over such a lout. So, to fulfill my Russian duty, I had to have un-Russian restraint. I shamefully, cowardly sat there, eyes lowered at the women’s reproach that we were not men.”

It’s worth noting that Solzhenitsyn, who has a knack for dividing everything in the world into “Russian” and “un-Russian,” writes in a very peculiar language. He constantly invents words, stylizing them to resemble some ancient, original Old Russian speech. This nuance is often lost in translation, but in Russian, Solzhenitsyn sounds oddly off—his desperate attempts to be quintessentially Russian often come across as unintentionally comical.

After Khrushchev’s fall, Stalinists in the Politburo gain strength, and in 1965, they ramp up arrests of dissidents. The first targets are two writers, Andrei Sinyavsky and Yuly Daniel, who smuggle their works abroad and publish them under pseudonyms. In the fall of 1965, they are exposed and put on trial.

Later poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko would tell a strange story: that during their meeting in New York, Robert Kennedy, hiding in the bathroom with the water running, confided to him that the CIA had deliberately tipped off the KGB about Sinyavsky and Daniel to divert world attention from Vietnam. Soviet dissidents would consider this theory nonsense, chalking it up to Yevtushenko’s wild imagination.

The show trial of the two writers becomes a major scandal. Global literary stars like Arthur Miller, Graham Greene, Iris Murdoch, Heinrich Böll, and Günter Grass publicly defend them. Sartre doesn’t react to the trial at all.

The newly minted Nobel laureate Mikhail Sholokhov delivers a savage speech about the accused writers at the Communist Party Congress: “Had these scoundrels with their black consciences been caught in those memorable 1920s, when justice wasn’t bound by strictly defined criminal code articles but guided by revolutionary conscience …” (The hall applauds. …)

Everyone gets the point of Sholokhov’s joke—he means that during the Red Terror, they would have been shot on the spot.

Solzhenitsyn remains free, but during a search at an acquaintance’s apartment, his archive is seized, and part of his unpublished works fall into KGB hands. It’s a crushing blow—worse than arrest:

“The main blow was that I had gone through the full camp school—and still ended up stupid and defenseless. … For 18 years, I had been weaving my underground literature, testing the strength of every thread; the plan seemed grand; another decade, and I’d be ready to present everything I’d written, and in the explosion of that literary bomb, it wouldn’t matter if I burned up myself; but then one slip, one misstep, and the entire plan, the work of a lifetime, was wrecked.”

Now Solzhenitsyn throws himself into his work on The Gulag Archipelago with doubled energy. It’s not even a novel—it’s a colossal nonfiction work at the intersection of journalism and literature. Hundreds of former inmates of Stalin’s camps send him their stories, and he weaves them into a literary memorial to the victims. No one knows about this work except his wife and a few assistants who help type the pages. He now takes every precaution: multiple copies, each safely hidden in different locations.

Meanwhile, Sartre travels to the USSR and expresses a desire to meet Solzhenitsyn. The latter walks up to the restaurant doors, where the French writer is already seated, just to explain to his interpreter why he is refusing the meeting: “What kind of meeting between writers can there be when one of them has his mouth gagged and his hands tied behind his back?”

In 1967, Solzhenitsyn has important new acquaintance. He learns that the renowned Soviet cellist Mstislav Rostropovich is coming to Ryazan for a concert. Usually, the writer doesn’t like to be distracted from his work, but this time he decides to buy a ticket.

Rostropovich is told that the now-disgraced writer is in the audience. Eager to meet the author of One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, the next day the musician finds out his address in Ryazan and pays him a visit. Solzhenitsyn and Rostropovich talk all morning and agree to meet again in Moscow. This encounter will significantly impact the lives of both men.

Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors

On September 4, 1965, an important premiere takes place at the Ukraina movie theater in Kyiv—the film Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors by director Sergei Parajanov.

Before the screening, the filmmaker delivers a brief speech about the bureaucratic obstacles he had to overcome—an already unusual introduction for the Soviet Union. Afterward, the audience presents flowers to the film crew, and thirty-four-year-old journalist Ivan Dziuba, after handing his bouquet to the costume designer, suddenly steps up to the microphone.

