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Author’s Note

This is a true story. Anything enclosed in quotation marks is reported dialogue, any description of daily life is taken from letters, diaries, and memoirs. Many of these accounts were hastily written and never intended for publication. I have standardised spelling and rectified grammar to make them easier to read. References to the original documents can be found in the endnotes.

I have also spelled out most (but not all) acronyms and abbreviations: thus FO becomes Foreign Office and ACK becomes Archibald Clark Kerr. But some, like NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, precursor to the KGB), remain as acronyms. And PM, as most British readers will know, means prime minister. There is little consistency to my method: my objective has been clarity.

Likewise with the transliteration of Russian names: I have used the preferred spelling of the British and Americans living in Moscow during the war and have followed the same rule for place names. Thus Arkhangelsk is Archangel, as it always was in the 1940s.

One of the principal characters in this book, Archibald Clark Kerr, insisted that everyone should call him Archie, a most unusual break from diplomatic convention. I have followed his wish and extended this informality to the other main characters as well. There is good reason for doing so: Kathleen Harriman was known to everyone as Kathy, and her father, Averell Harriman, was always Averell, or Ave.

Stalin, however, must remain as Stalin. He was not amused when told that his nickname was ‘Uncle Joe’.
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Winston’s Broadcast

Winston Churchill’s private secretary, John ‘Jock’ Colville, was dozing lightly when his telephone rang at 4 a.m. on Sunday, 22 June. It was the Foreign Office calling with sensational news. Thousands of Wehrmacht soldiers were pouring across the Soviet frontier, a clear sign that Hitler’s long-expected invasion of the Soviet Union had begun.

Colville was under strict instructions not to wake the prime minister unless the British Isles itself was under attack. He therefore waited a couple of hours before knocking on Churchill’s bedroom door. The PM’s first reaction was ‘a smile of satisfaction’, for this was the best possible news.1 Hitler was now fighting a war on two fronts. He then took a snap decision. ‘Tell the BBC I will broadcast at nine tonight.’2 Finally, although it was still early, he reached for a celebratory cigar. Life had just changed for the better.

The news grew increasingly dramatic as the morning progressed. A vast wave of German tanks and infantry was advancing eastwards, smashing through Soviet defences. The most urgent question facing Churchill was how to respond.

The answer was not so easy. Many in the prime minister’s inner circle felt Joseph Stalin should be abandoned to his fate, arguing that the Soviet dictator was one of the most murderous leaders in history, an absolute ruler with hands drenched in blood. His ruthless economic policies had caused the 1932 famine that left at least five million Ukrainians dead, and he was known to have liquidated many of his loyal commissars in the Great Purge of the late 1930s. Stalin was also a keen supporter of the Comintern, a body established to foment revolution in the Western democracies.

Churchill was sympathetic to the anti-Soviet views of his advisers. He detested the Soviet Union and had spent much of his political career castigating Stalin and his commissars. In one of his more colourful speeches, he described the Soviet regime as ‘a league of failures, the criminals, the morbid, the deranged and the distraught’.3 And it was Churchill who, as minister of war, had sent British troops and munitions to northern Russia in 1919 – his doomed attempt to strangle the Bolshevik regime at birth.

But on that June day, the prime minister had to make a pragmatic calculation. Should Britain watch from the sidelines as Hitler’s Wehrmacht smashed through the Soviet defences? Or go to Stalin’s rescue in his hour of need? It came down to a simple question: who was worse, Hitler or Stalin?

Churchill had discussed this very dilemma with Jock Colville the previous evening while strolling through the garden at Chequers, the prime ministerial retreat. It had been a swelteringly hot day by English standards, with temperatures in the high seventies, and both men had headed outside to enjoy the first cool of evening. As they walked across to the far side of the lawn, Churchill confessed to Colville that he would ‘go all out to help Russia’ in the event of a Nazi invasion. Colville was surprised, and asked how he could possibly support Stalin when he had openly opposed the Communist regime for years.

Churchill had a ready answer. ‘I have only one purpose,’ he said, ‘the destruction of Hitler.’ Pausing for a moment, he added a characteristically witty afterthought. ‘If Hitler invaded Hell, I would make at least a favourable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.’4 Colville was so amused that he jotted it down in his diary.

A number of senior officials were staying at Chequers that weekend, including the foreign secretary, Anthony Eden. Joining them for Sunday lunch was Britain’s ambassador to the Soviet Union, Sir Stafford Cripps, who happened to be on a rare visit to England. Churchill loathed Ambassador Cripps, who was teetotal, vegetarian, and an evangelical Christian – a trio of unforgiveable vices.

