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    ‘In The Forsaken, Tim Tzouliadis’s clear, strong narrative discloses the terrible fates that awaited those who wandered into the Soviet sphere … The one thing to be thankful for in this grim, brilliantly told story is that it reads as from another time’
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    ‘Gripping and important … This is an extremely impressive book. [Tzouliadis] has done phenomenal research … the writing is crisp and fluent, and the ordinary lives of these Americans come vividly to life; but at the same time the larger political framework is always present, lucidly outlined’


    Noel Malcolm, Sunday Telegraph


    ‘It is not often that a new page of history is written … A fine narrative, full of ironic, sometimes black humour; it is thoroughly researched, sympathetic to the victims and merciless to the perpetrators, and sketches in the now only too familiar background of lies and terror with deadly precision … A fine and important book’


    Donald Rayfield, Literary Review


    ‘Tzouliadis has shown great energy and initiative in tracking down what happened … [He] has done a superb job in telling this black tale with authority, sympathy and well-justified anger at those who, like Roosevelt, Wallace, the State Department and its minions, did nothing for the forsaken’


    Peter Lewis, Daily Mail


    ‘Tim Tzouliadis’s excellent tome warrants immediate attention … a remarkable account of the foreigners who worked, suffered and ultimately perished in the USSR … The grim nature of the material does not silence Tzouliadis’s wonderfully descriptive voice … Incisive and cogent, it is required reading’


    Julian Fleming, Sunday Business Post
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    THE JOADS OF RUSSIA


    
      There is much to say about Soviet Russia. It is a new world to explore, Americans know almost nothing about it. But the story filters through, and it rouses heroism. As long as the Red Flag waves over the Kremlin, there is hope in the world. There is something in the air of Soviet Russia that throbbed in the air of Pericles’ Athens; the England of Shakespeare; the France of Danton; the America of Walt Whitman … This is the first man learning in agony and joy how to think. Where else is there hope in the world?


      New Masses, November 1926

    


    Their story begins with a photograph of a baseball team. The year is 1934, the picture is in black and white. Two rows of young men pose for the camera: one standing, the other crouching down with their arms around each other’s shoulders. They are all somewhere in their late teens or early twenties, in the peak of health. They appear to be the best of friends. We know many, if not all, of their names: Arnold Preedin, Arthur Abolin, Eugene Peterson, Leo Feinstein, Victor Herman, Leo Herman, Benny Grondon – the names themselves are unremarkable since none of the men are celebrities nor the sons or grandsons of the famous. They come from ordinary working families from across America: from Detroit, Boston, New York, San Francisco and the Midwest. Waiting in the sunshine, they look much like any other baseball team except, perhaps, for the Russian lettering on their uniforms.1


    At first glance they might appear to be one team, but in actual fact there are two. On this occasion we can tell from their uniforms that the Foreign Workers’ Club of Moscow are playing against the Auto Workers’ Club from the nearby city of Gorky. But perhaps such details are unimportant since many of the American baseball players in the photograph will soon be dead. They will not die in an accident, in a train or a plane crash. They will be the witnesses to, and the victims of, the most sustained campaign of state terror in modern history.


    The few baseball players who survive will be inordinately lucky. But they will come so close to death and endure such terrible circumstances that they too, at times, may wish they had lost their lives with the rest of their team. Only at that moment, as the camera shutter clicks in the warm summer air of Gorky Park, none of the American baseball players has any idea of their likely fate. Their smiles betray not the slightest inkling.


    It was the least heralded migration in American history. Unsurprising perhaps, since in a nation of immigrants no one cares to remember the ones who left the dream behind – these forgotten exiles who stood with their families on the wooden decks of passenger liners, watching the Statue of Liberty fade into the distance as they left New York bound for Leningrad. A cross-section of America, they came from all walks of life: professors, engineers, factory workers, teachers, artists, doctors, even farmers, all mixed together on the passenger ships. They left to join the Five Year Plan of Soviet Russia, lured by the prospect of work at the height of the Great Depression. Qualified engineers on well-paid contracts jostled beside unemployed workers chasing jobs in Soviet factories and starry-eyed fellow travellers whose luggage was bursting with the heavy tomes of Marx, Engels and Lenin. Within their ranks were American communists, trade unionists and assorted radicals of the John Reed school, but most were ordinary citizens not overly concerned by politics. What united them was the hope that drives all emigrants: the search for a better life for their children and themselves. And in the eagerness of their departure, no wise eyes strained to foresee the chronicle of violence that lay in store in Russia, as the bronze-and-steel propellers laboured relentlessly across the grey-green ocean water towards Europe.


