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NOTE



I have ordinarily used the word ‘Union’ to refer to USSR-level officials and institutions. For the RSFSR, its officials and institutions I have preferred ‘Russian’ and ‘Russia’ in the interest of demystification. Places are given their names as designated on the maps used in the Soviet time. So I use ‘Belorussia’ rather than Belarus and ‘Kiev’ rather than ‘Kyiv’. I have plumped for UNESCO’s English rendering of ‘Belovezha’ for the forest where on 8 December 1991 the decision was taken to break up the USSR. Apologies for any offence to national sensibilities. Transliteration is provided according to a simplified version of the US Library of Congress system. In the endnotes I use the names of authors as given in each work even if they are mentioned differently in this book’s chapters.




GLOSSARY OF PUBLIC FIGURES, 1990–1

Leonid Abalkin – economist; leading member of the economic reform team with Ryzhkov in 1990.

Vladislav Achalov – commander of USSR Airborne Forces until December 1990, when he became USSR first deputy defence minister.

Anatoli Adamishin – USSR deputy foreign affairs minister and then ambassador to Italy.

Geni Ageev – USSR KGB first deputy chairman.

Vadim Bakatin – USSR internal affairs minister until December 1990 and then USSR Security Council member.

Oleg Baklanov – Party Central Committee secretary and, in August 1991, member of the State Committee of the Emergency Situation.

Viktor Barannikov – Russian internal affairs minister.

Alexander Bessmertnykh – successor to Shevardnadze as USSR foreign affairs minister, 1991.

Valeri Boldin – Gorbachëv’s chief of staff, who conspired with the coup leaders against him.

Konstantin Borovoi – president of the Russian Stock Exchange.

Gennadi Burbulis – one of Yeltsin’s earliest supporters and advisers. Russian secretary of state from July 1991 and first deputy chairman of the Russian government from November 1991. Co-signatory of the Belovezha Accord.

Anatoli Chernyaev – radical reformer and close adviser of Mikhail Gorbachëv.

Nikolai Dementei – Belorussian Supreme Soviet chairman until 25 August 1991.

Dzhokhar Dudaev – major general in charge of USSR nuclear forces in Estonia, who opposed the coup and was elected Chechnya’s president in October 1991.

Boris Fëdorov – foreign-based banker and economic reformer who was Russian finance minister from July to September 1990 before returning abroad.

Sergei Filatov – Russian parliamentarian who became secretary of the Presidium of the Russian Supreme Soviet in January 1991. In November that year he was made first deputy chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet.

Gennadi Filshin – USSR People’s deputy and Interregional Group member who was deputy chairman of the Russian Council of Ministers from July 1990 to February 1991; in April he became Russian deputy minister of foreign economic links.

Vitold Fokin – head of Ukrainian Gosplan and, from November 1990, chairman of the Ukrainian Council of Ministers – redesignated as premier in April 1991. Co-signatory of the Belovezha Accord.

Yegor Gaidar – prominent economist who edited Kommunist and wrote for Pravda before edging away from the communist leadership and, in November 1991, became deputy chairman of the Russian government with responsibility for economic policy.

Vyacheslav Generalov – KGB’s head of security during the August coup.

Viktor Gerashchenko – USSR State Bank chairman.

Mikhail Gorbachëv – USSR president and general secretary of the Communist Soviet Union.

Raisa Gorbachëva – sociologist and wife of Mikhail Gorbachëv.

Andrei Grachëv – deputy head of the International Department of the Party Central Committee and an adviser to Gorbachëv and his spokesman after the August coup.

Pavel Grachëv – Afghan war veteran and lecturer in the General Staff Military Academy until December 1990, when he was appointed first deputy commander of USSR Airborne Forces. Member of the emergency planning team but withheld support for the August coup and was made first deputy defence minister.

Viktor Grushko – USSR KGB deputy chairman and, from January 1991, first deputy chairman; head of the coup planning group.

Vladimir Isakov – deputy chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet and critic of both Gorbachëv and Yeltsin.

Viktor Ivanenko – Russian KGB chairman from May 1991 until November, when he was made general director of Russia’s Federal Security Agency.

Vladimir Ivashko – first secretary of the Communist Party of Ukraine until July 1990, when he became Gorbachëv’s deputy as general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

Nikolai Kalinin – commander of the Moscow Military District.

Viktor Karpukhin – commander of the KGB’s Alpha Group.

Vyacheslav Kebich – chairman of Belorussian Council of Ministers from April 1990 to September 1991 and then Premier of Belorussia. Co-signatory of the Belovezha Accord.

Ruslan Khasbulatov – economist and Russian People’s deputy who became first deputy chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet in June 1990. He was confirmed as its chairman in October 1991 after filling the post in an acting capacity since July that year.

Mikhail Khodorkovski – one of the early successful entrepreneurs.

Alexander Korzhakov – experienced KGB officer who became head of Yeltsin’s bodyguard.

Andrei Kozyrev – USSR Foreign Affairs Ministry official appointed as Russian foreign affairs minister in October 1990. One of the Russian team that drafted the Belovezha Accord.

Leonid Kravchuk – secretary of the Ukrainian Party Central Committee and, from June 1990, its second secretary. In July 1990 he became chairman of the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet-Rada and on 1 December 1991 was elected Ukraine’s president. He co-signed the Belovezha Accord.

Vladimir Kryuchkov – USSR KGB chairman and member of the State Committee of the Emergency Situation.

Alexander Lebed – major general who became deputy commander of USSR Airborne Forces in February 1991.

Yegor Ligachëv – Politburo member from 1985 and Gorbachëv’s deputy in the Central Committee Secretariat who turned from supporting to opposing Gorbachëv’s choice of policies for perestroika. He lost his Politburo seat in July 1990.

Anatoli Lukyanov – first deputy chairman of the USSR Supreme Soviet and then, from March 1990, its chairman. Active secret supporter of the August coup.

Yuri Luzhkov – deputy mayor of Moscow from June 1991 after posts in the capital’s government.

Mikhail Moiseev – chief of the USSR general staff until the end of the August coup.

Nursultan Nazarbaev – first secretary of the Communist Party of Kazakhstan and, from February 1990, chairman of Kazakhstan’s Supreme Soviet before becoming president in April 1990. Politburo member from July 1990.

Valentin Pavlov – USSR finance minister until January 1991, when he became USSR premier. Member of the State Committee of the Emergency Situation.

Nikolai Petrakov – leading economist and adviser to Gorbachëv on economic reform.

Yuri Plekhanov – head of USSR KGB Ninth Directorate and, from February 1990, head of the KGB Bodyguard Service.

Ivan Polozkov – first secretary of the Krasnodar Regional Committee until summer 1990; first secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the RSFSR from July 1990 until early August; Politburo member from June 1990.

Mikhail Poltoranin – Novosti agency journalist and early supporter of Yeltsin who became Russian minister of press and information.

Gavriil Popov – prominent economist, USSR People’s deputy and member of the Inter-Regional Deputies Group who became Moscow mayor in June 1991.

Yevgeni Primakov – Academic with a specialism in Middle Eastern studies who in 1989 entered the Union Supreme Soviet and in 1990 joined the Presidential Council. After the August coup he became the KGB’s first deputy chairman.

Yuri Prokofev – Moscow City Party first secretary and, from July 1990, Politburo member.

Boris Pugo – chairman of the Party Central Control Commission and, from December 1990, USSR internal affairs minister. Member of the State Committee of the Emergency Situation.

Grigori Revenko – first secretary of the Kiev Provincial Party Committee until 1990 when he joined the Presidential Council in Moscow and became one of Gorbachëv’s close advisers.

