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Stalin: “Death solves all problems. No man, no problem.”

Trotsky: “I do not know personal tragedy.”
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Author’s Note

Soviet Russia’s first secret police organization, the Cheka (the All-Russian Extraordinary Commission), was established on 20 December 1917, just weeks after the Bolsheviks had seized power. It was dissolved in 1922 and replaced by a new organization, the GPU, which was replaced in turn by the OGPU, which was itself replaced, in July 1934, by the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs).

To avoid a proliferation of confusing titles, and because most of this book’s narrative unfolds during the period when the Soviet Union’s clandestine operations were presided over by the NKVD, I have used this term consistently throughout the text.






Prologue

I

At some point in the afternoon of 17 July 1937, a tall, ­round-­faced ­Ukrainian in his late thirties, whose bright eyes contrasted vividly with his smooth black ­hair, sat down in a hotel room in Paris to write a letter to the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Nobody, he believed, knew where he was or what he was planning. He was, effectively, in hiding.

The letter did not come easily to him; its composition had stretched out over several nights. It was probably the most important document he would ever write. He also knew that it might prove to be his death sentence.

He had been born Nathan Markovic Poreckij, in 1899, in Podwołoczyska, which was then in Galicia, part of the ­Austro-­Hungarian Empire. Over the last two decades, he had acquired new names, each signaling a different identity: Ignace Poretsky, Ignatz Reiss, Ludwig, Ludwik, Ludwig Wauer, Hans Eberhardt, Steff Brandt, Raymond, and Walter Scott. Some knew him only as “the Fat One.” Even his son did not know his real name. For twenty years he had been a dedicated revolutionary, serving as a Soviet spy in Vienna, Prague, Paris, and Amsterdam. All of this helped make him into something of a paradox: a man with a reputation as one of the Soviet Union’s greatest spies who barely seemed to exist. Years later, two British intelligence officers exchanged exasperated memorandums, trying to establish even basic facts about the man they knew as Ignatz Reiss: “You say that the sum of your knowledge on this man is not impressive,” one of them sighed, “but by comparison our own information on him is even less so.”

His agents knew almost nothing about him. They understood that it was wise not to ask. His discretion was so absolute that they knew neither whom they were working for nor what the end results of the tasks they were assigned would be. He did not rely on extortion or intimidation to force people to work for him; he only asked, gently, if they might want to involve themselves in something “bigger.”

This is why the men and women in the networks liked him. They thought him intelligent, patient, and considerate. One called him “the finest man I have ever met in my life.”

But over the last few months, a few of these agents had received strange letters from him in which he had expressed, guardedly, a “critical” attitude about the Soviet ­Union—­about that “bigger” cause. They struggled to make sense of them. Then they each received another that was more categorical: he was going to make a break with the regime. His ­disgust—­both at what had become of the revolution that was so precious to him and at his own moral ­compromises—­had reached such a pitch that he could carry on no longer. He had dedicated his life to building socialism. That had justified a great deal. And yet now Joseph Stalin had begun murdering “his own people,” men and women who Reiss knew were innocent of the grotesque crimes they had been accused of.

Not long after he had made his resolution, he received a letter from Abram Slutsky, head of the Foreign Department at the Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD), who urged him to return to Moscow. “Your nerves seem to be on edge, come without delay, it is time we talked things over and straightened things out.” Reiss knew that comrades of his had received similar, superficially friendly communications inviting them to come home. They had either disappeared or been shot. He did not want to suffer the same fate.

Slutsky’s letter was followed by another, which was little more than a confused note from Gertrude Schildbach, one of Reiss’s agents who was in Rome. Having lost contact with the Reiss family, she wanted to get back in touch; she said that she urgently needed his advice.

Schildbach, who worshipped Reiss and had a clammy, almost obsessive attachment to his family, had a short, squat body, an oversized head, glasses with very thick lenses, and blackened, protruding teeth. She was lonely, emotionally volatile, and probably delusional. Less than a year before, she had taken up a new posting in Italy, but now she wrote to him to say that she was in difficulties. Reiss glanced at the note without realizing that its significance lay not in what it said, but that it had been sent at all.

Reiss continued preparing for his defection. That summer he arranged for the sum of $7,660 to be placed to his credit in New ­York—­in a savings account bearing the name of Stephen Brandt (one of his aliases; the last name was also his mother’s maiden name). He talked to his wife about his plans and started taking tentative steps to warn his networks that something significant was about to happen. On June 11, the day that Marshal Mikhail Tukhachevsky and eight other Red Army generals were executed, he traveled to Amsterdam to meet with Richard Sneevliet, the head of the Dutch Trotskyists.

By that afternoon in July 1937, as he sat in his Paris hotel room, having done everything he could to ensure that he had slipped surveillance, all that was left for him to do was to finally cut the cord.

I should have written the letter I am writing you today a long time ago, on that day when the Sixteen [Old Bolsheviks tried in Moscow in August 1936] were massacred in the cellars of the Lubianka [sic] on the orders of the “Father of the People.”



I kept quiet then and I did not raise my voice at the murders that followed, and as a result I bear a heavy responsibility. My guilt is grave, but I will try to repair it, to repair it promptly and thus ease my conscience.

Up to this moment I marched alongside you. Now I will not take another step. Our paths diverge! He who now keeps quiet becomes Stalin’s accomplice, betrays the working class, betrays socialism.

The letter continued in a similar vein for several pages; its ending somehow even more incendiary than its beginning:

What is needed today is a fight without mercy against Stalinism! The class struggle and not the popular front, workers’ intervention in the Spanish revolution as opposed to the action of committees.