    In the early 1930s, it must have felt as though America, caught in the clutches of the Great Depression, could not or would not keep her half of the social contract. There were more people out of work in the United States, both actually and proportionately, than in any other nation on earth. Thirteen million unemployed represented a quarter of the workforce in an age when, in most families, only the men held jobs. Now those millions stood in bread lines and queued up at soup kitchens waiting for their next meal. A ragged army of hoboes had taken to the highways and railroads of the continent in their search for work. Half the country was on the move, and not just the likes of Tom Joad driving to California in their Model As. To these people, the Great Depression’s newly dispossessed, the abject failure of capitalism was not such a radical proposition so much as the straightforward evidence of their senses. They saw it, and smelt it, whichever way they turned.


    The New York Times published a story on the new city that had risen next to Wall Street as a symbolic rival to the financial centre of the Western world: ‘Campfires glowed last night in the Westside jungles. The jungle, bounded by Spring, West, Clarkson and Washington streets, looks, with its mounds of brick and its desolation like a shell-pocked village in France … Battered chimneys rise out of holes in the ground, where the unemployed have dug in for the winter. Shacks made of packing cases, old tin, dirty cement blocks, beams, tar paper, stand on some of the brick mounds, others are in the brick hollows.’2 These brand-new Hoovervilles, built of corrugated iron and salvaged brick, had risen suddenly in every major American city and struck many as a warning of a civilisation dividing into alternate landscapes; as if competing visions of penury and plenty were being processed over one another, and the figures in the foreground were no longer sure to which their lives belonged or to which they now were heading. Almost overnight, pinstripes and spats had been replaced by worn-out denim and a sullen look, as the ranks of unemployed attempted to stay alive selling shoeshines or apples for a nickel apiece, competing with the countless others who had the same idea. On city sidewalks of America, the veterans of the Great War sold their decorations for valour won on the battlefields of France and Belgium. The going rate was one dollar and fifty cents.


    In movie theatres, the newsreel pictures showed Franciscan friars doling out silver nickels to the homeless for a bed or a meal. Crowds of men stood smoking, their hats pulled down low over their eyes, waiting patiently to receive their solitary coin, tipping their hats as they walked past. It was an endless queue, and an anonymous haunted man who tries to cut in gets pushed back to the end of the line. The camera catches him in the act and preserves his despair for ever, like a Sisyphus of old New York. In Uniontown, Pennsylvania, the destitute were living inside coke ovens shut down by the crisis. Men with their entire families were living there inside. Kids with nothing looked curiously into the inquiring cameras, some with unnaturally stern faces, others with the shy grins of children for whom this is all still just fun and who had no idea quite how desperate their fathers had become. In Harrisburg a ragged army of unemployed stormed the state capitol demanding relief funds, while articles in the mainstream press carried portentous headlines warning of ‘the Prospect of Violent Revolution in the United States’.3


    Amid the enforced idleness, the bank failures, the sourness, and the blatant discontent, a bitter rage swept through American cities while the shock was still raw and the people angry enough to get out on to the streets. An international unemployment day was announced, and hundreds of thousands marched through the streets of New York, Detroit, Chicago, Milwaukee, Cleveland, Pittsburgh and the industrial heartlands. The general feeling of unease was impossible to resist; of disgust at the overwhelming power of money, which divided men from one another and added a layer of shame on to the hurt of what it already felt like to be absolutely poor. Reinforcing this nationwide shift towards radicalism – the sudden lurch of the entire political consensus to the left – was the growing awareness that all this unemployment and extreme hardship was ultimately unnecessary. The collective misery was simply the result of laissez-faire capitalism gone wild, the maniacal exuberance of Wall Street financiers who had stoked an express train until it careened off the tracks, leaving others to pick up the pieces of the wreck while the guilty fled the scene.4


    Elected by a landslide, Franklin Roosevelt delivered his first inaugural address to a radio audience of sixty million listeners, roughly half the country eager to learn of a plan for a way out of the crisis:


    
      The rulers of the exchange of mankind’s goods have failed, through their own stubbornness and their own incompetence, have admitted their failure, and abdicated. Practices of the unscrupulous moneychangers stand indicted in the court of public opinion, rejected by the hearts and minds of men … a host of unemployed citizens face the grim problem of existence, and an equally great number toil with little return. Only a foolish optimist can deny the dark realities of the moment … the moneychangers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our civilization. We may now restore that temple to the ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit.5

    


    But many Americans no longer owned a radio to hear their President’s calm words of reassurance. Such luxuries had long since been traded in for cash, along with the rest of their possessions. Thousands more had already left, choosing to chance their luck elsewhere and take a gamble on reports they read in newspapers of how Soviet Russia alone still had economic growth and jobs, and was planning a society that placed working men at its very centre, no longer merely the peripheral casualties of other men’s greed. Searching for alternatives, for avenues of escape, they studied the glowing accounts of new factories being built in Russia surrounded by trees and flowers, with cafeterias and libraries for their workers, nurseries for the children – and even swimming pools, for crying out loud! At that moment, American curiosity to learn about the Soviet experiment was all-consuming. An English translation of New Russia’s Primer: The Story of the Five-Year Plan had become the unlikely publishing phenomenon of 1931, an American bestseller for seven months and one of the highest selling non-fiction titles of the past decade.6 Its simple explanations, written originally for Russian schoolchildren, were read and reread by an American public searching for answers beyond the deadened reach of another decade of ‘rugged individualism’. In the midst of Depression misery, who could not be attracted to the book’s shared vision of future happiness and social progress?


    
      All this will be written about us a few decades hence. He will work less and yet accomplish more. During seven hours in the factory he will do what now requires eleven and a half hours … Instead of dark, gloomy shops with dim, yellow lamps there will be light, clean halls with great windows and beautiful tile doors. Not the lungs of men, but powerful ventilators will suck in and swallow the dirt, dust, and shavings of the factories … Socialism is no longer a myth, a phantasy of mind … We ourselves are building it … And this better life will not come as a miracle: we ourselves must create it. But to create it we need knowledge: we need strong hands, yes, but we need strong minds too … Here it is – your Five-Year Plan.7

    


    And who could blame those Americans, motivated as much by economic necessity as their own idealism, who gratefully accepted Joseph Stalin’s open invitation to work in the Soviet Union? Skilled workers could even have their passage paid to the land where unemployment had been officially declared extinct. They saw themselves as the pioneers of a new frontier, moving slowly from west to east, lured not just by the idea of security in hard times but also the simple temptations of adequacy: of three square meals a day, a decent job, a roof over their heads, a doctor for the children and the knowledge that it could not all be taken away at the click of someone’s fingers or the chatter of the stock-ticker.8


    They left it to the social philosophers to speculate on the value of secure and decently paid employment to an individual’s notion of identity or self-worth; let alone ‘the pursuit of happiness’, a phrase that provoked a certain mocking tone when spoken from beneath the corrugated roof of a brick shack. And if the President of the United States could talk to the nation of the flight of the moneychangers from the temple without being called a ‘Red’, then presumably these American exiles could hold a similar view as they were drawn east to Russia like a beacon, a flickering flame in the white night of the Depression.


    For the first time in her short history more people were leaving the United States than were arriving. And as the cutting edge of poverty sharpened their determination, the desire to join this forgotten exodus turned, as the saying goes, from a trickle to a flood. In the first eight months of 1931 alone, Amtorg – the Soviet trade agency based in New York – received more than one hundred thousand American applications for emigration to the USSR. Such was the overwhelming response to their newspaper advertisements publicising just six thousand jobs for skilled workers in Russia.9 At the Amtorg offices in Manhattan, crowds of workers jammed the corridors with their wives, children and pets, pleading for a passage out to this ‘promised land’. Ten thousand optimistic Americans were hired that year, part of the official ‘organized emigration’ who received their good news with a glee closer to that of lottery winners than economic migrants.