Alexander Rutskoi – Afghan war veteran who co-founded the Communists of Russia parliamentary group and was elected Russian vice president in July 1991.

Nikolai Ryzhkov – Politburo member and chairman of the Council of Ministers until December 1990.

Georgi Shakhnazarov – academic and political commentator who became a close adviser to Gorbachëv.

Sergei Shakhrai – Russian People’s deputy and chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet’s Committee for Legislation from July 1990. He was a close adviser to Yeltsin and a key drafter of the Belovezha Accord.

Yevgeni Shaposhnikov – deputy commander of USSR Airborne Forces and, from July 1990, their commander-in-chief and deputy defence minister. Opposed the August coup and then became USSR defence minister until, with the end of the Soviet Union, he was made commander-in-chief of the Armed Forces of the Commonwealth of Independent States.

Stanislav Shatalin – leading economist and, with Grigori Yavlinski, head of the planning team for economic reform rivalling that of Ryzhkov and Abalkin.

Vladimir Shcherbakov – chairman of USSR State Committee for Labour and Social Questions until March 1991, when he became USSR deputy premier and, from May 1991, first deputy premier.

Oleg Shenin – head of the Krasnoyarsk Party Regional Committee until July 1990, when he became Party Central Committee secretary and Politburo member. Belonged to the coup leadership.

Eduard Shevardnadze – USSR foreign affairs minister until December 1990. Brought back into Gorbachëv’s Political Consultative Council after the August coup.

Stanislav Shushkevich – leading scientist who was elected chairman of the Belorussian Supreme Soviet in September 1991 and co-signed the Belovezha Accord that December.

Ivan Silaev – deputy chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers until October 1990 and, from June 1990 to September 1991, chairman of the Russian Council of Ministers. Thereafter chairman of the USSR Inter-Republican Economic Committee.

Yuri Skokov – USSR People’s deputy and first deputy chairman of the Russian government who in September 1991 was appointed Russian state counsellor.

Anatoli Sobchak – USSR People’s deputy and chairman of the Leningrad Soviet from May 1990, who was elected as Leningrad mayor in June 1991. A leader of the Inter-Regional Deputies Group.

Alexander Solzhenitsyn – leading Russian novelist and commentator in foreign exile from 1974.

Vasili Starodubtsev – chairman of the USSR Peasants’ Union and member of the State Committee of the Emergency Situation.

Alexander Tizyakov – president of the Association of State Enterprises, signatory of the ‘Word to the People’ open letter and member of the State Committee of the Emergency Situation.

Valentin Varennikov – commander-in-chief of USSR Land Forces, USSR deputy minister and active supporter of the August coup.

Alexander Yakovlev – secretary of the Party Central Committee and Politburo member; one of the most active promoters of perestroika.

Gennadi Yanaev – head of the USSR trade unions and Politburo member. In December 1990 he was made USSR vice president. The State Committee of the Emergency Situation made him acting president until the coup’s collapse.

Grigori Yavlinski – leading economist who co-headed the more radical team of economic programme designers than the Ryzhkov–Abalkin one in the 1990s. Russian deputy premier from June to November 1990 and USSR deputy premier after the August coup.

Dmitri Yazov – USSR defence minister and member of the State Committee of the Emergency Situation.

Boris Yeltsin – chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet of the Congress of Soviets until July 1991, when he became Russian president. Head of the Russian government from November 1991. Co-signatory of the Belovezha Accord.
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INTRODUCTION

The August 1991 coup against USSR President Mikhail Gorbachëv was a firework that petered out after three days. Although its leaders were arrested, the result was the utter destabilization of the old Soviet order. Anti-communist organizations suddenly no longer needed to fear the KGB, the Soviet Army or the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Gorbachëv had already hollowed out central political power and undermined the communist state system. Boris Yeltsin and the leadership of Russia, which was the largest of the USSR’s Soviet republics, were not alone in taking advantage of the situation. By early December that year Yeltsin was meeting Ukraine’s Leonid Kravchuk and Belorussia’s Stanislav Shushkevich in the Belovezha Forest near the Polish border and signing an accord to found the Commonwealth of Independent States. The decision was confirmed the same month in the Alma-Ata Declaration. The USSR was no more.

I went to Moscow on a scheduled research trip four weeks after the coup. Working at the London School of Slavonic and East European Studies, I had to deal with some questions about our exchange arrangement with the USSR Academy of Sciences. As usual, I phoned to set up a session at the Institute of USSR History. My contact there surprised me by saying: ‘Robert, it’s OK. We don’t need a meeting: we can talk freely over the phone. Nobody is afraid of anyone listening in to us now.’

Quite a turnaround, and there was more to come. The Central Party Archive off Gorki Street wanted to show that things had changed by inviting Professor R. W. Davies and me to be the first foreigners to enter the building on the morning it was ‘unsealed’ after the coup. It had been a sanctum of the recently suspended Communist Party of the Soviet Union and we were allowed to call for files of documents on topics that had always been forbidden to us. The Archive’s new director encouraged me to chat to the elderly senior archivist who oversaw the hallowed Lenin materials. So terrified was the archivist by the idea of encountering someone who did not share his adulation of the USSR’s founder that he fled the premises and vanished for the duration of my Moscow stay.

That was also the day when a prominent Soviet historian told me on our walk back to the Metro station about the need to rewrite school textbooks. The October 1917 Revolution had to be unconditionally denounced, he now stated, but blame had to be directed at those responsible for the misfortunes that subsequently afflicted the Russian people. Curiously he levelled his loudest accusations not at anyone in revolutionary Russia but at the British coalition government. He blamed Prime Minister David Lloyd George for consigning Russians to the horrors of Stalinism by denying enough aid to the White Armies in the Civil War. Next day at the Archive, in a calmer exchange, I was asked whether the UK’s records held anything about the father of KGB Major General Viktor Karpukhin, who had disobeyed orders to attack the Russian White House in the August coup. There was now a project to lionize Karpukhin junior as a hero in the way that communist leaders had previously been treated. (For the record, I had never heard of Karpukhin senior.)

Muscovites in September 1991 felt obvious relief at the end of violence and hoped that a page could be turned towards a better future. But what kind of future? Would it be a reformed USSR, perhaps under a different name and under Yeltsin rather than Gorbachëv? Did anyone have a credible solution for a bearable transition to a market economy or to peace among the various Soviet republics? Could the USSR integrate itself into the world economy? Would it remain a superpower? After all the tumult, were there any leaders, institutions or ideas capable of binding society together?

It is easy to deceive oneself about the times that one has lived through. But unless my memory is faulty, I recall having regarded both Gorbachëv and Yeltsin as exceptional leaders even though each had unmistakable flaws.1 This was not the standard viewpoint either then or later. Instead the trend was to enthrone Gorbachëv, at least in the West, on a pedestal of the highest esteem.2 But the approach of his admirers is rejected by a few who hail Yeltsin as Russia’s democratic liberator.3 Still others have been impatient with both sides of the debate and depict Gorbachëv as a political weakling and Yeltsin as a bumbling drunk.4 Some early publications steered the discussion away from the Kremlin-centred accounts and underlined how civic organizations like Democratic Russia shook the pillars of communist power.5 Another important standpoint stresses Ukraine’s importance in the destruction of the USSR.6

All these accounts have shone invaluable light upon the perestroika years. Here I want to consider some questions that were rarely asked at the time, and seldom enough since, as to whether Gorbachëv could have chosen a different path of reform. How tough were the constraints under which he functioned? Was he right to concentrate on certain key areas of policy at the expense of others that were equally important – in other words, have his admirers loosed his bonds of responsibility? Was the Chinese road to a capitalist economy desired or practicable in the Soviet Union? Or could a less ambitious shift in communist policy along the lines being explored by General Secretary Yuri Andropov before 1984 have worked adequately well for the communist ruler? Was Yeltsin, constitutionally and economically, a mere opportunist or did he have an insight and sense of urgency that Gorbachëv lacked?