Worse still, from the prime minister’s perspective, Cripps was a socialist. Indeed it was his radical political outlook that had led to his appointment to Moscow, in the hope that he might improve relations between Britain and the Soviet Union. But Cripps never got to see Stalin, nor was he welcome inside the Kremlin. On one occasion, when he repeatedly petitioned to see Foreign Commissar Molotov, he received a terse message from Molotov’s secretary: ‘Mr Molotov does not wish to see the British ambassador.’5

Over the previous two years, the Soviet regime had shown no interest in forging closer ties with the British government. It was comprised of hated figures like Winston Churchill, who continually expressed his hostility towards the Soviet Union. Besides, Stalin was assiduously courting Nazi Germany, the dominant power in Europe and the only country that represented a potentially existential threat to the Soviet regime.

When Ambassador Cripps had left Moscow a fortnight earlier, the Soviet regime had expressed its delight at seeing the back of him. The official news agency, TASS, went so far as to declare him persona non grata. Cripps’s embassy colleagues assumed he would not be returning.

Now, over Sunday lunch at Chequers, Winston Churchill pressed Cripps for information about Stalin. There was an urgent need to know how the Soviet leader was likely to react to the Nazi invasion. But Cripps knew almost nothing about the Soviet leader, who rarely appeared in public. Stalin held no official post, apart from general secretary of the Communist Party, and never attended state receptions for visiting diplomats. Nor did he receive foreign ambassadors. (Anthony Eden had been granted a rare audience in the spring of 1935, when Britain’s minister of foreign affairs.) Incoming dignitaries presented their credentials to President Mikhail Kalinin, the titular head of state, never to Stalin.

 

All of Churchill’s guests agreed on one thing that weekend: without assistance from the West, Stalin’s Red Army would be defeated. And such a defeat would have catastrophic consequences for Great Britain, because Hitler would be able to transfer all his forces from the Eastern Front to the Western, making the future liberation of occupied Europe all but impossible.

Winston Churchill always had a gift of seeing the big picture, and he saw it right now. Both Britain and the Soviet Union had been attacked by Hitler, and this turned them into de facto allies in the great struggle. To the dismay of many in his inner circle, he told them of his resolve to go to Stalin’s aid.

It took him the rest of the day to write the script for his BBC broadcast, aware that he would be selling a tough nut to a sceptical public. ‘I had not the slightest doubt where our duty and our policy lay,’ he would later write in his memoirs. ‘Nor indeed what to say.’6 But he didn’t finish writing his speech until 8.40 p.m., just twenty minutes before it was due to be broadcast from a live microphone installed in Chequers.

Its tone was powerful and grave, with the prime minister’s growling delivery giving it extra punch. He spoke artificially slowly and with long pauses, which served to heap significance onto each key phrase.

‘Hitler is a monster of wickedness, insatiable in his lust for blood and plunder,’ he said. ‘Not content with having all Europe under his heel or else terrorised into various forms of abject submission, he must now carry his work of butchery and desolation among the vast multitudes of Russia and of Asia.’

Churchill was brutally honest when admitting he had despised the Soviet regime for his entire political career. ‘No one has been a more consistent opponent of Communism than I have for the last twenty-five years. I will un-say no words that I’ve spoken about it. But all this fades away before the spectacle which is now unfolding.’ He disliked Joseph Stalin – intensely – but he detested Adolf Hitler.

‘We are resolved to destroy Hitler and every vestige of the Nazi regime . . . Any man or State who fights against Nazism will have our aid.’7 It was Britain’s duty to help the Soviet Union in its hour of desperate need. It was also in Britain’s own interest.

Churchill’s guests at Chequers began a post-mortem on the speech within minutes of the broadcast. Anthony Eden was concerned that many people would be appalled at the idea of supporting the Soviet Union. In terms of politics, he said, ‘Russia was as bad as Germany’.8 Jock Colville focused more on Churchill’s pugnacious delivery. ‘Dramatic,’ he thought, ‘and it gave a clear decision of policy-support for Russia.’ Young Mary Churchill, the prime minister’s teenage daughter, was even more rapturous. ‘Papa broadcast – superb. O darling, I love you so much and admire you more than you will ever know. Pray God you will be spared and supported.’9

 

[image: Winston Churchill, dressed in his siren suit, sitting at a desk in front of a wall of bookcases and speaking into a pair of BBC microphones positioned on the desk.]