Down with the lie of socialism in one country! Return to Lenin’s international! . . . I am joining Trotsky and the Fourth International.

In a postscript, he noted that he was returning his Order of the Red Banner: “It would be beneath my dignity to wear an order also worn by the executioners of the best men of the working class in Russia.”

He made several copies of the letter by hand and wrote a separate letter to Slutsky to inform him of his intentions and assure him that he wouldn’t spill any Soviet secrets.

Once finished, he handed copies to his secretary, Lydia Grozovskya, to be sent through the embassy post. If, as Reiss intended, the letter was forwarded through the usual channels to Nikolai Yezhov, the head of the NKVD in Moscow, he would have ample time to make the arrangements that ensured his safety.

This done, at seven p.m., he headed to Café Weber to meet his friend and fellow agent Walter Krivitsky. The two men were together for only a few minutes, but Krivitsky could tell that there was something pressing on Reiss’s mind, “a matter of supreme importance to him.” They agreed that Reiss would call Krivitsky at eleven the following morning at the Hotel Napoleon, where he was staying. Reiss also told Krivitsky that as a precaution he would change hotels; he gave Krivitsky his new address.

Two hours later, Krivitsky received an urgent summons from the deputy head of foreign services at the NKVD, Mikhail Shpiegelglass. They met at a café on the Paris Exposition grounds. Here, with the Eiffel Tower looming above them, the small, stout, Shpiegelglass explained that he had been sent to Paris to identify a traitor who, that spring, had established clandestine contact with Richard Sneevliet. A happy coincidence had revealed his identity.

Shpiegelglass had had Reiss’s letter in his hands just an hour after it had been dispatched. He immediately passed the news up the chain of command. The instant that Stalin learned of Reiss’s treason, he ordered Yezhov to kill not just Reiss but his wife and child. He wanted it to be a warning to anybody else considering doing the same: Stalin did not permit Soviet agents to leave his service.

Shpiegelglass began to hint that Krivitsky should arrange the liquidation. Krivitsky pretended not to understand and tried to divert the conversation into other channels. But Shpiegelglass became more insistent.

Krivitsky wavered. He knew that his own fate rested on his conduct that night. Shpiegelglass continued to push him. Then clarity. “At that moment I realized that my lifelong service to the Soviet government was ended.”

Another agent, Theodore Maly, a ­cadaverous-­looking former Hungarian priest who had been close to Reiss, arrived shortly afterward, summoned by Shpiegelglass. Shpiegelglass became distracted. When he occasionally disappeared to go to another pavilion, Krivitsky assumed he was speaking to another agent. A little later on, Shpiegelglass ordered Maly to take an iron bar and beat Reiss to death in his hotel room. Maly refused. The night continued. All around them, darkness fell.

At around midnight, as Reiss, unaware that the Paris NKVD had already been charged with arranging his death, devoted himself to the preparations for his final departure, his telephone rang. When he answered, the caller hung up without speaking. They did not need to; he understood instantly that somebody was trying to warn him that he was in danger. He needed to leave Paris urgently. He wrote some farewell letters, including to Schildbach. Between one and three in the morning, his preparations were interrupted by three more calls. Each time, he answered and was met with only the click made by someone on the other line putting down their handset.

At ten o’clock the following morning, as Krivitsky waited to see if his friend would call, his telephone rang. It was Maly.

“You can come over. He won’t show up.”

Nausea clambered up Krivitsky’s throat as he contemplated the ­possibility that Reiss had already been caught. The night before, during the moments when Shpiegelglass had absented himself, Krivitsky and Maly had rung Reiss’s room four times, but they weren’t sure if their message had been understood. Krivitsky leaped into a cab and dashed to Maly’s quarters. The Hungarian was waiting for him.

“He’s got away! He left his hotel at seven this morning.”

Krivitsky knew that his own immediate future had become extremely uncertain, but Reiss had escaped. For the first time that morning, he found he could breathe freely.

After Reiss had checked out that morning, he traveled by train to the Valais, Switzerland, to meet with his wife, Elsa and young son, Roman, in a house she had taken in a mountain village called Finhaut. His arrival shocked Elsa, who stared uncomprehendingly at her husband. It had been ten days since she had last seen him; in that time his hair had turned completely white.

II

Reiss had contacted the representatives of Leon ­Trotsky—­Stalin’s “enemy number one”—­because he knew that if he tried to hide from the NKVD, if he tried to go it alone, he would only be deferring the inevitable. He believed that by meeting with Sneevliet and coming out into the open, “Stalin’s arm [would] be too short to reach me.”

That August, Reiss revealed to Elsa that he had been in touch with Sneevliet and Victor Serge, another Russian exile who had thrown his lot in with the Trotskyists. They were going to meet in Reims on 5 September to discuss the political consequences of Reiss’s defection and the publication of his declaration. Since Elsa and he were planning to leave the mountains for a pension in Territet, he proposed that they should travel together and then on to Lausanne, where he would catch the night train to Reims. He had also made a plan, reluctantly, to see Schildbach during the couple of hours he waited for his connection.

Reiss invited Elsa to join them. Later she realized that she should have asked him when, exactly, he had got in touch with Schildbach. And yet at the time it had seemed unimportant. The days at Finhaut went by without incident. The only unusual event came just before their departure. A group of people passed the family on the road. A young blond woman, whom neither Reiss nor Elsa recognized, smiled and waved.

It was a short trip. The couple set off after lunch, leaving their landlady to look after their son. They traveled from Territet to Lausanne along the shore of the lake in a tiny suburban train. It was one of those radiant early autumn days; the water sparkled, the air still felt warm. Reiss sat opposite his wife, looking at her strong ­gray-­blue eyes and sober clothes. Recently, the lower part of her face often appeared to be clenched with tension. Neither gave any thought to Schildbach; they were much more focused on the forthcoming encounter with Sneevliet.