There are also questions about the State Committee of the Emergency Situation, which led the August coup. Vladimir Kryuchkov and the other coup leaders have yet to attract serious examination. Was their diagnosis of the dangers of Gorbachëv’s policies implausible? Did Gorbachëv know how to avert total economic and territorial collapse? How well-prepared and united were the coup leaders? And has Gorbachëv, Yeltsin or Kryuchkov had the most lasting influence on Russia today?

No official attempt has been made since 1991 to produce a comprehensive record of the destruction of the USSR and the emergence of new Russia. Yeltsin did not voluntarily release documents that might embarrass him, and Putin has consistently doused interest in the twentieth-century periods of Russian political tumult. This, for instance, is why I had to turn to an American source for the important message that self-styled Acting President Gennadi Yanaev sent to US President George Bush on the coup’s very first day, a message designed to justify the declaration of emergency.

Documentation may be patchy but it is not so patchy that it stops fresh investigation. I have made much use of key communist party and parliamentary files as well as of memoirs by and interviews with leading public figures. The contemporary press is a rich mine for exploration, too. I have also looked at the unpublished diaries of Anatoli Adamishin, Rodric Braithwaite, Teimuraz Stepanov-Mamaladze and Vitali Korotych. The Hoover Institution holdings are a treasure trove, most notably the unpublished material from the Russian Supreme Soviet’s Commission of Inquiry about the Reasons and Circumstances of the State Coup. The book has drawn, too, upon the extraordinary hoard of clippings in the John Dunlop and Vladimir Pribylovskii collections.

Two publications by Russia’s first prosecutor general, Valentin Stepankov, deserve mention as they contain invaluable records that have yet to enter widely into the public domain. And in 2017 at a London conference I interviewed Leonid Kravchuk, Stanislav Shushkevich and Gennadi Burbulis – three of the six leaders who signed the Belovezha Accord that announced the objective of putting an end to the USSR.

Much has been said about the dividing lines between the Yeltsin and Putin years, and indeed between the Gorbachëv and Yeltsin years, as if they were entirely separate epochs. But I wonder. How many of the features of twenty-first-century Russia were already visible before the USSR was destroyed? Was everything that happened under Gorbachëv beneficial or well-designed and is it fair to reproach only Yeltsin for the subsequent adverse features? Could Gorbachëv have given greater attention to the cost of living? Should the West have done more to relieve the situation? Were corruption, clientelism and organized crime inevitable? Was the new Yeltsin administration in late 1991 holdable to account? Was dissatisfaction with Russia’s frontiers non-existent? How much thought went into the building of new, stable institutional frameworks? In a nutshell, how much of today’s Russia was already growing in embryo in 1991?

Back then I was cautiously optimistic about the Russian future. Others expressed limitless optimism, whereas some were darkly pessimistic. But what can we now say about the chances as they existed then and what does the answer tell us about the present?




PART ONE

THE SOVIET FUTURE IN DISPUTE: 1985–90




1. A SUMMER AFTERNOON IN CRIMEA: 18 AUGUST 1991

It was a quiet afternoon on Sunday 18 August 1991 across the Crimean peninsula. The heat had been intense since late morning. The sky was cloudless and there was the lightest breeze over the Black Sea. Holidaymakers were resting in deckchairs or going for a swim.

USSR President Mikhail Gorbachëv was halfway through his month’s annual vacation at Zarya, his official residence near Foros at Crimea’s most southerly point. He sat by himself in the small first-floor study, editing the latest draft of the speech he was scheduled to give in Moscow in two days’ time in a short interruption of his Crimean stay. Even when on holiday he attended to public business. For days he had been pestering his aides with amendments to his speech. The rest of the Gorbachëv family – his elegant wife Raisa, daughter Irina, son-in-law Anatoli and grandchildren Anastasia and Xenia – were relaxing indoors after lunch beyond the rays of the baking sun, and he found their company a welcome distraction from the cares of Moscow politics. He kept his distance from the many leading officials who were vacationing nearby in Crimea. Unlike his predecessors in the highest office of state, he refrained from asking them to dinner or a sauna party.1 In the evenings he and Raisa liked to take a three-mile stroll by themselves along the beach below Zarya.2 The Gorbachëvs had the building to themselves along with the staff servicing their needs. They had every comfort they wanted.

Gorbachëv had the durability of his hard-working peasant ancestors but the recent months of acute political strife had depleted his reserves.3 Raisa implored him to resign as president, saying he had achieved more than enough with his extraordinary series of fundamental reforms. He would not hear of the idea but did see sense in getting fitter and taking her advice to lose weight. He exercised daily, ate oatmeal for breakfast and shunned rich dishes like caviar (although he did allow himself the occasional glass of Soviet champagne with mint, lemon juice and raspberry).4 While at Zarya, however, he suffered from a recurrence of radiculitis, an inflammation of nerve roots in his back from too many ice baths and cold-water swims when he was a young man. But once his doctors administered a suitable injection, he was fine.5

It was the Gorbachëvs’ fourth summer at Zarya. The building was called a dacha, which in Russian can mean anything from a wooden shelter to a palatial abode. Zarya was at the grand end of the spectrum and Raisa had laid down her requirements in terms of amenities and decoration. When she and Mikhail were guests at the country house of France’s President François Mitterrand, Mme Mitterrand wanted to give them a beehive. Not owning a permanent home, the Gorbachëvs had to refuse. When alone with her husband, Raisa exclaimed: ‘How many times have I asked you, Mikhail Sergeevich, to give up the state dachas and get hold of a tiny patch of land?! We’ve still got absolutely nothing of our own – so there’s nowhere to put the hive!’6 The problem for Gorbachëv was his fear of what would be said if he owned a private house in a communist state. He had also turned down the Soviet government’s proposal for the right of ministers and high officials to acquire homes as personal property: ‘People will not understand us!’7 Zarya was anyway reserved for whoever was president, and Gorbachëv felt no impulse to buy what he could enjoy at public expense.

He consigned the building accounts to the hidden part of the Defence Ministry budget.8 He told his aides that the works had been authorized not by him but by his predecessors as party general secretary, Leonid Brezhnev and Konstantin Chernenko – a tall tale, as those acquainted with the truth knew.9 Press photographs of state dachas were prohibited. This did not stop members of the uppermost political elite saying that Zarya matched the luxuriousness of the Romanov palaces.10

The complex sat in an isolated area above the cliffs west of the Sarych lighthouse. The nearest point of habitation was the tiny town of Foros, two miles to the east. Six miles in the opposite direction stood the Yuzhny hotel, or ‘sanatorium’ as such places were often called in the USSR, which was reserved for ministers, high officials and their families.11 Four thousand artisans and labourers had been recruited to build Zarya at a frenzied pace and extravagant expense. Work continued under floodlights throughout the night. Cliff faces were dynamited before the residential foundations could be started. Boulders were bulldozed and pebbles scoured from the maritime edge and replaced with tons of sand to create a beach suitable for walking and swimming. Strict security was in place. A perimeter wall was built half a mile from the residence and the KGB allowed nobody near the site except for designated architects, engineers and surveyors.12