Churchill detested Stalin, yet he broadcast his support for the Soviet Union within hours of Hitler’s invasion. He said that Britain would help any nation fighting against the evils of Nazism.

 

Churchill had pledged in his broadcast to do everything possible to save the Red Army from battlefield catastrophe, but there were many unanswered questions. How was he going to aid Stalin? By what means? Britain was in no position to help the Soviet Union with either armaments or raw materials.

And there were other questions, too. If Stalin was now an ally, then the prime minister would need an acceptable representative in Moscow – someone working alongside the Soviet leader, preferably inside the Kremlin. But who? It was hard to think of a suitable candidate. And that provoked yet another question: would Stalin even accept such a person? Few Westerners, either British or American, had ever penetrated the crenellated walls of the Kremlin and it had been years since partisan journalists like Walter Duranty and Eugene Lyons had secured their interviews with the Soviet leader. Even they had never gained entry to Stalin’s private study. The Soviet leader remained a near-total enigma, unknown and possibly unknowable. It was a worrying lacuna, given that he held the fate of the world in his hands.
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The Big Two

Those few days in the third week of July, so destructive to Moscow, had been rather more enjoyable for the guests staying at Chequers. Averell Harriman was in attendance, suntanned from his recent trip to North Africa, as were Kathy and Pamela. The prime minister’s assistant private secretary, Jock Colville, was also there. He sat next to Kathy at dinner on the Friday night.

‘Pretty,’ he noted in his diary, ‘but convinced of the superiority of the United States in all things.’1 He argued with her about the merits of Citizen Kane. She thought it ‘wonderful’, whereas he had found it ‘deplorable’.

Late on Saturday afternoon, 19 July, the Soviet ambassador, Ivan Maisky, arrived in a blaze of summer sunshine. Short, podgy, and with an unusually moon-shaped face, Maisky was flustered on account of his chauffeur having lost his way in the country lanes of Buckinghamshire. He was half an hour late. But he soon found himself relaxing, for the prime minister’s country retreat was an oasis of calm. ‘Dark halls, old paintings, strange staircases,’ wrote Maisky. ‘How it should be in a respectful, solid English house several centuries old.’

The ambassador had come on important business: to hand deliver a letter from Stalin to the prime minister. It was the Soviet leader’s first correspondence with Churchill, an answer to the PM’s two previous messages. As such, its tone and content were of the greatest possible interest.

Maisky was ushered into one of Chequers’ many salons. ‘The secretary flung a door open and I found myself in a large lit room . . . noisy and full of life.’ Clementine Churchill was busily pouring tea for everyone, and the room was full of young people, ‘talking, laughing, exchanging remarks’. Churchill himself was on the far side of the room playing a board game with one of them.

Maisky was taken aback by the PM’s idiosyncratic attire. He was dressed ‘in strange, grey-blue overalls and a belt (a cross between a bricklayer’s work clothes and an outfit suitable for a bomb shelter)’. This was the prime minister’s siren suit, destined to be worn on many occasions throughout the war.

‘Have a cup of tea while I finish the game,’ said the PM to Maisky.

The ambassador drank two cups, served by Clementine, while Pamela Churchill went off to look for some biscuits.

The PM eventually led Maisky into a nearby drawing room so they could both study Stalin’s letter, translated and typed up by Maisky himself. Churchill read it attentively, checking the names of recent battles against a large map laid out nearby. Maisky noted that he was ‘evidently pleased’ at having received a personal message from the Soviet leader. He had been awaiting it for weeks.

 

[image: Winston Churchill and Ivan Maisky sitting next to each other at a table, clinking shot glasses. There is an array of other drinking glasses on the table and an arrangement of flowers.]

The Soviet ambassador to Britain, Ivan Maisky, was an important intermediary between Churchill and Stalin. Here he hosts a lunch at the Soviet Embassy in London.

 

In that letter, Stalin spoke of the Soviet Union and Great Britain as fighting allies, ‘strong enough to crush our common enemy’. The Soviet leader also informed Churchill of the desperate situation on the battle-front, which now stretched from the Baltic to Ukraine. To save the Red Army from destruction, he called for an immediate Second Front in France.

‘This cannot be done,’ the PM told Maisky. ‘It’s risky. It will end in disaster for England, bringing no benefits at all.’2

That afternoon, Maisky was introduced to an American official who had arrived in England just two days previously. Harry Hopkins was not only a long-standing friend of Averell – a friendship that guaranteed him a warm welcome – but also the closest confidant of President Roosevelt. As such, he was being treated like royalty by Churchill.