They spoke little, their silence broken only when Reiss glanced at the conductor, who reminded him irresistibly of a Ukrainian friend who had been shot in Kiev: “Doesn’t he look like Maximovich?” Elsa didn’t see the resemblance but nodded all the same.

Reiss fell asleep for a few minutes. His wife examined his face; his suntan only superficially obscured the traces of his ordeal. “When he opened his eyes, suddenly there was a lonely, forlorn look in them; he must have seen, in his short dream, his friends.”

At the station in Lausanne, he bought some stamps for their son, who was a keen collector; then they went to a big café nearby to meet Schildbach. Their friend rose to greet them. Elsa was struck by how pale and anxious she seemed, but also reflected that “perhaps we gave the same ­impression—­the circumstances hardly warranted a relaxed ­get-­together.”

On her lap, Schildbach cradled the handbag that Reiss, who was punctilious about gifts, had sent her for her last birthday. Both husband and wife noted that this woman who had always been so inelegant had suddenly become ­well-­dressed. While Elsa complimented Schildbach before talking more generally about their plans and their son, Reiss stared at Schildbach as if wondering about her changed appearance. Seeming to respond to this scrutiny, she explained that she was returning to Rome to marry a rich Italian industrialist.

At one point, Elsa noticed a pretty box of chocolates sitting on the windowsill beside them. She reached out mechanically to touch the box but Schildbach tore it roughly from her hands and put it in her handbag, saying: “It’s not for you.” Their friend’s voice wavered and she appeared on the verge of tears; she turned her face to the window so that Reiss could not see her. An unnecessary precaution: he still seemed distant, barely following the conversation. After arranging to meet Reiss again the following evening to continue their conversation, Schildbach hurriedly left the café, claiming that she was late for a date.

A little later, Reiss and Elsa went their separate ways. As he took his leave, he told her, “Take good care of our boy and don’t worry. I will be back on Monday night.”

Shpiegelglass’s plans to liquidate his former comrade continued. Reiss’s letter had been his first piece of luck. The second was his correspondence with the unhappy Schildbach, which had also been intercepted; this was the thread the NKVD could use to trace his movements. As long as he continued to write to her, it did not matter how far he traveled, they would always be able to find him.

There were a couple of false starts: in early August, a handful of agents followed a lead to a house near Versailles. They stayed there for a number of days, waiting for Reiss to turn up. Searches in ­Châtenay-­Malabry and Grenoble also ended in failure. But then at the end of August, there was another breakthrough.

Renata Steiner, an attractive young Swiss woman whose desire to live in the Soviet Union had been parlayed into an agreement for her to work for its secret service, was driven to a café in the Place d’Italie in Paris to rendezvous with a Russian she had never met before.

The Russian took her across the street to the Dupont Café, where a man she was introduced to as “Leo” was waiting for her. Leo asked her if she could drive. She assured him that she could. He then ordered her to meet him at the Gare de Lyon on the departures platform at eleven p.m. on 28 August. Then he told her that she had to leave the same evening for Bern, where new instructions would be waiting for her. Leo handed her a sealed letter, a tube of pills, and an ­expensive-­looking box of chocolates.

On her arrival in Bern, she was greeted by another member of the network, Roland Abbiate, aka François ­Rossi—­a Russian expatriate, former hotelier in Prague, and citizen of Monaco. Rossi relieved Steiner of the various items she’d brought with her, and installed her in the Hotel City. Her next task was to rent a gray Chevrolet from the casino garage, and on Rossi’s orders, she made a round trip to Paris, bringing with her a letter from Leo.

On the morning of Friday, 3 September, Rossi summoned Steiner to the station at Bern, where he introduced her to Schildbach. It is not clear when the NKVD managed to dissolve the loyalty Schildbach felt toward Reiss and his family or what inducements it employed, but here she was, about to betray a man she had once adored. The trio set off in the car for Martigny but they were then forced to halt in Salvan, because the roadway was no longer passable. Renata Steiner was left to make the last leg of the journey, climbing up to Finhaut on foot, by herself.

The following day she spotted Reiss with his family. She waved at the little boy, then rushed to call Rossi’s room. Schildbach answered. “The Uncle has left,” said Steiner.

Later that afternoon, Gertrude Schildbach and François Rossi had a quick meal before leaving the Hotel de la Paix in Lausanne, where they had been staying in separate but interconnected rooms, registered under their own names. Nobody at the hotel saw them again. Their ­luggage—­which included articles of clothing, personal papers, and an expensive box of poisoned ­chocolates—­remained in their rooms. Their bill of eighty francs had not been paid. Their gray Chevrolet crossed to Lausanne. At some point they picked up a passenger, the ­short-­legged and bullnecked ­Etienne-­Charles Martignat.

Whatever fragments of affection Schildbach retained for Reiss and his family had stopped her from handing them the poisoned chocolates, but she could not escape her task entirely. As agreed, she met her old friend for dinner in a café. After some time, they came out and began walking on an unlit, deserted road, intending to find a taxi. The Chevrolet pulled up alongside them. Inside were Roland Abbiate and ­Etienne-­Charles Martignat, who carried with them a blackjack and a Soviet PPD-­34 submachine gun. Reiss only understood what was happening when it was already too late. He threw himself at Schildbach, snatching a lock of her hair. It did him little good. Reiss was hit by a salvo of bullets from Abbiate’s submachine gun and killed instantly. The group pulled Reiss’s body into the car, drove off, then dumped the corpse by the side of a road three miles away.