“Right now, mass political arrests of Ukrainian intellectuals and young people are taking place in Kyiv, Lviv, and other cities. The youth must protest,” he begins.

Of course, Ukrainian officials, eager not to lag behind Moscow, have begun cracking down on their own dissidents in the wake of the Sinyavsky-Daniel trial. Dziuba starts reading out names, but the cinema director snatches the microphone from him. Someone in the audience shouts, “Provocation!” Music starts playing.

Two young men jump to their feet—critic Vyacheslav Chornovil and poet Vasyl Stus, both twenty-seven years old. Chornovil shouts, “Whoever opposes political repression, stand up!” In the vast eight-hundred-seat hall, about fifty to sixty people rise.

At that moment, the lights go out, and the screening begins. The film—what Parajanov himself calls a “poetic drama”—is an adaptation of the novel by the legendary Ukrainian writer Mikhaylo Kotsyubynsky, a kind of Romeo and Juliet set in the Ukrainian Carpathians. It is in Ukrainian—an unusual choice in the USSR, where most films are released in Russian.

After the screening the audience quietly disperses. The KGB does not detain anyone. No one foresees the catastrophe to come.

The consequences come swiftly. Dziuba and Chornovil are fired from their jobs, and Stus is expelled from graduate school. Even Parajanov faces problems—his next film, Kyiv Frescoes, which is already in production, is shut down. This despite the fact that Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors is about to win numerous awards at international film festivals.

Sergei Parajanov is forty-one years old. An Armenian born and raised in Georgia, he studied in Moscow before being assigned to Kyiv after film school. He has lived in Ukraine for thirteen years, immersing himself in folk culture and forming close ties with local artists. His first films were mediocre Soviet socialist realism: formulaic Soviet heroes reeducating wayward comrades. But in 1964, he suddenly changed everything—creating a film that was defiantly aesthetic, poetic, and unlike anything typically Soviet.

Parajanov also has a secret. He is gay. In the Soviet Union, this is a criminal offense. In his youth, his sexuality had already caused him problems. In 1948, when anti-cosmopolitan purges swept the USSR, including Georgia, one of the victims was a state security officer—the head of Georgia’s cultural exchange society, and Parajanov’s former lover. The authorities opened a criminal case against everyone the accused named, including twenty-four-year-old Parajanov, who was still a student at the time. He was sentenced to five years in prison but was released after a few months following appeals from his professors in Moscow.

Parajanov is an incredibly open and sociable person. He believes that with the advent of the Thaw, the worst is behind him. He does not yet realize that the KGB has already begun watching him closely.

A Guest from Prague

In 1967, Raisa Gorbacheva defends her PhD thesis: “The Formation of New Features in the Life of Collective Farm Peasantry.” It’s essentially a sociology paper, but since sociology doesn’t officially exist in the USSR at that time, Gorbacheva takes quite a risk by choosing such an unconventional topic. Instead of sticking to scientific Marxism-Leninism, she dares to analyze real life.

Meanwhile, her husband is climbing the career ladder. For seven years, he works in the Komsomol—the Communist Youth League, a training ground for future party cadres.

Since 1966, he’s been heading the party organization in Stavropol, effectively becoming the city’s mayor. The roles in the Gorbachev household are quite clear: Mikhail is the practical one, the breadwinner; Raisa is the intellectual, always reading books and interested in the theater. Whenever they argue, she half-jokingly reminds him, “Misha, you only got a silver medal in school.”

In 1967, an old friend and former classmate of Mikhail’s, the Czech Zdeněk Mlynář, visits the Gorbachevs in Stavropol.

When they first met in 1950, Zdeněk was a staunch Stalinist. For instance, he once terrified his law professor by insisting that in cases of anti-state crimes, the presumption of innocence didn’t apply. The professor, though uneasy, disagreed with the zealous student—risking the possibility that someone present might report him, causing trouble.

But during his studies, Zdeněk began noticing things that shook his faith in Stalin and communism.

For example, Mlynář and his dorm mates, including Gorbachev, often drank together—just the sight of a vodka bottle was, as Zdeněk would later recall, reason enough to celebrate. The Czech student noticed that in such moments, their older friends would often flip the Stalin portrait on the wall to reveal an erotic picture from an early-twentieth-century prerevolutionary magazine glued to the back. “Only then did I understand the role vodka plays in Soviet life: it allows people to forget reality, even if just for a moment, creating the illusion of freedom. Normal, open human interaction only began under the influence of alcohol,” Mlynář would write in his memoir.