Hopkins was the strangest presidential emissary ever to travel to Great Britain. A ‘half-man’, as Roosevelt called him, he had lived in the shadow of death since undergoing drastic surgery for stomach cancer four years earlier.3 Churchill had first met him the previous January and was stunned that someone so debilitated could radiate such intellectual brilliance. ‘He was a crumbling lighthouse from which there shone beams that led great fleets to harbour.’4

That lighthouse had been placed in charge of the Lend-Lease programme, working as Averell’s counterpart in the United States. His role was to administer the American end of the operation, acting with near-presidential powers. For the duration of the war, he and Averell were to work as an incomparable double-act.

President Roosevelt had sent Hopkins to London in order to plan the forthcoming Atlantic Conference in Newfoundland, at which president and prime minister were to meet for the first time since the outbreak of war. But there was a problem that urgently needed rectifying, as Hopkins was quick to point out. The conference would be held in a semi-vacuum unless Roosevelt and Churchill could obtain up-to-date news of the situation on the Soviet front line. Stalin had provided no detailed intelligence about the German advance, and no one knew whether the Red Army would be able to hold out against the Wehrmacht. Since this information was crucial to everything, including the flow of weaponry to Great Britain, Hopkins proposed paying a flying visit to the Soviet leader.

But he also had another agenda. ‘Stalin was little more than a name to Roosevelt,’ he told Ambassador Maisky. ‘Roosevelt has no notion of Stalin as a personality, a human being. What are his tastes, views, habits and sentiments? Can he be trusted or can’t he?’5

 

Three days after Hopkins’s departure for Moscow, Averell’s aide, Bob Meiklejohn, received an out-of-the-blue phone call. ‘Left the office in a tremendous flurry’, he later wrote in his diary, ‘and drove to Hendon airport in the Bentley.’6

Meiklejohn was not alone in that Bentley. Seated behind him was a familiar trio: Averell, Kathy, and Pamela. The two women had come to wave off the men on what was to prove a circuitous voyage to see President Roosevelt.

Their trip to America was completely unforeseen. Meiklejohn didn’t even have time to pack. ‘Took only my office papers and one bag half full of knick-knacks for the folks.’ Kathy was also taken by surprise at her father’s last-minute voyage, scarcely having time to scrawl a list of items she wanted him to bring back from America: lipstick, an eyelash curler, bobby pins, and some elasticated Bloomingdale’s girdles. She also asked for a Hammacher Schlemmer cigarette lighter engraved with Pamela’s initials, PSC.

That Wednesday, Averell and Meiklejohn were to embark on a 6,500-mile whistle-stop tour that would take them to Newfoundland, Washington, and then back to Placentia Bay in Newfoundland. It was here, in just over a week’s time, that Winston Churchill and President Roosevelt were to have their first wartime meeting. Averell’s presence was required because he was an intimate of both leaders. If disagreements were encountered, he could be relied upon to put things straight.

‘I wonder if he will like me?’ mused Churchill to Averell.7 It was a question the prime minister would ask repeatedly, but one that Averell was unable to answer. Much depended on how Churchill conducted himself.

The prime minister was to travel to the rendezvous on one of the Royal Navy’s latest battleships, the 35,000-ton Prince of Wales. She had been camouflaged with black stripes and her decks were bristling with turreted big guns and anti-aircraft guns. Churchill boarded the vessel at Scapa Flow in the Orkney Isles, excited by the prospect of a voyage through waters infested with German U-boats. The vessel had been well stocked with victuals: Scottish beef, ninety grouse (a gift for President Roosevelt), Pol Roger champagne, Hine brandy, and crates of Romeo y Julieta cigars.

Also aboard the vessel was Harry Hopkins, who had miraculously survived the twenty-four-hour flight from Archangel. ‘Ah, my friend,’ were Churchill’s first words of greeting to Hopkins. ‘How are you? And how did you find Stalin?’

‘I must tell you about it,’ said Hopkins vaguely, although he had very little to say about the Soviet leader.8 Stalin had proved characteristically impenetrable during their meeting. He had described the battlefield situation in detail and provided Hopkins with a list of the most urgently required weaponry. But he had revealed nothing about himself.