In the early hours of the following morning, a resident of the Chamblandes quarter in the town of Pully near Lausanne was out walking his dog when he stumbled upon a corpse riddled with ­machine-­gun bullets. Five bullets had been fired into the head; seven had pierced the body. A clenched fist contained a tuft of gray hair. The man had not been robbed. His jacket contained a Czech passport in the name of Hans Eberhardt (the Swiss police had received an anonymous tip a few days earlier identifying a man named Eberhardt as a dangerous trafficker in coins and drugs) and a rail ticket for Reims that had been punctured by a bullet.

As the Swiss police rifled through the corpse’s pockets, Richard Sneevliet and Victor Serge were still waiting anxiously at a small, de­serted, poorly lit snack bar in Reims where they had arranged to meet Reiss. “This is strange,” said Sneevliet. “Ludwig is always punctual.” They moved on to the post office, still puzzled by his absence, and then wandered aimlessly through the town, before stopping to drink “amazingly good and cheap champagne” in a cabaret. They registered the entry of a young woman with “platinum hair and the look of a tourist” and her date, and discussed Trotsky’s political missteps. Sneevliet talked about his friends who had lost their lives in the Spanish Civil War and about the suicides of both of his sons. At no point did they realize that they were being watched.

A telephone call informed Elsa Reiss that her husband had been killed. She was stunned, and yet her son, who watched her then and in the days that followed, would always remember how calm she was. She did not panic, nor did she lose her composure when speaking to the Swiss and French police. She simply told them that this was not an ordinary crime and that if the police wanted to find the killers, they should pay a visit to the Soviet embassy in Paris.

But nothing was done, nobody was arrested. France’s socialist government did not want to damage its relationship with the Soviet Union.

Perhaps the most telling item among Rossi’s and Schildbach’s ­abandoned possessions was a detailed map of Mexico City. Further investigation revealed that the Russian consulate in Lausanne had made three passport applications for a man called “Rossi,” who was proposing to travel to Mexico.

This information was telling because it showed that while the elimination of Reiss was important to Stalin, his true ­target—­the object of a rabid obsession that had already destroyed thousands of lives and derailed the foreign policy of one of the greatest nations on the ­planet—­was ten thousand kilometers away in Coyoacán, a suburb of the Mexican capital. Leon Trotsky, once a comrade of the Soviet dictator, now his greatest enemy, had been exiled from the USSR almost a decade before. Stalin regretted this decision almost as soon as it had been made. This regret soon metastasized into paranoia. It was this paranoia that had created the conditions that led to the defection of a man like Reiss, who had devoted so much of his life to the revolution. And it was this paranoia that for years had kept Trotsky and his wife “waiting, with sure inner knowledge, for the assassins.”

Trotsky knew he would be murdered. For him, the only question was when.




Part One
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1

Death Solves All Problems

When did Joseph Stalin decide to crush, or destroy, or kill Leon Trotsky?

Perhaps it was the first time these two men ­met—­in 1907, at the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party’s Fifth Party Congress in a damp, shabby church in London. Trotsky claimed later not to remember even seeing Stalin, who apparently remained mute for the whole three weeks of debates and arguments.* 

Trotsky was tall, with broad, muscular shoulders, a “great head,” abundant hair, and curiously small hands. He looked, at times, like a bird of prey: most of all because of his “mouth—­big, crooked, biting. A frightful mouth.”

He was vain. There was something instinctively theatrical about him. He was always “calculating the effects of his gestures, his pauses and intonation.” He loved dressing up in gloves and shapely ­clothing—­the things that the revolution he identified with so closely was supposed to be sweeping away.

He was clever, with an insatiable desire to exceed others. Even when he became one of the most infamous figures on the planet, he never quite stopped being a clever schoolboy desperate to show others how much he had learned. Many thought he was the most dazzling speaker of his era. The kind of man who could make old, familiar ideas appear new and fresh. Even when he was ­wrong—­and Trotsky was often ­wrong—­he was still intoxicating. His arguments were original, surprising, and often brilliant. When he talked, his face lit up and his eyes flashed. Witnesses spoke wonderingly about his voice’s “electric crackle.”

And yet none of this would have mattered had he not married his fine words and fine gestures to immense courage and a queer instinct for those moments when history’s tectonic plates were shifting.

The precocious son of an illiterate Jewish farmer from an obscure part of what is now Ukraine, Trotsky emerged as a national figure during the revolution in 1905 that briefly shook the Russian Empire’s foundations. Somehow this shortsighted dandy who had never worked in a factory, nor spent a day in uniform, nor even studied at a university, found he could fire the imaginations and mirror the emotions of workers, soldiers, and students. He was just ­twenty-­five, and yet, standing at the head of the St. Petersburg Soviet of Workers’ Deputies, he spoke with an authority that exceeded even that of the tsar. (When a gendarme tried to arrest Trotsky while he was in full flow, the young revolutionary rounded on the startled police officer: “Please don’t interfere with the work of the Soviet. If you wish to speak, kindly give your name and I will ask the assembly if they wish to hear you.”) His glory was, of course, ­short-­lived. Prison, then exile, followed.

This was the second time he had been banished to Siberia. His earliest revolutionary activities, when he was still known as Lev Davidovich Bronstein, had been brought to a sharp halt by his arrest in 1898. He spent two years behind bars awaiting ­trial—­during which he married his first wife, Aleksandra ­Sokolovskaya—­before he was ­sentenced to four years in the ­farthest-­flung corner of the Russian Empire. He studied philosophy, had two daughters with Aleksandra, and then, in 1902, urged by his wife (“Go, a great future awaits you”), he escaped in a hay wagon.