The reception room on the ground floor was big enough to host the entire Party Politburo and its staff should Gorbachëv ever wish to do so. (In fact he didn’t want any meeting of the kind while on holiday.) The interior walls had birch and fir cladding and were hung with sketches of Crimea’s places of natural beauty. Furniture was imported from the finest foreign suppliers, the floors were marble. Residents could take the air under sheltered balconies. Outside there were a peach grove and an array of mature tall trees – word had it that these were transplanted from the finest botanic gardens. The facilities included a twenty-four-metre, multi-lane swimming pool, a children’s paddling pool, a solarium and a badminton court. A canopied mobile walkway transported residents to and from the beach. A satellite facility provided instant communication with the external world and there was a helicopter pad for flight in an emergency. Raisa ordered the removal of the nude female statue in the grounds and of the chandeliers inside the residence. But these were only marginal adjustments: Zarya was the most deluxe living space built in the country since the October 1917 Revolution.13

Gorbachëv had been general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union since 1985 and became the first president of the USSR in March 1990. By the summer of 1991, the country was deep in trouble. Six years of fundamental reforms had advanced the cause of democracy and civil rights but had piled up economic woes to the edge of total ruin. The early joys of Gorbachëv’s tenure were over and the deep discontent in society was matched by political discord. The USSR’s survival was threatened by a breakdown in constitutional relations between Moscow and many of the fifteen Soviet republics. Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia and Georgia had declared independence. Russia had only asserted its ‘sovereignty’, whatever that meant – and even this offered a threat to the Union’s survival. Boris Yeltsin had won the first presidential election for the Russian republic, which was easily the biggest and most powerful of the USSR’s republics, and contested both Gorbachëv’s policies and his right to rule. Russia, he insisted, was sorely in need of further reforms that Gorbachëv refused to grant. Nevertheless the two men had come to terms in the week before Gorbachëv started his vacation on 4 August. After months of tempestuous talks Gorbachëv had secured Yeltsin’s promise to join him in signing a new Union Treaty.

He planned to fly back to the capital on Monday 19 August for the signing ceremony at ten o’clock the following day.14 Grigori Revenko, Presidential Council member and Gorbachëv’s adviser, interrupted his holiday to ensure there would be no hiccups.15 He and Gorbachëv knew that challenges lay ahead. Many of Gorbachëv’s leading associates, including Premier Valentin Pavlov and KGB Chairman Vladimir Kryuchkov, disapproved of the compromises he had made to obtain Yeltsin’s consent to the treaty. Critics of the proposed treaty predicted greater political disorder and economic decline. Gorbachëv disagreed. Controlling the mechanisms of central state power, he felt confident of having lulled both Pavlov and Kryuchkov into passivity. His intention was to rejoin Raisa in Zarya after the treaty was signed and continue their holiday until the end of August. He was not going to take her with him for so brief a trip.16

He aimed to give one of the weightiest speeches of his political life at the ceremony on Tuesday 20 August. The treaty, as he saw it, was the only sure way to preserve the Union. Yeltsin had agreed to sign on Russia’s behalf. Ukraine’s leader, Leonid Kravchuk, had disappointed Gorbachëv by voicing reluctance to comply without a further month of discussion in Kiev.17 But there would be enough signatories from the other Soviet republics for Gorbachëv, he thought, to herald progress towards a constitutional settlement that would enable him to reduce social and administrative disorder, install a market economy and end the plague of food shortages. Responsibility for the ceremony’s arrangements was in the hands of his Chief of Staff Valeri Boldin. Unimaginative but careful with matters organizational, Boldin had laid out a minute-by-minute programme. It was carefully stage-managed: the seating plan gave pride of place among the invited dignitaries to Yeltsin. No detail had been left to chance, down to the exact position of the pens and inkwells.18

Gorbachëv had stayed true to his mission to transform the USSR and achieve communism with a human face. Instead of confrontation with the United States he wanted a partnership that would bring an end to the Cold War. Peace in the world would be matched by prosperity and contentment at home. Internal and external policies had undergone transfiguration. The country was unrecognizable from what it had been like in earlier Soviet decades, and Gorbachëv was the architect of the change.

He called his aides Anatoli Chernyaev and Georgi Shakhnazarov to the residence for regular consultations. Both were on holiday at the nearby Yuzhny state guest house. Gorbachëv’s demands on their time prompted Chernyaev to describe Zarya as a ‘sweet, baking-hot forced-labour colony’.19 The whole coastal area was a bustling ant heap of Moscow high politics on vacation. Several other leading public figures – Internal Affairs Minister Boris Pugo, Presidential Council member Yevgeni Primakov and Rafiq Nishanov, who was chairman of the Union Council of Nationalities and ex-first secretary of the Uzbekistan Communist Party – had suites at the same guest house, and Gorbachëv phoned them too to discuss political developments.20 Two or three times a day he spoke to Grigori Revenko, who acted as his eyes and ears in the capital.21 On security matters he received daily oral briefings from Moscow by KGB Chairman Vladimir Kryuchkov.22 He also spoke to his Vice President Gennadi Yanaev at least once and often several times a day.23

When not applying the final touches to his Tuesday speech, Gorbachëv was drafting an article for the press. He had in mind a lengthy piece on current affairs. In a free-flowing style he set out how he aimed to proceed after the Union Treaty was signed. The words were heartfelt. He expressed no regrets about the reforms and denied that he could ever have acted according to a preordained strategy: he argued that the imponderables had been too many and too deep before he had set about changing the all-pervasive system of power in the USSR. As he saw it, most people accepted that there could be no turning back to the old ways that existed before perestroika. Dedicating himself to continuing the reforms, he proclaimed that an unregulated capitalist economy would never become popular among Soviet people. He remained a believer in socialism and lamented that the horrors of Stalinism had dragged basic socialist principles into disrepute. Gorbachëv still referred to Lenin and Leninism with affection. This was his favourite refrain and he expected to prove its validity in the months to come.

The projected article included an attack on those of a ‘neo-Stalinist type’ who were calling for authoritarian rule. Remarkably, he delivered an implicit rebuke to his own premier Valentin Pavlov and KGB Chairman Kryuchkov by noting that ‘even certain supporters of perestroika’ were calling for the declaration of a state of emergency. Gorbachëv warned that this was ‘a fatal path’ that would lead to civil war – or at least to the return of the sort of political order that had prevailed before 1985. He coupled this with a lightly veiled attack on Yeltsin by deploring ‘ultraradicals’ who were adopting the methods of the Bolsheviks by aiming to turn everything upside down. He diagnosed both sides as suffering from ‘the disease of populism’ and rejected the charge laid against him of inconsistency and indecisiveness.24 Without naming names, he was identifying the primary menaces to his gradualist approach in politics. He heralded a federation based on the new Union Treaty and geared towards ‘the coordination of sovereign republics’. Gorbachëv looked forward to creating ‘a Union-wide market-economy space’ and its integration in the world economy.25

So while Raisa and other family members stretched out in their chairs after lunch, he wrestled with his Union Treaty speech and made phone calls about arrangements for Tuesday in Moscow. He was keen to speak to Leonid Kravchuk, chairman of the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet, who had responsibility for Crimea as part of Ukraine. Nikolai Golushko, Ukraine’s KGB chief, was with Kravchuk at the time because he had to know what to do about Gorbachëv’s flight on Monday from the aerodrome forty miles away at Belbek. Gorbachëv told them both to dispense with any fuss and concentrate on their usual duties instead of flying hundreds of miles from Kiev just to see him off.26 Union Vice President Yanaev rang at noon to confirm that everything was in place for the ceremony in Moscow and that he would meet him at Vnukovo airport.27 This was the routine for the return of the Union president from vacation or a foreign trip. Gorbachëv and Yanaev agreed to use the occasion to go over any matters still needing a decision.