Having failed to garner any information about Stalin, Churchill bombarded Hopkins with questions about President Roosevelt, with whom he was clearly obsessed. ‘You’d have thought Winston was being carried up into heaven to meet God!’ noted a bemused Hopkins.9

At 9 a.m. on Saturday, 9 August, after five choppy days at sea, HMS Prince of Wales arrived at its rendezvous in the still waters of Placentia Bay, where the presidential vessel, USS Augusta, was already at anchor. That same morning, shortly after eleven, Churchill was ferried over to the Augusta looking dapper in his blue naval attire. Roosevelt was wearing a light tan Palm Beach suit and stood unsteadily, supported by his steel leg braces and clutching the arm of his son Elliott. It was a solemn moment, with the ship’s band playing the national anthems of Great Britain and the United States. As the last notes of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ faded into the mist, Churchill gave a slight bow before presenting Roosevelt with a letter from King George VI.

‘At last we have gotten together,’ said the president with a smile, extending his hand.

‘We have,’ beamed Churchill.10

The two leaders dined that evening with Averell and Hopkins, and everything went smoothly, although Averell was dismayed to discover they were served spinach omelette.

Later that night, writing in bed, Averell would type a note to Kathy and Pamela. ‘The historic meeting of the great men and their staffs has taken place,’ he wrote. ‘It is to be seen whether the seeds sown will bloom. The PM has been on his best form. The President is intrigued and likes him enormously.’11 The two men had already begun calling each other Franklin and Winston, which everyone took to be a good omen.

The most publicised aspect of the four-day meeting at Placentia Bay was the signing of the Atlantic Charter. This pledged a set of lofty post-war principles: freedom from fear; disarmament; and the rights of individuals to be respected ‘after the final destruction of the Nazi tyranny’. But another decision had more immediate significance. Churchill and Roosevelt agreed to send a high-level delegation to Stalin to lay the building blocks of a necessary, if disagreeable, relationship. It was to be a joint Anglo-American mission, headed by two figures of sufficient stature to command Stalin’s respect.

Hopkins was the obvious choice to represent America, but he was too frail to undertake another gruelling voyage. So Roosevelt offered the role to Averell, believing that he was the only other person with the necessary qualities to deal with the dictator.

Winston Churchill chose Max Aitken, better known as Lord Beaverbrook, to be Great Britain’s representative. A Canadian-British press baron, he owned the Daily Express, the world’s largest-circulation newspaper.

Lord Beaverbrook had been one of the first to meet Averell on his arrival in England, thanks to his role as minister of aircraft production in Churchill’s government. He had overseen a massive expansion of productivity, doing so in typically Beaverbrook fashion – bullying, flattering, and energising, with a slash-and-burn approach to red tape. His secretary, Betty Bower, disliked his brusque manner but confessed to admiring him. ‘We wouldn’t perhaps have won the war without him,’ she would later write. ‘I was there and I know he did it.’12 Churchill agreed. ‘All his remarkable qualities fitted the need . . . This was his hour. His personal force and genius, combined with so much persuasion and contrivance, swept away many obstacles.’13

Beaverbrook had resigned as minister in May, on the grounds that he was incapable of teamwork. ‘I am not a committee man,’ he told Churchill. ‘I am the cat that walks alone.’14 Some of those
















Afterlives

Averell received a number of gifts from the Soviets in recognition of his steadfast support during the war. The most thoughtful and coveted present was a large replica of the Great Seal, the national symbol of the United States. Hand-carved from wood and polished to a sheen, it featured an imposing eagle with outstretched wings.

Averell was deeply touched by the gift and hung it in the ambassador’s private library in Spaso House, the room in which he convened many secret meetings. It remained there for the next six years, admired by three successive US ambassadors. But in 1951, a British radio operator in Moscow was fiddling with frequencies when he found himself unexpectedly eavesdropping on a conversation taking place inside that very library. He alerted the Americans, having realised that there must be a bug concealed somewhere in the room. There was. It was inside the Great Seal – a state-of-the-art Soviet listening device that required no power source, which gave it an unlimited lifespan.

The Americans kept the discovery a secret for seven years, making it public only in 1960 when the Soviets shot down an American U-2 spy plane over their air space. Feigning outrage, the USSR lodged a formal complaint against American espionage at the UN Security Council. The Americans responded by producing the Soviets’ gift to Averell Harriman and revealing to the world the listening device concealed inside. It was a moment of high tension in the Cold War and one with long-term consequences. In the aftermath of the debacle, all dialogue between the opposing sides ended abruptly and the arms race escalated dangerously. The world inched closer to conflict.