In my hands, I had a copy of the Iliad in the Russian hexameter of Gnyeditch; in my pocket, a passport made out in the name of Trotsky, which I wrote in it at random, without even imagining that it would become my name for the rest of my life. . . . Throughout the journey, the entire car full of passengers drank tea and ate cheap Siberian buns. I read the hexameters and dreamed of the life abroad. The escape proved to be quite without romantic glamour; it dissolved into nothing but an endless drinking of tea.

One thing led to another and he found himself in London, where he met Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, a man whose respectable clothes, neat beard, and “strange, faun’s face” were scant disguise for the ruthless, uncompromising will to power that lay beneath. How, asked one of his political opponents, can you deal with a man who “for ­twenty-­four hours of the day is taken up with the revolution, who has no other thoughts but thoughts of the revolution, and who, even in his sleep, dreams of nothing but revolution?” The party he led, the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party, was perhaps the most extreme of the many socialist groups formed in Russia during this period. They were “millenarian sectarians preparing for the apocalypse,” willing to sacrifice everything, willing to countenance any amount of bloodshed, if it meant they could depose the hated tsarist regime and completely transform society. Their ambitions were not limited to Russia. Revolution there would simply be the first act in the eventual, inevitable worldwide triumph of the working classes.

But although Trotsky would one day call Lenin the “greatest leader of the proletariat in the history of mankind,” for more than a decade, they both found themselves embroiled in the factional struggles that saw the party split into two warring sides: the Bolsheviks, who argued for a smaller, more tightly organized party; and the Mensheviks, who favored a looser organization. Lenin led the Bolsheviks. Trotsky initially supported the Mensheviks, though later he adopted a more independent position, calling himself a “non-­factional social democrat.” This was not enough to save him from the rancor that surrounded these disputes. Lenin, whose gift for vituperation was unmatched, called Trotsky a “Little Judas,” a “scoundrel,” and a “swine.” Trotsky was just as vicious in ­return—­abuse was a common currency in the incestuous world of exiled Russian revolutionaries; it was only years later that he came to regret his invective.

His second exile began with another daring escape that allowed him to rejoin the family he had started with Natalia Sedova, whom he had met in Paris in 1902. Over the next decade and a half, they moved through London, Vienna, Paris, Spain, and finally New York, where in February 1917 he learned of the uprising in Russia against the tsar. As fast as he could, he scrambled to return home.

Joseph Stalin was compact and ungainly, with a withered left arm and a pockmarked, sallow face whose expression told nothing of what he felt. Most of the time his sunken watchful eyes were the color of the Georgian wine he loved to drink; except for when they were angry, when they turned a “lupine” yellow. When he walked, it was with a limp; the second and third toes of his left foot had grown together.*

In meetings he spoke rarely and in a low, monotonous voice. Occasionally, his tone softened still further, and his Georgian accent emerged. At other times he simply smoked a Dunhill pipe packed with cigarette tobacco and doodled (phrases such as “Lenin-teacher-friend” or, as one foreign visitor noted, a drawing of wolves).

Melodramatic and boastful, moody and capricious, a twitchy, nervous wreck obsessed with illness, Stalin was a bundle of appalling contradictions. He was a frustrated poet and a fine singer who destroyed every intimate relationship he entered. He possessed both an uncontrollable temper and extraordinary willpower. He was capable of bewildering recklessness and ­cold-­blooded displays of control. Much of his behavior was possible because he despised pity, sympathy, mercy. Some people dated this rejection of ordinary human values to the death of his first wife. He had pointed at the coffin and said to a friend, “Soso, this creature softened my heart of stone; she died, and with her ­died—­my last warm feelings for all human beings.” At this he moved his right hand to his heart: “It is all so desolate here inside, so inexpressibly desolate.” It’s also possible his moral deformation occurred during his harsh childhood. On one of the very few visits he made to his mother in Georgia, Stalin asked her why she had beaten him so often.

“That’s why you turned out so well” came the reply.

Nobody was better than Stalin, a man who read Machiavelli constantly, at spotting weakness in another person or institution. (He pos­sessed an uncommon talent for snatching more from situations than they appeared to offer.) And nobody could sink their teeth so viciously into that soft spot, tearing and ripping until he had got exactly what he came for.

Stalin was an exceptional student who might have become a priest, but instead ended up as a ­gangster-­revolutionary. Like Trotsky, he had come from one of the far corners of the Russian ­Empire—­in his case, Georgia. But he had traveled little and felt uncomfortable among the cosmopolitan exiles who made up much of the party. He loathed the way they talked, the jokes they told; he loathed émigré life, foreign countries, the ­intelligentsia—­all the things that Trotsky embodied.

The two men felt an immediate and almost physical revulsion for each other. Stalin hated Trotsky’s delicately balanced ­pince-­nez and sweep of dark, glossy hair, his ­self-­confidence, eloquence, and authority. Trotsky was repulsed by the Georgian’s pockmarked face, his coarse manners, his provincialism.



Their paths crossed ­again—­once they both returned to St. Petersburg in 1917 after the tsar had abdicated following the revolution in February of that year. Trotsky arrived in Russia on 17 May 1917. It was clear that his sympathies now lay with the Bolsheviks, who realized that the ferment into which Russia had been thrown offered them an unprecedented, perhaps unique, opportunity to establish, for the first time in history, a true workers’ state.