Through these conversations, he realized how unhappy and unfree the citizens of the so-called most free country, the USSR, truly were—the very country his native Czechoslovakia was supposed to emulate.

When Stalin died in March 1953, Mlynář and Mikhail Gorbachev went together to pay their respects to the great leader—and were nearly crushed in the crowd. Zdeněk’s coat was torn to shreds. But that wasn’t what struck him most: “The crowd I spent hours with, moving toward Stalin’s coffin, wasn’t thinking about him. These weren’t people overcome with grief. … Where the crowd had a little room, they joked and talked like people on their way to a football match. Some were stealing, some were groping women, some were drinking vodka straight from the bottle. It was a crowd united by the desire not to miss a spectacle.”

Later, after the 20th Congress, came the exposure of Stalin’s crimes. “The Soviet youth of that time often didn’t even realize how deeply and tragically they were marked by Stalin’s terror,” Mlynář recalled. He and Gorbachev had a classmate, an active Komsomol member, one of the few who still hadn’t lost his true faith in communism. During Marxism-Leninism seminars, he would passionately and convincingly recite clichés condemning Trotskyists, imperialist agents, and other enemies of the people. Then, during Khrushchev’s Thaw, he was unexpectedly given documents rehabilitating his parents, who had been convicted as Trotskyists and died in the camps. The student hadn’t even known he’d been adopted as a child by party officials and raised in a different family. These sudden revelations led to a serious mental breakdown.

What shocked Zdeněk most was how the Soviet state didn’t match his idea of socialism: “The arrogance of Soviet bureaucrats, their disdain for petitioners standing in endless lines for some pitiful scraps of paper, their lack of culture, incompetence, and arrogance—we had never seen any of this in Czechoslovakia.”

After his studies at Moscow State University, Zdeněk returned home with very different political beliefs. “We went to Moscow dreaming of seeing our future. And see it we did,” he would write, and it scared him off Stalinism.

Back in Czechoslovakia, Mlynář joined the Academy of Sciences, where he began developing political reforms that he believed could change the country. He drafted a plan for transitioning from totalitarian dictatorship to pluralist democracy and separating the ruling party from direct control of the economy, which would, in turn, reduce the bloated party apparatus. The one thing Mlynář wasn’t ready to embrace was a multiparty system.

He also believed that any change required the Kremlin’s blessing—so, in the spring of 1967, he went to Moscow to test his program on Soviet officials of various levels. Most of them told him his ideas were “interesting” but didn’t specify whether they meant that in a good or bad way.

After spending a few weeks in Moscow, Mlynář traveled south to Stavropol to visit his friend Mikhail Gorbachev.

In his memoir, Mlynář recounts two conversations with his classmates. One of them reacted to his project by saying, “What you’re aiming for is impossible here; otherwise, they’ll just slit our throats.” “‘We’ meant the Soviet bureaucracy, and ‘they’ meant the Soviet people,” the Czech commented.

But there was another opinion: another of Mlynář’s interlocutors was deeply impressed and hoped the reforms in Czechoslovakia would succeed—paving the way for democratization in the USSR.

Mlynář doesn’t specify which of these views belonged to the young Mikhail Gorbachev. But we can guess.

“I returned to Prague convinced that things weren’t as hopeless as they seemed and that democratization was possible even in the Soviet Union,” Mlynář would write.

Writers’ Rebellion

Just before the New Year in 1967, Alexander Tvardovsky, the editor of Novy Mir, is stripped of his positions in the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the Supreme Soviet. It’s clear that the new authorities are punishing Tvardovsky for his past daring, particularly for supporting Solzhenitsyn. Tvardovsky takes the fall hard, but Solzhenitsyn doesn’t pity him at all—he thinks it’s a noble sacrifice and that Tvardovsky should be proud: it’s not punishment, but liberation. They end up arguing: Tvardovsky believes Solzhenitsyn should keep quiet to avoid harming others, while Solzhenitsyn insists he owes nothing to anyone.