Averell’s return to the United States from Moscow in 1946 marked the beginning of a long and distinguished political career. His first years in Washington were spent warning of the dangers posed by the Soviet Union, a warning fully borne out by Stalin’s 1948 blockade of the Western-occupied sectors of Berlin. Thereafter, Averell would serve as secretary of commerce and governor of New York, as well as being appointed a roving ambassador at large. In the late 1960s, he was an outspoken critic of the Vietnam War.

In all these years he did not see his wartime amour, Pamela Churchill, who had forged her own path in life and had a string of lovers since her divorce from Randolph Churchill in 1945.

Although she had often written to Averell during his years in Moscow, her eye wandered far and wide. The wealthy banker Elie de Rothschild had been one of her lovers; next came the Italian playboy (and car manufacturer) Giovanni Agnelli. Finally, in 1961, she married the film producer Leland Hayward, whose many hits included The Sound of Music. When Hayward died in spring 1971, Pamela found herself single and lonely.

At that very moment she was invited to a Washington dinner party hosted by an old friend. She had already arrived when in walked an unexpected guest: Averell Harriman. Like her, he had recently lost his spouse. And like her, he was lonely. Their old friendship was reignited in a flash. ‘Since we were both suddenly free and alone,’ said Pamela, ‘it just seemed the most natural thing in the world to kind of get together again.’

This time their relationship was on more solid ground. That September, they were married in New York, with Kathy acting as a witness. ‘It was either the beginning or the end of an era,’ wrote wedding guest Truman Capote, who knew all about their long-standing relationship.1 The couple would remain together until Averell’s death in 1986. They had always wondered whether Winston and Clementine Churchill had known of their secret affair back in 1941. In the wake of their engagement, Pamela wrote to her former mother-in-law to tell her the news.

‘My, my,’ was Clementine’s response, ‘an old flame rekindled.’2

 

Archie’s appointment as ambassador to Washington was the post he had always coveted and a richly deserved reward for those arduous years in Moscow and Chungking. He was even more delighted when told that the posting came with an elevation to the peerage.

He chose as his title Lord Inverchapel of Loch Eck in the County of Argyll. This had been his boyhood fantasy, and now it had come true. He was lord of the place he loved more than anywhere else in the world.

He raised more than a few eyebrows when choosing his coat of arms. The heraldic shield was conventional enough, but the two figures supporting it were decidedly unconventional: two male athletes, both naked, with their genitalia generously exposed. The motto he chose was similarly risqué: Concussus surgo, ‘Having been shaken, I rise’. When his arms came to be published in Burke’s Peerage, the abashed editors provided the two figures with underpants.

Archie’s ambassadorship to the United States was not a success. Although he oversaw a cementing of post-war relations between America and Great Britain, he was widely perceived as being tired, old, and out of touch. His past did not help. He was best known for having been an intimate of the West’s wartime ally, Joseph Stalin. But Stalin was now trampling roughshod over the peoples of Eastern Europe, making Archie yesterday’s man.

He had also shocked many in Washington with his outlandish humour. ‘I have a Russian slave at the embassy, given to me by Stalin,’ he would tell them.3 It was a joke that did not play well in the United States.

After two years in the post, Archie was informed that he was being stood down. He was almost relieved, for he was now sixty-five and in need of rest. ‘I should be packed away in the museum among the mothballs, whose fragrance becomes more and more alluring to me,’ he wrote.4 He was saddened that the dreams of a happier post-war era had not come to pass. ‘The hopes for a new world of harmony, brotherhood and peace, which were high in our hearts, have been sadly pushed about and jostled.’5 As he well knew, they had been jostled by his old friend, Joseph Stalin.

There was another reason why Archie was happy to quit his post in Washington. In summer 1947, Tita had suddenly reappeared in his life. The circumstances of their reconciliation are unclear, but it happened rapidly and dramatically. Within weeks, while on holiday in Edinburgh, the two of them were remarried. The wedding was supposed to have been secret, but the press got wind of it and ended up chasing their car through the streets.

After a brief return to Washington, the newlyweds left the United States for the last time in the spring of 1948, travelling to Loch Eck with the bemused Evgeni Yost in tow. Tita did not enjoy her first winter in such a remote part of Scotland and subsequently spent much of her time in the United States, leaving Archie in the company of his masseur.