    A business reporter was sent down to the unofficial Soviet embassy at 261 Fifth Avenue to look through one morning’s applications. The occupations listed for those answering this ‘Soviet call for Yankee skill’ included ‘barbers, plumbers, painters, cooks, clerical workers, service-station operators, electricians, carpenters, aviators, engineers, salesmen, printers, chemists, shoemakers, librarians, teachers, auto-mechanics, dentists, and one funeral director’. The would-be emigrants hailed from virtually every state of the union, and their principal reasons for leaving which they wrote on their job applications were: ‘1. Unemployment. 2. Disgust with conditions here. 3. Interest in Soviet experiment.’10


    Following in the slipstream of this official organised exodus were unknown numbers of uncounted Americans, the waifs and strays of the economic times, who chose to dispense with bureaucracy and travel to Russia as tourists ready to pick up jobs just as soon as they arrived. The Soviet travel agency, Intourist, was happy to sell them one-way tickets with their tourist visas, while the sales agents of the shipping companies were telling all comers that Americans could find jobs in Russia whether they spoke the language or not. All they needed was enough money for their first week, which was as long as it took to find work.11


    Already there were so many Americans writing to their government for information about work in Russia that as of May 1931 the Department of Commerce began replying to their letters with an official form response, entitled Employment for Americans in Soviet Russia. The Commerce Department’s civil servants first told them what they already knew: ‘At the present time a number of Soviet industrial organizations, operating through the Amtorg Trading Corporation in New York, are engaging American engineers and technicians in large numbers to work in Soviet Russia.’ Then followed a catalogue of sensible advice concerning Soviet contracts and housing, along with some cautious insights into family life: ‘It is not considered wise for wives and children to accompany the individual, if it is possible for them to be left. The strangeness of language, conditions and habits affects American women unfavourably, and the absence of educational facilities is a serious loss for children of school age.’ Their government’s advice was widely ignored – more often than not, the American emigrants took their wives and children with them. Where else were they going to leave them? The children, they reasoned, would find schools when they arrived.12


    Other would-be emigrants addressed their letters directly to the State Department. Harry Dalhart, for example, wrote as the president of ‘the Soviet emigration society’ of Wichita, Kansas. In his letter Dalhart explained that his organisation had 342 members ‘all under forty years of age. Ninety two are overseas world war veterans: all native born Americans.’ The Kansan society sought advice concerning their emigration to Russia ‘as a group’. Others intended to leave as enterprising individuals with an eye for the main chance. One resident of Denham, Indiana, wrote to the State Department offering his ‘house, a lot, a truck, and a few household articles’ he wished to trade with the government in exchange for his passage to Russia.13


    On 4 February 1931, in the pages of the New York Times, ‘the greatest wave of immigration in modern history’ was being forecast by Walter Duranty, the celebrated Moscow-based reporter: ‘The Soviet Union will witness in the next few years an immigration flood comparable to the influx into the United States in the decade before the World War … it is only the beginning as yet of this movement, and the first swallows of the coming migration are scarce – but it has begun and will have to be reckoned with in the future.’ Although the American exodus was as yet only in the thousands, Walter Duranty was confidently predicting that the Soviets would be welcoming two million a year in the not-too-distant future, with Cunard and the other shipping companies ‘queuing up’ for the passenger business. The American auto workers who had recently established themselves in Russia would soon be advising their friends to follow: ‘When the day comes that foreign workers here may write home and say, “Things are pretty good here, why don’t you come along? There are jobs for everybody and plenty to eat. Russia is not so bad a place in which to live and there are no lay-offs or short time and you get all that is coming to you” … then immigration to the Soviet Union will begin to rival the flood that poured into America. At the present rate of progress that day is not far distant.’14


    The article in the nation’s most prestigious newspaper only hastened the deluge of American letters and visits to any Russian institution that might be willing to offer some assistance and advice. A San Franciscan mechanic wrote to a newspaper in Moscow asking if he ought to change his name ‘before hand to a Russian name with that –ovitch or –itsky ending’. Others wondered if they needed relatives or friends in Russia to testify to their good character, supposing that the old rules of Ellis Island might somehow be reapplied by Russian immigration control. From Shenandoah, Virginia, a journalist reported that ‘a group of miners is being formed to go to Russia with their picks and drills and any other machinery that they have enough to buy’. And this news prompted a host of enquiries from depressed mining regions across the United States. One group asked if it was true that the Soviets were going to send a ship to ‘rescue all the miners from their American misery, and would the metalworkers or the textile-workers be next?’15