At this point, Solzhenitsyn decides to stage an open revolt. He does the exact opposite of what his editor advises: in May 1967, Solzhenitsyn writes a letter to the writers’ union and sends copies to almost every writer he knows.

This letter turns out to be one of the most unexpected political manifestos written in the Soviet Union. Solzhenitsyn demands the abolition of censorship, calling it “unconstitutional and therefore illegal.” He begins his appeal not with his own problems but by listing all the great Russian writers and poets who have been banned in the Soviet Union—a lengthy list including Dostoevsky, Yesenin, Mayakovsky, Akhmatova, Tsvetaeva, Bunin, Bulgakov, Pasternak, et alia.

He also accuses the writers’ union of never defending persecuted writers but instead acting as a punitive organ. Finally, he turns to his own troubles: he demands the return of his seized archive and reveals that two of his novels, The First Circle and Cancer Ward, have been rejected by every Soviet publisher.

Solzhenitsyn’s letter is an explosion. But the most unexpected part isn’t the uprising of a former convict, a loner who isn’t published anywhere, but the fact that almost one hundred of the most prominent Soviet writers—people who had no plans of rebelling and weren’t preparing for a mutiny—spontaneously voice their support. It’s a spontaneous surge of solidarity. Even Tvardovsky is happy.

Solzhenitsyn is stunned. “Is this not astounding? I didn’t even dare to hope for this! A writers’ rebellion!! Here! After they’ve been steamrolled forward and backward, forward and backward by the Stalinist asphalt roller so many times! The unfortunate intelligentsia! And yet here you are, alive again! Growing in your unprotected, selfless, desperate way once more! It’s you again, and not your prosperous brothers—the rocket scientists, the atomists, the physicists, and chemists with their steady salaries, modern apartments, and lulling lives!”

When Solzhenitsyn writes these words, he doesn’t yet know that very soon the leader of this rebellious intelligentsia will be none other than nuclear physicist Andrei Sakharov.

Firemen’s Ball

Solzhenitsyn’s letter is published in Western media and discussed around the world. His courage inspires writers from other countries too. At the end of June 1967, his letter is read aloud at the Congress of the Czechoslovak Writers’ Union—they also demand the abolition of censorship. Suddenly, society begins to more openly demand change. In October 1967, student protests erupt. The police respond with tear gas and rubber bullets, and Czechoslovak students hold sit-ins, just like the American students protesting the Vietnam War at the same time.

In 1967, young Czech filmmaker Miloš Forman directs an absurd comedy about a village fire brigade whose chief is retiring, so his subordinates decide to throw him a party—a ball complete with a beauty contest. But as the event unfolds, all the prepared prizes are stolen, a fire breaks out in the village, and nobody cares; the ball continues.

The film, Firemen’s Ball, comes across as a harsh satire of communist Czechoslovakia. Cultural officials are clearly unimpressed—they claim that Forman has insulted the working class. The head of Czechoslovakia, Antonín Novotný, is furious—he bans the film “forever.”

But any “forever” has to end someday, Forman muses. He manages to convince French producers to get involved, the film is released worldwide, and it’s even nominated for an Oscar. Banned in his home country, Miloš Forman finds himself suddenly famous in America. He’s overjoyed—it’s a once-in-a-lifetime chance to move to the United States and make movies there, an incredible stroke of luck for a filmmaker living behind the Iron Curtain.

In the USSR, Solzhenitsyn’s battle with the writers’ union continues: one of the union’s secretaries, Nobel laureate Mikhail Sholokhov, demands that Solzhenitsyn be “kept away from the pen” and condemns the writers who supported him. Solzhenitsyn will never forgive Sholokhov for this stance—years later, he will argue that Sholokhov is a plagiarist and not the true author of his famous novel And Quiet Flows the Don.

What doesn’t move in Moscow moves much faster in Prague. By the end of the year, the desire for change is palpable even within the Czechoslovak Politburo: half of its members vote for the removal of Antonín Novotný, the First Secretary of the Communist Party. He is ousted on the second attempt—in January 1968, following a secret ballot. Alexander Dubček is elected in his place.

On the surface, it resembles the recent ousting of Khrushchev. However, Czechoslovakia is a Soviet satellite, and such changes in leadership usually require Moscow’s approval. But Brezhnev dislikes Novotný and decides not to intervene.