While the party’s leader, Lenin, was in exile in Finland and other Bolsheviks wavered just as it looked as if power were in their grasp, Trotsky was a force of nature: agitating, organizing, leading, doing everything he could to help prepare the coup that would allow the Bolsheviks to supplant the floundering liberal Provisional Government that had succeeded the monarchy. Then, on the night of 25 October 1917, with Lenin now back in St. Petersburg, the insurrection began. In the course of a little under ­twenty-­four hours, a handful of violent idealists seized control over an empire of millions of souls.

During these months, Trotsky and Stalin saw each other everywhere: at meetings, conferences. Stalin had obviously become an important ­figure—­he was Lenin’s “wonderful Georgian”—­and yet Trotsky appeared unable to see him as a personality in his own right. He might have registered the way Stalin’s cold eyes fixed on him each time they passed each other in a corridor, or he might have noticed Stalin sitting on the other side of the room, but Trotsky never seemed to recall if Stalin had even spoken. (Trotsky on Stalin’s revolutionary record: “The sum total of Koba’s revolutionary activities during the years of the First Revolution seems to be so inconsiderable that ­willy-­nilly it gives rise to the question: is it possible that this was all?”)

Stalin was not just incensed by the way that this strutting peacock dismissed and disregarded him; he was jealous of how he himself had been supplanted in the Bolshevik firmament. By most measures, Stalin’s life was already a success. He had made an astounding journey from being the child of illiterate parents to thriving at the heart of a revolutionary government. But it was Trotsky, not he, who emerged as a preeminent figure once the Bolsheviks were in power. It was Trotsky, who had been a Bolshevik for only a matter of months, who was seen as Lenin’s ­right-­hand man and likely successor. And with the onset of civil ­war—­which pitched the Bolshevik Red Army against the White Army, a loose coalition of factions from across the political spectrum united only by their desire to thwart Lenin’s increasingly repressive ­regime—­it was Trotsky who was made war commissar.

Trotsky welcomed the civil war that followed the Bolshevik coup in October 1917.

He was intoxicated by the Bolshevik triumph, which he called “the festival of the oppressed.” His entire life had been devoted to an almost abstract idea of change. And now it had come. Despite the Soviet state’s parlous position, he was suffused with hope. A better future seemed to be just within reach. And his vision for this future was ecstatic: a universal order that would set the human spirit free.

In one celebrated passage, he talked lyrically of how human beings would change under socialism.

Man will become incomparably stronger, more intelligent, more subtle. His body will be more harmonious, his movements more rhythmical, his voice more musical; the forms of daily existence will acquire a dynamic theatricality. The average human type will rise to the level of Aristotle, Goethe, Marx. It is above this ridge that new summits will rise.

Every atom in his body was obsessed with revolution. There was nothing more important to him, nothing he believed that was not worth sacrificing to make it work.* He once told a biographer that he and the party were perfectly happy to “burn several thousand Russians to a cinder in order to create a true Revolutionary American movement.” He meant it. Nothing, he said, was more humane in a revolution than the utmost ruthlessness.

And now a chance to show this ruthlessness had arrived. With ­victory, the Bolsheviks would be able to eliminate the nation’s exploiting classes once and for all. The jet-black hair and lively bright blue eyes of the new war commissar appeared everywhere. He was carried in a train stuffed with weapons, uniforms, and felt boots. It had a printing press (occupying two carriages); a telegraph; radio and electric power stations; a library; a garage complete with trucks, cars, and a petrol tank; and a bath as well its own secretariat, team of agitators, and ­twelve-­man bodyguard (who, when not protecting Trotsky, looked out for food such as game, asparagus, and butter.) Over the course of the war, one of his companions estimated that they traveled the same distance as they would have if they had circled the world five times.

Just Trotsky’s presence at the front was sufficient to raise morale. Troops lined the route and greeted him with great cheers or renditions of “The Marseillaise.” Clad head to toe in black leather, he would then proceed to act with extreme, flamboyant decision: setting up revolutionary tribunals to try turncoats; giving instant orders to repair supply problems; creating new divisions on the spot.

He was fond of rewarding those soldiers who distinguished themselves in battle with gifts such as watches, binoculars, telescopes, Finnish knives, pens, waterproof cloaks, and silver cigarette cases. Once, when in Bogorodskoe, he was presented with twenty men but found he had only eighteen gifts. With a flourish he gave one man his watch and another his Browning pistol.

There was another side to this largesse. One of the carriages on Trotsky’s train was set aside as a revolutionary tribunal to deal with deserters and cowards. It was suspected that some of those shot for treachery on Trotsky’s orders weren’t guilty. But that was not the point. The word “ruthlessly” appears with extreme regularity in his Red Army orders.

It was ­Trotsky—­the man with the phenomenal cultural range* and princelike bearing†—­who had argued, “We must rid ourselves once and for all of the ­Quaker-­Papist babble about the sanctity of life.”

It was Trotsky who ordered the slaughter of sailors from the Kron­stadt naval base who had risen up against the Bolsheviks. These reb­els, who Trotsky himself had once called the “adornment and pride of the revolution,” were disappointed by the way the Bolshevik government had diminished the civil rights of the working classes and become increasingly consumed by a mania for centralization and bureaucratization. This challenge could not be tolerated, so Trotsky sent sixty thousand troops from the Red Army to crush them. Revolutionary justice was applied without mercy. 

It was Trotsky who, when faced with a peasant rebellion, approved of the measures introduced by the local commissars, which included the burning of insurgent villages, “the merciless execution of every single person who has taken direct or indirect part in the uprising,” and the execution of every fifth or tenth adult male inhabitant. “The nests of these dishonest traitors and betrayers must be destroyed,” he said. “These Cains must be ­exterminated.”