But the speech and the minutiae of the ceremony were a distraction when, before he departed on holiday, so many fellow leaders had told him of their profound concerns, and he had done little to convince them otherwise. He was still feeding himself on hope. That afternoon he handed more edits of his speech to Chernyaev and told him to get the draft typed up, but when Chernyaev returned around three o’clock, Gorbachëv demanded a further revision. He then phoned Shakhnazarov about final modulations in both tone and substance. The conversation ended at 4.32 p.m.28

Half an hour later, the quiet of the Zarya study was broken by Gorbachëv’s chief bodyguard, KGB Major General Vladimir Medvedev, who came to report that four leading officials had come from Moscow and were asking to see him. Medvedev had received no advance notice. When Gorbachëv asked why he had let them into the grounds, Medvedev explained, ‘Plekhanov arrived with them.’ This was Lieutenant General Yuri Plekhanov, who headed the KGB’s Ninth Directorate that was responsible for the protection of high-ranking politicians and officials. He was therefore Medvedev’s direct superior. Gorbachëv was puzzled that such a party had travelled over a thousand miles from Moscow and tried to find out why. It was at that moment things took an ominous turn. When Gorbachëv called Kryuchkov, the usual outgoing line was dead. Gorbachëv tried a second, third, fourth and fifth phone. Even the appliance linked to the local network was out of action. As president he was meant to have constant access to the nuclear briefcase which went with him everywhere, but this too was blocked. Gorbachëv had been cut off from the entire world.29

Plekhanov had cut off all physical links to Zarya by land or sea, including ordering the reinforcement of the protection vessels lying off the coast.30 He had ordered a 4.30 p.m. telephonic shutdown, which was delayed because Gorbachëv was still speaking with his aide Shakhnazarov at the time. Immediately afterwards all audio linkage was broken. When Nikolai Dementei, chairman of Belorussia’s Supreme Soviet, tried to ring Gorbachëv, he was told that Gorbachëv was not to be bothered. The residence had been put in communications quarantine.31

Gorbachëv knew none of this and had yet to learn why people had arrived unexpectedly from Moscow or who had sent them. In the grounds of the Zarya compound, the speculation was febrile. The KGB’s regular staff at Zarya recognized the visitors and wondered whether they had come to report an accident at one of the USSR’s civil nuclear power stations – there had been concern twenty-four hours earlier about difficulties at facilities near Tiraspol in Moldavia and at Chernobyl in northern Ukraine.32 There had already been one catastrophic explosion in 1986 in the Chernobyl station. This was the only emergency that anyone could imagine bringing people from the capital without prior notice. Nobody suspected the real reason for the visitors’ arrival. Inside the residence Gorbachëv alerted Raisa and the family before telling Medvedev that he would see his surprise guests. Raisa was still resting on the veranda and, despite being disturbed by the news, she managed her emotions well enough to say, ‘You must do the deciding and I’ll stand by you whatever may happen.’33

The travellers were visibly flustered when he didn’t let them into the residence immediately.34 They had broken every rule by flying south without first notifying his people. They had then stealthily driven east from Belbek aerodrome without contacting even the KGB staff at Zarya. Plekhanov’s Volga car had led a column of vehicles. Seated with him were two leading KGB officers, Major General Vyacheslav Generalov and Colonel Lev Tolstoy, who headed the Ninth Department in Crimea. A busload of Moscow-based KGB officers and troops, including six members of the presidential security guard and five communication specialists, brought up the rear. When the guards at the compound’s first checkpoint tried to stop them, Generalov barked at them to lower their weapons. They obeyed. The convoy moved forward and when it reached Medvedev, Plekhanov and Generalov told him they had been ordered to replace both him and the thirty-two officers under his command. The change of personnel was instant and unopposed.35

Half an hour passed before Gorbachëv granted permission for the visitors to enter the residence. Plekhanov, who knew the place like the back of his hand, guided them through the front door into the hall. Gorbachëv made them wait a further ten minutes. When they could stand it no longer they took it upon themselves to race up the stairs to the first floor.36 Gorbachëv appeared from his bedroom at the same moment. He made no attempt at pleasantry. Why had they come to Crimea without warning? Why weren’t the Zarya telephones working? They answered only that they had a ‘series of questions’ to discuss. When Gorbachëv asked, ‘What questions?’ they did not reply.37

He was not used to being treated in this way. He had known each of the visitors for years. The KGB’s Plekhanov had been with Gorbachëv at Zarya at the start of his vacation to check that everything was in order for the family. Valeri Boldin had been Gorbachëv’s personal assistant since 1981 and had gone on to head the General Department, which prepared the weekly agenda for the Politburo. From 1990 he had charge of the Presidential Administration with its 400 officials and was made a member of the Presidential Council.38 With them were two other leading officials, Oleg Shenin and Oleg Baklanov. Shenin had been a Party Central Committee secretary since 1990 and was one of those who had pressed for the enactment of emergency measures. He had the support of Baklanov, who was the Party Central Committee secretary with responsibility for the entire defence-industrial sector and the man who had tried to spike Gorbachëv’s arms reduction agreements with the United States. The fifth person in the group was General Valentin Varennikov, an Afghan war veteran and persistent advocate of martial law, who was now deputy defence minister and commander-in-chief of ground forces.

Gorbachëv’s study was sparsely furnished and there were hardly any books or newspapers.39 On receiving his guests, he sat down at his desk. This left only two empty chairs. Shenin took one and Varennikov the other. Baklanov had to wedge himself on the window ledge while Boldin moved to a position slightly to the rear of Gorbachëv. When Gorbachëv, glancing across to Plekhanov, told him there was no reason for his continued presence, the atmosphere became awkward. Plekhanov promptly left the room and the building.40 Round one to the president. But the contest had hardly begun; Gorbachëv had not yet learned the mission’s purpose. As the conversation got under way, Shenin explained: ‘We’ve come to discuss a series of questions about the situation in the country.’ Gorbachëv, annoyed, demanded: ‘Whom do you represent, in whose name are you speaking?’41 Baklanov reminded him of the ruinous state of the economy discussed at the last cabinet meeting before Gorbachëv had left for his holiday. Varennikov spoke of the extreme difficulties faced by the armed forces. Gorbachëv wanted to know who in Moscow shared the visitors’ perspective. Did KGB Chairman Vladimir Kryuchkov, Cabinet Premier Valentin Pavlov or Defence Minister Dmitri Yazov? Did USSR Supreme Soviet Chairman Anatoli Lukyanov?42

If Gorbachëv expected deference, he was soon disillusioned. They had not come to debate his policies but to deliver an ultimatum. They had travelled at the behest of several holders of high office, including Premier Pavlov, KGB Chairman Kryuchkov and Defence Minister Yazov. Hearing these names, Gorbachëv softened his tone and ceased to be master of the room.43 When Gorbachëv referred to the treaty ceremony, Baklanov interjected: ‘There will be no signing. Yeltsin has been arrested.’ He then corrected himself by saying, ‘He’ll be arrested on his journey [from Kazakhstan].’44 But the crucial message from Moscow had been delivered. Looking straight at Gorbachëv, Baklanov revealed that a State Committee for the Emergency Situation had been created to halt the country’s slide into catastrophe, and he asked Gorbachëv to sign a decree of approval.45

Gorbachëv exclaimed: ‘So you and those who sent you are concerned about the state of things? But I know the situation in the country as well as you do and I’m troubled by it as much as you are!’ He was willing to hold an open debate at the Union Supreme Soviet but absolutely refused to sign the draft decree they had brought with them.46 Baklanov tried another approach and expressed sympathy for the toll on Gorbachëv’s health that his years as party general secretary and president had taken: ‘Do you not want to sign the emergency situation decree and transfer your powers to Yanaev? Take a break, we’ll do the “dirty work” and then you can return [to the presidency].’47 When Gorbachëv rebuffed this, Varennikov intervened: ‘In that case, resign!’48