    At the docks of New York harbour, groups of jobless men shared the shipping page of the New York Herald Tribune, which published the dates of freighters leaving for Leningrad and Odessa. Word was passed around that those who could not afford the price of a ticket could work their passage, or stow away in one of the many crates of American machinery heading in the same direction. A dockside reporter described the zeal of a Milwaukee emigrant with the inspired idea that the ‘mass transportation of “broke” Americans to Russia would be best solved by a winter walk from Alaska to Siberia over the ice of the Bering Straits – Just like Jules Verne described, just like Jules Verne!’16


    Of course, the news of this sudden emigration from the world’s wealthiest country was pounced upon by the Soviet press as evidence, not only of their own success, but that history was on their side. In an article titled ‘Moscow the Magnet’, the Russian journalist Boris Pilnyak recounted the story of a car journey through the Rocky Mountains in Arizona. One night some American miners had helped him repair his car and gathered around the campfire to listen to him talk of life in the USSR. Three years later in Moscow, the doorbell rang and ‘a broad-shouldered man of about forty dressed in American working clothes entered. He smiled gaily and stretched his big hand over the threshold. “You don’t recognize me?” he boomed. “Remember Arizona, that night by the gold mines? Your hand comrade … I’m in Moscow!”’17 No one knew how many American workers arrived on a wing and a prayer like this Arizonan gold-miner, having scraped enough money for a tourist visa, or slept third class or stowaway class. Unaccounted for in any records of state, they rated only a passing mention in a Soviet press article – a social phenomenon embodied by the nameless curiosity of a forty-year-old miner with a broad smile, a firm handshake and an overwhelming willingness to believe these grand accounts of Revolution.


    If the Soviet emigration was not the most adventurous solution to the nation’s Depression woes, it stretched the imagination to consider a bolder remedy. One group of American families sold their worldly goods to buy American machinery for a collective farm they were moving to outside Moscow. Another party of sixteen emigrants from San Francisco pooled their cash to buy tractors for the Portland Commune near Kiev. Between them they handed over their dollar savings, their tools and a Lincoln automobile. Others donated their entire life savings to the state, supposing that they would no longer need money in the new Russia.18


    On 11 October 1931, George Bernard Shaw returned from Russia to broadcast a persuasive lecture on American national radio. Using the power of mass communication, the world’s self-styled ‘most successful playwright since Shakespeare’ was only too delighted to share his thoughts on the Soviet experiment and demolish the myths that surrounded the world’s first socialist state:


    
      Naturally the contempt of the Russians for us is enormous. You fools, they are saying to us, why can you not do as we are doing? You cannot employ nor feed your people: well send them to us, and if they are worth their salt we will employ and feed them … They took command of the Soviets, and established the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics exactly as Washington and Jefferson and Hamilton and Franklin and Tom Paine had established the United States of America 141 years before … that Jefferson is Lenin, that Franklin is Litvinov, that Paine is Lunacharsky, that Hamilton is Stalin … Today there is a statue of Washington in Leningrad; and tomorrow there will no doubt be a statue of Lenin in New York. And now perhaps you would like to know what was my reaction to Russia when I visited it? … Well, my first impression was that Russia is full of Americans. My second was that every intelligent Russian has been in America and didn’t like it because he had no freedom there. And now let me give you a few travelling tips in case you should join the American rush to visit Russia and see for yourself whether it is all real. If you are a skilled workman, especially in machine industry, and are of suitable age and good character … you will not have much difficulty; they will be only too glad to have you: proletarians of all lands are welcome if they can pull their weight in the Russian boat … there is hope everywhere in Russia because these evils are retreating there before the spread of Communism as steadily as they are advancing upon us before the last desperate struggle of our bankrupt Capitalism to stave off its inevitable doom. You will not go to Russia to smell out the evils you can see without leaving your own doorstep. Some of you will go because in the great financial storm that has burst on us your own ship is sinking and the Russian ship is the only big one that is not rolling heavily and tapping out SOS on its wireless.19

    


    The sensational lecture was printed in full in the New York Times and, judging by the publicity it generated, George Bernard Shaw must have convinced many more Americans to emigrate or, at the very least, quelled the fears of those still making up their minds. It was plain from his assurances that Shaw, like so many intellectuals of the era, placed implicit faith in the motives of Joseph Stalin and gladly lent him his seal of approval. While the American emigrants themselves, believing they must find social justice somewhere on God’s earth and persuaded by that hope, were willing to travel halfway around the world to join what was universally described as ‘the greatest social experiment in the history of mankind’.