Tita would return sporadically, but she got bored in the wilds of Scotland. Yost himself loved the countryside; he worked at the Inverchapel farm for two years before Archie lent him enough money to pursue his dream – running a fish and chip shop in Rothesay, on the remote island of Bute. He would later marry a Scottish woman and father nine children.

Archie was to live only a few more years after his retirement. He had been suffering from recurrent heart problems and these grew increasingly acute in summer 1951. In the first week of July, he was rushed to hospital in severe pain. It proved too late to save him. On the afternoon of Thursday, 5 July, he died of heart failure. Aged just sixty-nine, he was buried at the southern end of his beloved Loch Eck. His grave, these days half-obscured by fallen branches and leaf mulch, makes no mention of his remarkable wartime experiences, nor of his intimacy with Stalin, Churchill, and Roosevelt. It merely records his name and title: First Baron Inverchapel of Loch Eck.

A year and a half before his death, the BBC had commissioned Archie to write a profile of Stalin. The tone of his piece was widely held to be unwarranted, for it imagined a future in which Stalin’s murderous crimes would be forgotten and he would be remembered as a triumphant war hero who had saved his country from disaster.

‘I do not propose to follow him through the long and sordid story of his rise to power,’ he wrote, ‘the sickening annals of his tyranny and his vicious regime. The memory of all this will be lost to his own people in the golden haze of his glory. The saviour of his country, the mastermind of the strategy of victory that lifted the nation out of its slough of the Middle Ages and made it the leading industrial country in Europe.’ Stalin, he said, would not be viewed as George Orwell’s Big Brother. Rather, his would be seen as a name ‘to kindle the pride and the love of multitudes of Russians’.

Such a sentiment seemed totally misplaced in the early 1950s, when Stalin was a pariah in the West and denounced even by those who had formerly served under him. A similar piece by Archie, commissioned by the New York Times, was unceremoniously spiked. ‘Something of a relief,’ he scrawled on their rejection letter.6

In recent years, the current regime in Russia has been overseeing the steady rehabilitation of the Soviet Union’s tyrannical wartime leader. In summer 2023, a newly fashioned statue of Stalin was erected in the Pskov region and blessed by the local Orthodox priest. It may not be long before the city of Volgograd reverts to its wartime name, Stalingrad. If that comes to pass, Archie’s words will have been proved to be chillingly prophetic.

 

Kathy settled down within a year of returning from Moscow, marrying Stanley Mortimer, a wealthy American advertising executive, and having three children. She never spoke about her wartime years in the Soviet Union, but she must have been quietly proud of what she had achieved, for she carefully pasted all her press cuttings into bound scrapbooks.

Clementine Churchill had read a number of Kathy’s wartime letters to Pamela and found them thoroughly entertaining. ‘I think your letters will make a wonderful book one day – not, however, to be published just now!’7 But Kathy scorned those who cashed in on their wartime experiences. ‘As peace returned many underlings of the war leaders sprang into print. I felt they abused their wartime privilege (& luck) of being on hand as history was made & swore I’d not do likewise.’8

She wrapped her letters into neat little bundles, tied them up with ribbon, and stored them in a cupboard. They remained there for decades, and it was not until her son, David, was sorting through her paperwork, just a few weeks before she died, that he noticed a box containing two large brown scrapbooks. Inside was a collection of photographs and scores of newspaper cuttings with her name on them, the products of a career that her family knew next to nothing about. There were also several hundred letters sent from both London and Moscow.

 

[image: Kathy, standing in a corridor, looking straight into the camera and smiling radiantly. She’s wearing a dark suit with a white collar and bows to the right shoulder. Her gloved hands are both on her handbag.]

Kathy kept copies of her wartime letters and glued her photos and newspaper cuttings into a scrapbook. Yet she rarely spoke about her four years in London and Moscow.

 

‘Hey, Mom, what is this about?’ asked David on discovering the papers.9 ‘Oh, that,’ said Kathy, before changing the subject. Since her mind was beginning to fade, David let the matter drop. But when he looked through the letters and read the press cuttings, he discovered an unknown chapter of his mother’s life.

In 2023 David gave the originals of Kathy’s letters to the Manuscript Division of the Library of Congress, so that a wider public may henceforth read and enjoy them.

 

And what of the other important players in The Stalin Affair? Bob Meiklejohn spent a great deal of time writing up the notes he had made about his years in London and Moscow, all of which were eventually given to the Library of Congress. He was already married when he first headed to London in 1941. Now he had a family and pursued a successful post-war business career, becoming a vice president of the Allied Chemical and Dye Corporation.