Shenin had said nothing after telling Gorbachëv why they were there, and all that Boldin said was: ‘Mikhail Sergeevich, you surely understand the situation!’ Gorbachëv, exasperated by this from the person he had trusted as his chief of staff, shouted: ‘You arsehole, you’d better stay quiet rather than come here giving me your lectures on conditions in the country!’49 With the tension approaching breaking point, Gorbachëv riled Varennikov, deliberately or not, by claiming not to know his first name and patronymic. When reminded, he shouted: ‘Valentin Ivanovich, society’s not one of your battalions that will obey an order such as “By the left, quick march!” Your scheming will result in terrible tragedy and everything that’s now settled will be destroyed. Very well, then, go ahead and suppress everyone and everything: spread your forces around and put them in place, but then what?’50 Nothing the visitors did seemed to shake Gorbachëv’s defiance. Their task had been to persuade him to go along with their plan, whether by joining the plotters or by temporarily relinquishing his presidential powers. There can be no certainty that Kryuchkov genuinely expected the mission to succeed, but it was obvious after a few minutes of angry conversation that it had comprehensively failed.

Nobody was taking notes and the witnesses’ memoirs vary. Gorbachëv claimed that he closed the encounter with some choice swear words.51 In this instance there was corroboration from Varennikov, who wrote that Gorbachëv had used ‘unparliamentary expressions’, quoting him exclaiming: ‘Working with you is impossible after what has happened!’52 But Boldin maintained that Gorbachëv calmed down after hearing that the idea was to direct the emergency measures against Yeltsin and the Russian leadership. Gorbachëv allegedly responded with a mouthful of jargon: ‘The best way of realizing everything you suggest is by methods that use the maximum of democracy.’53 However this is interpreted, it was no endorsement of the delegation’s proposal. Boldin also recalled that Gorbachëv sent them on their way with the words: ‘Go to the Devil and take action!’54 The sentence started with a curse and ended with an enigmatic imperative. As for Shenin, he agreed that Gorbachëv dispatched them with the order: ‘Take action!’ Shenin added that he and his companions left on friendly enough terms for Gorbachëv to shake hands with all four of them.55

Gorbachëv himself would confirm, when testifying to Russian investigators in the last days of the month, that he did shake hands with the departing visitors on 18 August. He said he had been using them as his conduit to the State Committee. His arguments and rough talk were meant to convince the chief plotters in Moscow that their enterprise was doomed. Even then he did not despair of thwarting a coup. Gorbachëv asserted that his final words to the emissaries were really: ‘Go and give an immediate report on my viewpoint.’56 If true, it was an optimistic calculation but Gorbachëv had always been an optimist. He was nonetheless deeply shocked. Perhaps he had not realized that the State Committee had gone too far to contemplate retreat.

The clump of visitors shuffled out of the study around six o’clock. Raisa was outside the door with the rest of the family, she sitting and the others standing. Their anxiety was heightened by the fact that they had no idea what had been discussed. Varennikov rushed out of the residence after racing down the stairs. Boldin lingered for a while at the study door but revealed nothing helpful. Baklanov and Shenin said a courteous hello to Raisa, and Baklanov stretched out his hand. Raisa spurned the handshake. When she asked what was happening, Baklanov muttered vaguely about ‘forced measures’, which was ominous but not informative. When Gorbachëv emerged from his study he gave them the grim news: ‘The worst is confirmed. A State Committee for the Emergency Situation has been created.’ His hands gripped a list of its members as told to him.57 His own name, of course, was not on it. He had made his choice. By refusing the terms presented by the mission from Moscow, he had brought about the suspension of his presidency.

He might conceivably have called Plekhanov back into the residence and ordered him to put the other four visitors under arrest. As president he had the right to countermand any order that Kryuchkov had given to Plekhanov. But he knew Plekhanov would not obey. His unwanted visitors had already crossed the forecourt and, in earshot of the office where Chernyaev was working, shared what had happened with Plekhanov, Generalov and Medvedev. Chernyaev could feel the tension in the air and guessed that something of importance was happening, but he had no idea what.58

The news blackout continued while Plekhanov and his team ferried Baklanov, Shenin, Boldin and Varennikov back to the Belbek aerodrome. Generalov stayed behind as the new KGB commander at Zarya and Plekhanov ordered Medvedev to return with him to Moscow.59 Medvedev had been head of Gorbachëv’s personal security and had a friendly relationship with his family. Generalov’s appointment was intended to thwart any trouble. Raisa later judged Medvedev harshly, thinking he should have put the president and his needs before subordination to the KGB hierarchy. For Medvedev, though, orders were orders.60 He was not the only expellee. Along with him on Plekhanov’s orders went other members of the old team, including those who kept watch over the ‘nuclear briefcase’ in a building a hundred yards from the residence. Plekhanov was taking no risks. KGB officers who had served Gorbachëv had to be removed for the good of the cause.61

Telephone and transport links to Zarya had been amputated. The TV sets no longer functioned. Vehicles were locked in the garages. On guard at strategic points were the KGB machine-gunners brought by Plekhanov. Staff were stopped from leaving the site after the end of their shifts. Generalov refused to make an exception for Anatoli Chernyaev and his assistant Olga Lanina. She had come to Zarya that day, leaving her baby son at the Yuzhny guest house. Generalov and Chernyaev usually got on well but Generalov told him clearly: ‘Anatoly Sergeevich, please don’t misunderstand me. I’ve been left in charge here. My orders are not to let anyone out. Even if I let you out, you’d immediately be detained by the border guards: there’s a three-layered semi-circle of them from shore to shore. The Sevastopol–Yalta road is closed off. As you can see, three ships are already on station at sea.’62 When Chernyaev asked how this could be happening when the treaty signing ceremony was scheduled for the day after next, Generalov replied, ‘There won’t be a signing. The plane that came here for Mikhail Sergeevich has been sent back to Moscow.’63 Even the presidential helicopter on the tarmac at Belbek airport had already been moved away.64

The residence and its entire compound now became a prison in which everyone on site was an inmate, including even the guards. Although information from outside had been blocked, the quarantine was not quite absolute. After the unwanted visitors left the residence, Gorbachëv used his Sony pocket transistor radio to listen to the ‘Mayak’ station in Moscow. No declaration of emergency had yet been broadcast. Gorbachëv told his son-in-law Anatoli to hide the radio in case Generalov instituted a search.65

Otherwise the Gorbachëvs were entirely isolated. According to Arkadi Volski there was a breach when Gorbachëv got through to him by phone. Volski, who was one of his advisers and had founded the Russian Union of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs, later claimed that Gorbachëv went down to the kitchen and found a working phone. It remains an unsubstantiated story. Supposedly and rather implausibly Gorbachëv made no mention of the coming declaration of an emergency. (Was he still hoping that he had said enough to the quartet of Moscow visitors to encourage a change of heart not only in themselves but in Kryuchkov?) At any rate, Volski was to say that Gorbachëv told him, ‘Look after yourself.’ The comment only seemed significant in the light of ensuing events. When Volski asked him how he was feeling, Gorbachëv said he was bothered by his radiculitis but was otherwise in good shape.66 Even if Volski’s account is true, however, Gorbachëv may have been probing how widely the State Committee had spread the net of conspiracy. Or perhaps he still hoped there was a chance of the coup leaders disbanding their enterprise.