And it was Trotsky who, as much as any other leader, was intimately involved in the construction of the apparatus of ­terror—­including helping to create the Soviet secret police, the Cheka (an abbreviation of the ­All-­Russian Extraordinary Commission, the forerunner of the NKVD)—­that allowed the Communist Party to ­subjugate a population of millions. In a very profound sense, he ­combined what was most attractive and most repellent about Bol­shevism.

The Civil War was an opportunity for Stalin too: it gave his desire for recrimination and revenge a physical form. He used his own authority to persecute Trotsky’s proxies. (At one time, he imprisoned four hundred of them in a barge moored on the ­Volga River—­many starved or were shot or died when the barge sank. “Death solves all problems. No man, no problem,” Stalin said when he learned of the tragedy.) He placed articles filled with insinuations and crude exaggerations in Pravda,* sent telegrams full of administrative slander, interfered with Trotsky’s orders, and tried to undermine his authority.

In response, Trotsky attempted several times to remove Stalin from any position with military responsibility, complaining to Lenin by effectively accusing Stalin of sabotage: “I consider Stalin’s [conduct] a most dangerous ulcer, worse than any treason or betrayal.”

Stalin was convinced that if Trotsky were to ever become the Bolsheviks’ leader, the revolution would be in mortal danger. But while Stalin identified ­Trotsky—­the man he derided as an “operetta commander, a chatterbox, ha-­ha-­ha!”—­as his main obstacle to securing power once the ailing Lenin died, Trotsky remained insouciant. It was as if he could not believe his comrade could also be a threat. Trotsky was the man who had done more than almost anyone else both to help the Bolsheviks seize power and to protect their prize during the Russian Civil War. For this he was celebrated and vilified in equal measure; his notoriety stretched across continents. Trotsky did not see, until it was far too late, that his opponent was both stranger and more gifted than he thought possible.

 

* Trotsky: “The fact remains that I first learned about Koba’s presence at the London Congress from [Boris] Souvarine’s book and subsequently found confirmation of it in the official records.”

* When still a young boy, he was hit by a runaway phaeton, which permanently affected his gait.

* He always struggled with the idea that the working classes in whose name he claimed to act might not actually support the revolution.

* He would later become (arguably) Russia’s leading literary critic. “The range of his interest was ­immense—­he wrote articles on Freud, Futurist poetry, Constructivist architecture and Shakespearean tragedy; he studied chemistry and physics and foretold the releasing of energy from the atom.”

† Even at the age of five, he had been famous for his “beautiful manners.”

* The Communist Party’s official newspaper. “Pravda” means “truth.”
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Liar, Traitor, Scum

By the early 1920s, Trotsky appeared to be better placed than anyone to succeed Lenin, who had been weakened by illness and the consequences of an attempt to kill him by the ­half-­blind Socialist Revolutionary Fanny Kaplan, who shot him three times without landing a mortal blow.

And yet almost everyone, not least Trotsky himself, was surprised by the ease and speed with which Trotsky was defeated by Stalin. Trotsky’s downfall was not a struggle or a duel, although it has often been described in those terms. It was an assassination.

This was partly due to Trotsky’s own flaws. He had cultivated no constituency within the party. He might make a coruscating, exciting speech to party members, but then disappear from the hall as soon as he had finished. He took no time to meet the Bolshevik ­faithful.

Trotsky despised a great number of people and thought they were unworthy of his respect. He made no attempt to hide this. Sometimes he appeared to go out of his way to broadcast it. He consistently failed to offer support or sympathy to those who took his side, and often attacked their views. Max Eastman, who admired him deeply, was pained by the realization that Trotsky was completely indifferent “to my opinions, my interests, my existence.” He ascribed this disregard to the fact that

in youth he stood prodigiously high above his companions in brain, speech, and capacity for action, so that he never formed the habit of ­inquiring—­he was always telling. His knowledge and true knowledge, his view and the right view, were identical. There is no bragging or vanity in this, no preoccupation with himself. Trotsky is preoccupied with ideas and the world, but they are his own ideas and his own view of the world. People, therefore, who do not adulate, go away from Trotsky feeling belittled.

Wonderingly Eastman noted, “He has never asked me a question.” Trotsky’s gift for friendship, Eastman said, “is actually about on the level of a barnyard fowl.”

Trotsky understood that he had an unfortunate capacity for wounding others. The problem was, he did not realize how damaging this was to him or how it might be exploited by others. A passage in his biography of Stalin exemplifies this blindness: he remembered how “whenever I had occasion to tread on the corns of personal predilections, friendships or vanities, Stalin carefully gathered up all the people whose corns had been stepped on. He had a lot of time for that, since it furthered his personal ends.”

Where Trotsky mocked young Bolsheviks for perverting the revolution, Stalin could recall, seemingly without effort, the names and biographies of ­mid-­ and ­lower-­level functionaries, even those of service staff. He listened to their concerns and appeared to identify with them. This man who called gratitude “a dog’s disease” also put obscure party functionaries’ children to bed, insisted on lighting the fires in the apartments of the other Politburo members, and gave his allies thoughtfully personalized gifts.

Alongside this, Stalin employed the colossal patronage at his disposal as the party’s general secretary to promote his allies. He ran rings around the other members of the Politburo, such as Grigory Zinoviev and Lev Kamenev,* playing on their fears of Trotsky to advance his own interests and, depending on whom he was talking to, portraying himself as either the most moderate man in the room or the hottest ­fire-­breather in the country.

Stalin—­who, with his rival under close surveillance, could read his mail and listen to his phone ­calls—­stopped Trotsky’s name from being adopted by towns and factories and strangled sympathetic mentions of his name in the press. Trotsky’s followers were expelled from the editorial boards of party organs, they lost what had been their automatic freedom to write in the party press, and many were removed from the prestigious positions they held and sent to obscure postings in distant countries.