Archie Clark Kerr’s interpreter, Arthur Birse, also became a successful businessman, but he continued to assist the British government with high-level interpreting. When Anthony Eden was prime minister, he asked Birse to be his interpreter at the Berlin Conference of 1954.

Stalin’s interpreter, Vladmir Pavlov, worked as head of the British desk at the Soviet Foreign Ministry in the years that followed the end of the Second World War. But he fell out of favour after Stalin’s death and lived the rest of his life in quiet seclusion. He died in 1993, leaving neither letters nor a memoir about his remarkable wartime service.

The ‘half-man’, Harry Hopkins, died in January 1946, just nine months after President Roosevelt. He was fifty-five years old. It was a miracle that he had lived so long, for his body was broken by cancer, massive blood transfusions, and huge doses of iron supplements. He had proved a true friend to all of the Big Three, organising the American end of the vast Lend-Lease programme.

A great deal of that Lend-Lease equipment was still in Britain at the end of the war. This was sold at a knock-down price to the near-bankrupt government, with payments stretched out over six decades. The last instalment was paid on 26 December 2006.

America found it rather harder to negotiate a deal with the Soviet Union. As Roosevelt had always made clear, the United States sought no compensation for equipment destroyed in the war, nor for weaponry that was still usable. It asked for payment only for civilian supplies such as lorries, machine tools, and industrial equipment. These were valued at $2.6 billion.

The Soviet government was indignant. ‘It is like asking us to pay for saving your life, after we have been severely wounded in the process,’ commented one Soviet writer. ‘What are a few thousand trucks and planes compared with the blood of seven million Russians.’10

After years of wrangling, the two sides reached a compromise in 1972, with the Soviet Union agreeing to pay $722 million.

 

The last word in this saga must go to Winston Churchill, whose relationship with Stalin was to undergo one final permutation. In spring 1946, less than a year after Averell’s explosive press conference in San Francisco, Churchill was to cause even more of a stir when President Truman invited him to make a speech in Fulton, Missouri, his home state. Surrounded by pressmen and speaking on a world stage, the former prime minister forcefully turned on his wartime partner, Joseph Stalin, accusing him of posing a grave threat to global peace and stability. Deploying a phrase filled with Churchillian resonance, he urged the world to wake up to the fact that Stalin and the Soviet Union had gone from ally to foe: ‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an Iron Curtain has descended across the continent.’11

Churchill’s thinking about the Soviet Union had come full circle. Back in 1919, when secretary of state for war, he had done more than anyone else to try to strangle the new regime at birth, despatching weaponry and troops to fight the Red Army. Then came his spectacular volte-face in 1941 when he displayed great political courage by declaring his support for Stalin in the fight against Hitler.

In the years that followed, he had seen the Soviet leader face to face on five occasions, and the two leaders had also exchanged hundreds of letters and telegrams. (They had met for a final time at the Potsdam Conference in Berlin in summer 1945. This conference is described in the author’s book Checkmate in Berlin (2021).) Churchill had witnessed Stalin at his gregarious best and his duplicitous worst.

Now, just thirteen months after their most successful meeting, at Yalta, Churchill was declaring to the world that Stalin could no longer be trusted. He was brutally imposing his will on the countries and peoples of Eastern Europe and the world needed to wake up to his tyrannical rule of terror.

The Soviet leader’s response to Winston Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech was bellicose. In an article in Pravda, he denounced it as ‘a call to war with the Soviet Union’. He also took the opportunity to launch a vitriolic personal attack on Churchill, saying his ideas about race were very similar to those of Adolf Hitler. It was a uniquely offensive comment.

The New York Times was outraged by the viciousness of Stalin’s language and noted that relations between the Soviet Union and the West had sunk to their lowest point in years. This was an understatement. The remarkable wartime partnership had come to an abrupt and definitive end.

There were to be many ups and downs in the years that followed, but Churchill’s outspoken speech – and Stalin’s chilling response – fired the opening salvo of the Cold War.

Over the previous five years, the Big Three leaders had built the most unlikely coalition in history. They had set aside their profound personal and political differences to defeat a common enemy. Archie and Averell had played a central role in keeping the alliance on track, advising President Roosevelt throughout those difficult years and skilfully handling the deep-seated aversion between Churchill and Stalin.

But the Big Three alliance was always fragile, and it was destined not to endure. Against all the odds, it had won the war for the Allies. But it was unable to survive the peace.
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