    Few paused to distinguish whether they were being pulled by an ideology or pushed by their need. Nor were these Americans merely a confederacy of political fanatics, hopeless idealists, or naive adventurers. Theirs was a reaction to the actuality and future threat of poverty, and to understand them we must place ourselves momentarily in a similar position of unknowing: when the idea of the Soviet Revolution was still filled with hope and only the most perspicacious could discern the truth which lay beneath that promise. It was an era when the political system of communism had yet to be fully tested, just as once upon a time democracy, too, had presented an equally radical affront to conservative opinion.


    And so, as perhaps the least significant, but most culturally enlightening consequence of this forgotten migration, there happened to be American baseball teams playing in Gorky Park in the very heart of Moscow; when its green acres were still known by its first Revolutionary name as the ‘Central Park of Culture and Rest’. But maybe it was not so surprising after all. Immigrants have always brought their sports with them.
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    BASEBALL IN GORKY PARK


    
      At one time America had been the remote star attracting all the unfortunate proletarians, serving as a lighthouse in their quest for liberty. The beacon, however, has become petrified. October lit a new star. The new fatherland of the proletariat has spread under this star over a sixth part of the globe, raising the scaffolding of its construction work from the Ruhr to Detroit, from red Wedding to Peking, the proletarians have risen and begin to march toward the star. This time they can be sure. The new star will not betray them.


      Boris Agapor, Za Industrializatsu, 7 November 19311

    


    Every day between twenty and a hundred and fifty new American arrivals stepped down on to the platform of Moscow’s Belorussky station. In early November 1931, the Washington Post reported the arrival of groups of miners from coal pits in Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia and Illinois, and the metal shafts of Michigan, Utah and Montana. Steelworkers travelled from the shut-down mills in Pittsburgh and Gary to work alongside American carpenters, bricklayers, machinists and railroad men.2 And no one could predict who might turn up next. There could be forty more miners with their wives and children from Pennsylvania, or eighteen Swedish-Americans from a Pacific coast lumber camp, or a couple of plumbers from Peru, Indiana, or a party of fourteen shoemakers from Los Angeles. As soon as the Americans left the train station they made their way down to the Intourist offices on Theatre Square to demand work – often to the astonishment of the Russian officials concerned. ‘Barbers! We’ve got plenty!’


    One party of three hundred American miners on their way to Leninsk in Siberia managed to have their passports ‘misplaced’ by a clerk, which created a storm of protest from their nervous wives. Half the group turned straight back home, the rest stayed. But for all the chaos of their arrival, two American reporters in Moscow, Ruth Kennell and Milly Bennett, understood their choices very well: ‘Yet there are Americans who would rather have jobs in a land where poverty is general and hope is boundless – even standing in long lines to receive the food they pay for – than be idle in a land of plenty and despair.’3


    By the winter of 1931, sufficient numbers had arrived for a weekly English-language newspaper to be established in Moscow, with the aim of reporting the ‘truth about what the Soviet government is trying to do’. Staffed by young American journalists keen to salute the progress of the Five Year Plan, the Moscow News was the ram-shackle brainchild of its editor Anna Louise Strong, a redoubtable progressive and personal friend of Eleanor Roosevelt. On her trips back to the United States, Strong was an occasional guest at the White House where the ever-curious President would pepper her with questions about Soviet Russia. How, Roosevelt asked, could Stalin afford to buy all those factories?4