Then, as soon as Lenin died in 1924, the ground really began to move beneath Trotsky’s feet. He failed to return from a holiday in the Caucasus to attend the funeral. Stalin, however, acted with incredible speed and deftness, choreographing Lenin’s deification (against the wishes of both the dead leader and his family) and using this to enhance his own power.

He presented himself as Lenin’s chief follower and interpreter, a position that rendered him almost invulnerable. Simultaneously he maneuvered Trotsky into looking as if, rather than defending the revolution and its ideals, he were prosecuting a personal vendetta against it. ­Stalin—­who, having long kept a record of the paradoxical and clever things that Trotsky carelessly tossed out in conversations, was ready to use them against ­him—­created the idea that his rival was the proponent of an ­anti-­Leninist political tendency: Trotskyism.

Stalin quoted from unpublished letters Trotsky had written before the Great War (“the whole edifice of Leninism at the present time is built on lying and falsification and bears within it the poisoned ­element of its own disintegration”), distorting what he found and omitting essential context. Trotsky called Stalin’s activity “one of the greatest frauds in the world’s history,” but he was helpless against a man who had a genius for inflicting moral damage on others.

Slowly, relentlessly, Trotsky could feel his power slipping away: he noticed how people went quiet and looked either embarrassed or slightly bitter when he entered a room.

But at a time when he was supposed to be locked in an existential struggle, he appeared to lack application or drive. At critical moments, he left to take holidays in the Caucasus or to seek medical treatment in Berlin. On one occasion when the Politburo planned to review Trotsky’s factional activity, he was out hunting with a friend. At other times he sat in the Politburo reading French novels as if nothing else in the world were more important.

Throughout this period he was plagued by inexplicable illness.* He suffered from colitis, insomnia, and a “persistent and unaccountable fever.” He often said, “My head is empty.”

Most worrying of all for someone who prized action, there were whole days when he felt as if his energy had been extinguished. Trotsky, who had displayed supreme bravery on the battlefield, was reduced to maundering “almost neurotically about most of his ailments,” whose outbreaks seemed to coincide, with uncanny accuracy, with the times when things were going against him.

Belatedly, he tried to organize opposition to Stalin, striking up new alliances with old foes like Kamenev and Zinoviev. But they appeared to be playing different games with different rules. As an exasperated-sounding Kamenev once said to Trotsky, “Do you think that Stalin is now considering how to reply to your arguments? You are mistaken. He is thinking of how to destroy ­you. Morally, and if possible, physically as well. To slander you, to trump up a military conspiracy, and then, when the ground has been prepared, to perpetrate a terroristic act. Stalin is conducting the war on a different plane from you. Your weapons are ineffective against him.”

There were still moments when Trotsky could knock his opponent ­off-­balance. At the Fifteenth Party Congress, in 1927, Stalin, halfway through delivering his report, started mocking Trotsky’s prose style.

Leninism as a “muscular feeling in physical labor.” New, original, profound, no? Did you understand any of it? [Laughter] All that is very beautiful, musical and, if you want, even grand. It is only missing a small thing: the simple and human touch of Leninism.

Enraged, Trotsky rose, pointed his finger, and declared that Stalin’s malevolence threatened the very existence of the party: “The first secretary poses his candidacy to the post of grave digger of the revolution.”

There was a sudden freedom about the way Trotsky spoke, as if something had been unleashed within him. Stalin was so shaken and humiliated by this assault that he turned deathly pale and lost all composure. Instead of defending himself, he rushed out of the hall, carried by his curious, ­pigeon-­toed gait, and slammed the door behind himself. Afterward, Trotsky’s friends gathered at his Kremlin apartment. They were all frightened by what they had seen because they knew that there would be grave consequences. Yuri Pyatakov gulped down a glass of water as if it might wash away his agitation. “You know I have smelled gunpowder,” he said, “but I have never seen anything like this. This was worse than anything! And why, why did Lev Davidovich [Trotsky] say this? Stalin will not forgive him unto the third and fourth generation!” A little later, when Trotsky entered, he found himself confronted by Pyatakov. Trotsky looked tired, almost broken by the strains of the last months, and yet he calmly waved his hand, dismissing his friend’s anxiety. As far as he was concerned, the breach with Stalin was irreparable now, so why waste time worrying about a few angry words? The following day he was expelled from the ­Politburo.

Events took their course, and it was soon clear that Trotsky’s ­defiance had come too late. He was allowed to address the Central Committee one final time, in October 1927, to defend himself against a resolution proposing to expel him and Zinoviev from the Central Committee as punishment for their oppositional activity.

Trotsky walked into a wild atmosphere, adjusted his ­pince-­nez, stretched one arm out, and read a confused, passionate speech hurriedly without looking at the crowd before him. His voice had an unfamiliar timbre and could barely be heard above the shouts and insults.

He used his extended arm to try to protect himself from a hail of books, inkwells, and tumblers. When he started quoting again from the damning testament Lenin had dictated before his death, “Remove Stalin, who may carry the party to a split and to ruin,” he was greeted with calls of “Liar,” “Traitor,” “Scum,” “Gravedigger of the revolution.”*

Trotsky simply stretched out his arm again and continued, occasionally pausing to wait for a break in the wall of abuse. Then he started to discuss recent provocations by NKVD agents, and the furor reached another level. The chairman of the session rang the bell again and again. One member of the audience threw an enormous volume of economic statistics at Trotsky. Another tossed a glass of water.

Stalin remained calm throughout the excitement. Occasionally, he’d look around the hall, before
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