From January, Gorbachev’s classmate Zdeněk Mlynář joins a working group tasked with drafting the official document “Action Program of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia.” He is no longer just a dreamer; he’s now a party official implementing his visions of democratization.

New communist leader Dubček’s popularity skyrockets. He appears close to the people: sitting with regular citizens in the stands of hockey stadiums, chatting casually, but most importantly, he symbolizes newfound freedom. Censorship is abolished in Czechoslovakia, Dubček describes his new policy as “socialism with a human face” in one of his speeches. “It turned out that it was enough to allow people to express their views freely—in meetings, in the press, on radio, and on television. This alone freed people from fear,” Mlynář writes of the spring of 1968.

The changes in Czechoslovakia infuriate Soviet leaders and officials from other Eastern Bloc countries. What irks them most is that Dubček doesn’t consult Moscow on his personnel decisions.

Dubček is regularly summoned for dressing-downs, which oddly resemble Solzhenitsyn’s meetings with the leadership of the writers’ union. Interestingly, in both cases, the accusers see a conspiracy: they believe both Dubček’s policies and Solzhenitsyn’s writings are influenced by the West, American intelligence agencies, and foreign meddling.

Ultimately, both Solzhenitsyn and Dubček are fighting for freedom of speech and against censorship. However, there’s a significant difference between them: Dubček is a sincere communist; he believes the people support him, and he’s confident he can justify his actions to his comrades in Moscow, Warsaw, and Berlin. Solzhenitsyn harbors no such illusions. He genuinely despises his interlocutors and knows they despise him. Yet he tries to play the game.

Are they doomed? Both believe they have a shot at beating the bureaucrats on their own turf. Solzhenitsyn has the experienced Tvardovsky backing him, and Dubček is convinced that Brezhnev, who affectionately calls him Sasha, is on his side.

But soon the game spills beyond the boundaries set by the participants. Solzhenitsyn’s manuscript of Cancer Ward is leaked to the West. The Times Literary Supplement begins publishing excerpts from the novel. This means there is no longer any hope of publishing it at home. But Solzhenitsyn is almost jubilant: the dam has burst. “A blow!—thunderous and joyous! I walk and walk along the trail under the spring snowstorm—it’s begun! I had expected it—and hadn’t.”

Two Soviet leaders head to Czechoslovakia for inspection. First, Defense Minister Andrei Grechko tours military units. Then Soviet premier Alexei Kosygin goes on vacation to Karlovy Vary, where he meets with various officials. Grechko and Kosygin represent different factions in the Soviet leadership. The defense minister believes the situation in Czechoslovakia is dangerous and slipping out of control—possibly under Western influence. The only solution, he says, is to send in the troops.

Premier Kosygin, however, takes a different view. He believes military force is premature.

In Karlovy Vary, Kosygin is strolling through the park with a cup of healing mineral water when a Czechoslovak TV crew suddenly stops him. A persistent journalist starts asking him questions. The Soviet premier is shocked—he didn’t know this was even possible; who gave them the right? He dismissively avoids the questions, thinking he’s put the reporter in her place. But the next day, the interview airs on national television. This experience changes Kosygin’s view of the situation in Czechoslovakia—he sees that the lack of censorship is a huge problem.

Upon returning, Kosygin and the Moscow Politburo revisit the Czechoslovak question and decide to send in the troops.

Russian Oppenheimer

In the spring of 1968, physicist Andrei Sakharov writes an article—not about science, but about freedom and the fight against dictatorship. He’s inspired by the news, listening on the Western radio stations to reports of democratic reforms in Czechoslovakia, and begins dreaming of similar changes in the USSR. He is also fascinated by the theory of “convergence”—the idea that the opposing Western and Soviet systems will gradually merge and interact.

At first, none of his colleagues understand what the inventor of the hydrogen bomb is up to. Sakharov doesn’t hide his work from anyone; he even hands over his handwritten pages to the typists working at the classified facility, just like he does with his scientific papers. “I fully expected the manuscript might end up in the hands of the KGB. But it was more important to me not to put myself in immediate jeopardy by engaging in secret activities—it would have been uncovered anyway, given my position.”

Over the years, Sakharov had become increasingly disturbed by his own
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