The security measures to protect the president were now used to isolate him. Surveillance had always been logged according to a numerical code. Gorbachëv was 110, Raisa 111 and Anatoli 112. On the previous day, it was recorded that ‘111’ had left the residence at 12.40. At 17.45 she went down to the beach, where ‘112’ arrived some 45 minutes later. At 18.30 ‘111’ bathed in the swimming pool, emerging from it at 19.04 precisely.67 Surveillance remained punctilious and unobtrusive and the Gorbachëvs suffered no deterioration in their physical comforts. The Zarya facilities, apart from communications and means of transport, were kept available and no restriction was placed on movement inside the territory. Around twilight the three Gorbachëv generations went out for a stroll on the beach and sent one of the new group of KGB officers to invite Chernyaev to join them. The family tried to act normally in what were decidedly abnormal conditions. The coastal air in Crimea cools quickly after a cloudless day, and someone asked whether it was getting too cold for them. The wind was getting up and Gorbachëv wore a jumper to avoid aggravating any discomfort in his back. By then he appeared calm and was chatting and smiling.

His anger burst forth, though, in discussion with Chernyaev. He made some exceptions. He could not bring himself to believe that Defence Minister Yazov had joined the plot. Perhaps, he suggested, his name had been included without permission. When Gorbachëv even hesitated to accept that Kryuchkov was one of the conspirators, Chernyaev retorted: ‘He’s quite capable of this sort of thing . . . What is more, no such plan could be conceived, far less acted upon, without the involvement of the KGB chairman!’ Gorbachëv dithered until Chernyaev delivered the blunt truth: ‘They are all “your” people, Mikhail Sergeevich! It was you who nurtured, promoted and trusted them!’68 Chernyaev, who was just as much a prisoner as Gorbachëv, had never been as brutal. Gorbachëv at last recognized the reality of the day. A coup was taking place against him after he had refused to collude with it. He badly needed to ascertain the balance of forces in Moscow, not only military but political. Was the coup going to meet resistance? Without access to the outside world, Gorbachëv had no way of knowing. His helplessness was total.

Gorbachëv’s unwelcome visitors meanwhile reached Belbek for the return flight to Moscow. The KGB’s Plekhanov and Tolstoy had been agitated on the journey, and their driver Yuri Arkusha noticed they spoke only in clipped phrases. Plekhanov, a heavy smoker who got through two packets of Kent a day, felt his nerves at bursting point while finalizing the orders for the prisoner-president’s isolation. He told Tolstoy to send all the drivers back to the Zarya compound. Although they were KGB employees he did not trust them to keep their mouths shut.69 Plekhanov, Baklanov, Boldin and Shenin then boarded the Tupolev-134 plane for take-off at 19.30. Once they were airborne Plekhanov got on the phone to update Kryuchkov with the situation at Zarya.70 Varennikov had stayed on at Belbek to issue orders to the commanders of the Kiev, Carpathian and North Caucasus military districts; the Black Sea fleet; and the Rocket Forces and Artillery of the Land Forces of the USSR. They had all flown to Belbek in compliance with Defence Ministry directives. Varennikov revealed that a declaration of emergency was imminent, adding that Gorbachëv was so ill that his powers were being passed to Yanaev.71

The coup was complete in Crimea, if not yet in Moscow. The self-appointed leaders wanted to save the Union, reassert Soviet international authority, secure economic regeneration and fend off Russia’s obstructive demands. In every one of these objectives they would be thwarted within a mere three days. Out of the mêlée, a few months later, the new Russia would emerge, independent and committed to its transition to a fuller democracy and a fuller market economy. Gorbachëv would survive the August coup, only to be thrust aside by Yeltsin. And the USSR would vanish for ever.




2. REFORMING THE SOVIET UNION: 1985–8

On coming to power in March 1985 Mikhail Gorbachëv quickly became the USSR’s most popular politician. Most of the ruling communist elite welcomed his ascent to the party’s supreme office. Millions of citizens felt new hope. A breeze of optimism blew through society. Gorbachëv’s initiatives led to overdue reforms of Soviet public and everyday life, and he also decisively enabled a transformation in international relations. Gorbachëv was one of the makers of twentieth-century history. So why in 1991 did the State Committee for the Emergency Situation seek his removal?

Gorbachëv was born in 1931 to a peasant family in Stavropol Region in southern Russia, a time when Joseph Stalin was forcing millions of rural households into collective farms. The better-off peasants were brutally dispossessed. They were either deported from their villages to distant inhospitable territories or executed. The remaining peasant households had to meet quotas of grain, meat and vegetables that were fixed by state agencies. The harvest was impounded by force. Villagers like the Gorbachëvs were frequently left hungry. Both of Mikhail’s grandfathers were arrested and spent time in labour camps. He had to grow up fast. Rural conditions were already terrible before the Third Reich invaded and occupied the region in 1941. As a schoolboy young Misha worked shifts aboard a combine harvester. The local school recognized his high intelligence and the collective farm supplied him with the credentials for a place at the prestigious Moscow State University, where he took a degree in law. It was there that he met and fell in love with the vivacious Raisa Titarenko, whom he married in 1953 and who became his intellectual soulmate. While still a student, he rose to prominence in the communist party’s junior organization, the Komsomol, and politics entered his bloodstream. Despite his loyalty to the Soviet communist order, he held deep conversations about the need for reform with Zdeněk Mlynář, a fellow student from Czechoslovakia.

In 1955, after graduation, the Gorbachëv couple moved to Stavropol, though Mikhail would have preferred a posting in the capital. However, he soon began clambering up the ladder of local administration and welcomed Nikita Khrushchëv’s 1956 denunciation of Stalin and his mass crimes. Ten years later Gorbachëv became first secretary of the Stavropol City Party Committee and later, in 1970, of the entire Stavropol region. His preoccupation was with agricultural progress, and he and Raisa privately agreed that a looser form of farm organization involving personal rewards was essential.1 After Gorbachëv came to the notice of Politburo members who flew south for summer vacations, his political success was spectacular and earned him privileges such as holidays to Western Europe. In 1978 he was made a Central Committee secretary with responsibility for agriculture throughout the USSR. Although he kept secret his disgust with the ossified politics and economics, his commitment to Soviet communism was unmistakable. Within two years he had advanced to become a full member of the Politburo, with Party General Secretary Yuri Andropov recruiting him to a confidential working group on how to revitalize and modernize the economy.

After Andropov’s death in 1984, he was succeeded by Konstantin Chernenko, who, despite the unease that Gorbachëv’s ebullience caused in the ageing Politburo, had faith in him. When, only a year later, Chernenko died in March 1985, Gorbachëv was in a fine position to take his place as party general secretary. At fifty-four years old, he was the youngest Politburo member, was physically fit and could speak fluently without autocue or notes. He also mingled amiably with crowds.

In the next six years, Gorbachëv upended the politics of the Soviet Union. After the Revolution of October 1917 the Bolsheviks had eliminated all rival political organizations and a one-party communist state had been imposed. Opposition was crushed by terror and the labour camp network was extended. The communist party had dominated for seven decades. The economy and the media were either owned or controlled by the state. Schooling was rooted in Marxist-Leninist textbooks and national, cultural and religious dissent was suppressed. The Soviet Union was the successor state to the Russian Empire and by the end of the Second World War it had fifteen internal national republics, including Russia, stretching over the largest territory in the world and covering a sixth of the earth’s land surface. Power in the communist party was organized on a principle of strict centralism. Whoever was leader – Joseph Stalin, Nikita Khrushchëv or Leonid Brezhnev – ruled like a monarch for as long as he lived or held the general secretaryship. In Stalin’s case it was a personal dictatorship, whereas the others had to pull their leading comrades along with them to consolidate their position of supreme authority.

With its industrial might and immense and patriotic society the USSR had made a decisive contribution to the defeat of the Third Reich in the Second World War. After 1945, communism, based on the Soviet model, spread to eastern Europe, China, North Korea, Cuba and elsewhere. Moscow’s nuclear and conventional military forces made it a superpower that rivalled the US. It occupied one of the five permanent seats in the United Nations Security Council. Its scientists put the first manned rocket into space. Soviet technology and human capital earned worldwide acclaim.

But as the West surged ahead economically the USSR’s economic competitiveness began to look doubtful. North America and Western Europe had a higher standard of living, while by the 1960s communist China had become an enemy power. Soviet citizens increasingly mocked the pretensions of the Kremlin’s communist doctrine. Low morale spread upwards. Then, in 1979, General Secretary Brezhnev, in poor health, was persuaded by leading Politburo members to invade Afghanistan and help to establish a pro-Soviet Marxist government. The Union budget was stretched to bursting point. The Union could no longer bail out the puppet communist governments in eastern Europe. While American weaponry and research made unmatched advances, Soviet agriculture failed to produce food of adequate quality or quantity. Official predictions of improvement were less convincing than ever. The Politburo, which was in practice the Soviet Union’s ruling body, contained an embarrassing clutch of physically decrepit members – Chernenko had been senescent even at the time of his appointment in 1984.

Gorbachëv was supremely confident of reversing the dispiriting trends and the Politburo endorsed a path of reforms. He told Raisa, ‘We can’t go on living like this.’ His dynamism convinced even conservative comrades like the veteran Foreign Affairs Minister Andrei Gromyko that change was essential. He eased older Politburo comrades into retirement. He argued that if détente with the US could be achieved, the leadership would be granted a breathing space in which they could take fresh initiatives. The tormenting pressures on the economy, he declared, would be relieved and resources could be diverted towards meeting consumer demands and modernizing the Soviet technological base.2 Gorbachëv wanted the country to go back to Lenin’s fundamental doctrines, a wish that became a refrain. He also aimed to explore a third route between Stalinism and capitalism, which he predicted would result in a wonderful future. Excitement flooded into public life and captivated newspaper readers and TV viewers. Press subscriptions soared. At a summit in Geneva in November 1985 Gorbachëv impressed the crusading anti-communist US President Ronald Reagan, just as he did his own citizens.

For a while he was close to total control, using the familiar ‘you’ when talking to other Soviet leaders while expecting them to address him with the respectful form.3 Although he resisted the temptation to create the usual communist cult of the supreme leader, his power at this stage was unchallengeable.4

Resources were prioritized for investment in industry, science and technology. At first the emphasis was on increasing discipline in the workplace and on restricting production and sales of hard liquor and wine. The key slogan was ‘acceleration’. Not everyone in the leadership thought it wise to lose the crucial contribution that vodka sales made to state revenues. However, the initial economic results were favourable, with increased sobriety and productivity leading to a 4.1 per cent rise in gross domestic product in 1986.5 But it was obvious that further reform was required to achieve even basic progress. ‘Acceleration’ alone was clearly not going to give fast enough results, and Gorbachëv and Nikolai Ryzhkov, chairman of the Council of Ministers, set up an array of working groups to plan bolder measures. A transformation of the entire economy was set in motion that would challenge old communist precepts.

Gorbachëv entranced the Soviet public with his policy of glasnost (media openness), which opened up sensitive topics, both past and present, to scrutiny. Newspapers and magazines carried stories about the abuses of power during the Stalin era. Intellectuals were among Gorbachëv’s most enthusiastic admirers. Pravda and Izvestiya became compulsory reading as reporters began to cover stories of fraud and corruption.

The other new policy was perestroika (reconstruction). In January 1987 Gorbachëv announced that he was aiming for something more than a minor refurbishment of the Soviet political system. At the Party Central Committee, which selected the Party Politburo, he reintroduced genuine internal party elections, which had not occurred since the early 1920s. Gorbachëv also called for multi-candidate contests for the soviets, the councils of the Soviet governmental order, at every level from top to bottom. Breaking with his predecessors since Leonid Brezhnev, he no longer claimed that the Soviet Union had attained the level of ‘developed socialism’. He announced his commitment to ‘democratization’. The reforms of politics caused a tremor throughout the ruling elite. No longer could office-holders in the party and the soviets count on lifelong job security and the material privileges that their jobs gave them. Gorbachëv declared the end to the epoch of ‘stagnation’. All the official agencies of power were subjected to growing media criticism – another rupture with decades of communist practice.6

Gigantic steps were taken towards ending the Cold War. At the 1985 Geneva summit Gorbachëv and Reagan had endorsed the need to reduce the Soviet and American stockpiles of nuclear missiles. At Reykjavik in October 1986 and at subsequent summits there were agreements on a lengthy range of matters: not only missiles but also human rights, cultural exchange and military interventions in Third World countries. The two leaders forged a bond of trust and friendship even though Reagan regularly added his condition: ‘Trust but Verify!’

On 19 November 1986 the economic reorganization began. After decades of state monopolistic control the new Law on Individual Labour Activity allowed citizens to offer goods and services at uncontrolled prices. The legislation was restricted to small-scale activity and focused on home repairs, cobbling, handicrafts and tutoring. In the countryside permission was granted for paid labour on another household’s land allotment. Collective self-hire was forbidden and individuals could at most carry out the work with assistance from their own family members.7 Party members were discouraged from engaging in private endeavours of this sort. No guarantee was made about the permanence of the scheme. Licences were compulsory and there were prohibitions on photocopying, printing, film shows and any production of jewellery, chemicals, certain medicines and weapons. Saunas too were excluded. The Politburo aimed both to maintain control of public discussion and to obviate a spread into sectors likely to encourage criminals. Although the reform was not as ambitious as what was already allowed in Hungary and Poland, it sharply expanded the opportunities for paid private labour in the Soviet Union.8

By summer 1987 Ryzhkov, who as premier headed the preparations for economic reform, was ready to introduce the Law on the State Enterprise, intended to incentivize and decentralize. The State Planning Committee was ordered to lower the targets demanded for output. Once enterprises had hit these targets, factory directors could expand production however they wanted. An enterprise could trade its surplus without state interference. Workers were to elect their directors – this was influenced by Yugoslavian communist labour policy and, as Gorbachëv stressed, was a crucial element of democracy and socialist commitment. The law came into effect in January 1988. Meanwhile further projects to diversify the Soviet financial system were under consideration. The career-long Soviet banking official Mikhail Zotov had proposed turning Soviet banks into active generators of economic growth. The nub of Zotov’s argument was that a much more flexible structure was required for credit facilities, and Ryzhkov warmed to the idea.9

As a result, four ‘specialized banks’ were created to extend credit to enterprises – an idea that had shown its usefulness in Chinese reforms since the early 1980s.10 The banks’ names indicated the sectors of the economy on which they would focus: Promstroibank (industry and construction), Agroprombank (agriculture and industry), Sberbank (savings) and Vneshekonombank (foreign economic affairs). The Union State Bank’s monopoly on credit facilities would end. Not only the State Bank but also the Finance Ministry and State Planning Committee objected to various features of the reform, but Ryzhkov ignored them, determined to prevent obstruction by institutional interests.11 However, he discarded some of the safeguards that Zotov had proposed. Zotov had called for a new Council of Banks to oversee the specialized banks and had also expected the State Planning Committee to have a role in seeing that credits were channelled to the designated economic sectors. Ryzhkov ignored the rationale that underpinned this, with baleful consequences for the kind of market economy that was to result.12

The law conferred autonomous rights to collective farms and encouraged the devolution of management to
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