    In Moscow the new arrivals gave cheerful interviews to their newspaper along the lines of ‘I’d rather be here than in the soup line in New York.’ Some cracked wise about the social facilities they had heard were part of every factory worker’s life – ‘Where’s the golf course?’ – while others were more serious. ‘It’s hard to imagine conditions in the States if you haven’t seen them,’ wrote a Chicago woman. ‘Public parks are crowded with sleeping unemployed lying on spread-out newspapers … a grocery store was broken into and robbed during the night.’5 Letters arrived at the Moscow News offices on Strastnoi Boulevard from Americans searching for work. An ex-Follies dancer enclosed a photograph with her height and weight, asking if she could be of any use to the Five Year Plan? A Denver miner described how his wages in Colorado had been cut to thirty-five cents per ton which, after the company deductions for rent and groceries, left the miners with precisely nothing: ‘Give us a chance to come to the Soviet Union. We are willing to work hard; to endure hardships, if need be. Here we have hardships, hunger too and no hope. Over there, you are building for tomorrow. Let us come and help. We will be satisfied with bread and carrots.’6 Very soon, the sheer number of unemployed Americans turning up in Moscow was sufficient to create a headache for the Soviet authorities. In the New York Times of 14 March 1932, Walter Duranty described the number of new arrivals as still ‘relatively small – say 1000 a week at the outside. But it is on the increase.’7 The American reporters in Moscow were continually stumbling upon some poor lost soul worked down to his last dime, with nowhere to live, hoping to start life over in Russia, perhaps with a kid in tow, cap pulled down firmly over his eyes. Many had travelled completely of their own devices – they were neither qualified mechanics nor skilled workers on Amtorg contracts – and the Soviet government was completely unprepared for this sudden influx of tourists planning to stay and work, as in some latter-day Klondike rush to the land of zero unemployment. Soon an official edict was issued that in the future all tourists must carry a roundtrip ticket and would no longer be handed jobs because there was simply not enough space to house them all. Moscow and all the major Russian cities were already horrendously overcrowded. The Russians had to fight for a few square metres of living space, huddled together in single rooms shared by two or three families. The discomforts, they were told, were temporary. When the new socialist cities were built, there would be space enough for everyone. In the meantime they would have to make do.8


    Meanwhile, the newspaper offices on Strastnoi Boulevard served as a social centre for the Americans. They organised Russian courses for the new arrivals, and English-language programmes on Soviet radio, as well as educational excursions, boat trips and, of course, a little music and dancing. On the evening of 21 October 1931 the Moscow News celebrated its first birthday with a party for three hundred guests crowded into the Foreign Workers’ Club on Hertzen Street. Amid the usual speeches and high-flown rhetoric, the occasion was lent a touch of Bolshevik celebrity by a statement read out from Nikolai Bukharin. The diminutive revolutionary, who had once been one of Lenin’s closest friends, welcomed the Americans to the USSR: ‘To build up a new world is the highest joy for man. We greet everyone who is unafraid of difficulties and assists the Soviet Union!’ And then, after midnight, a jazz band struck up and the guests danced away until the early hours. Did Bukharin stay for the American jazz? It was hard to resist the notion of Lenin’s ideologue – the author of The ABC of Communism – skipping his dainty feet to the rhythm of saxophone and drums.9


    Two weeks later, on 7 November 1931, one million Russians marched through Red Square for the fourteenth anniversary of the Revolution. Lost in this tide of humanity, the sixty staffers of the Moscow News joined a party of American auto workers who had recently found jobs at the assembly plant in Moscow. The children marched in front of their fathers, shouting ‘Long live the American Pioneer Groups!’ as they held up their banners in English, the Roman lettering strangely anomalous amid the long red streamers and bold Cyrillic propaganda slogans proclaiming the dawn of the Marxist–Leninist age.10 Six months later, the Americans marched again for the May Day parade of 1932, those who did not yet understand Russian clustered around the ones who could translate and cheering their approval in English. ‘Language did not matter. We were united by bonds closer than those of speech,’ one of the marchers told a reporter. When the crowd passed into Red Square, the tall figure of the writer Maxim Gorky waved his hat and they cheered again. ‘Where is Stalin? Isn’t Stalin there?’ asked a young American wearing a red tie in solidarity. ‘Sure, there he is standing just on Gorky’s right – see in the brown coat and brown cap, he’s saluting now. And there’s Molotov and Kaganovitch beside them.’ And then the crowd swept on past the cathedral of St Basil, and out of Red Square until they merged with the million others on the embankment of the Moskva river.11


    They played baseball almost as soon as they arrived. When the Moscow weather was fine enough, the young Americans formed their own teams and sprinted around the bases in Gorky Park on their free days and evenings through the short Russian summers – as though they craved to keep at least one strand of the familiar in their creation of this brave new world. There were at least two American teams playing in Moscow that year. The Foreign Workers’ Club competed against a team from the Stalin Auto Plant, the auto workers taking a break from the assembly line to run the bases while curious Russians turned out to watch the sudden appearance of this strange new sport and their lively practice sessions in the park. In May 1932, the Foreign Workers’ Club made an announcement in the pages of the Moscow Daily News (the newspaper was, by now, a daily title) that they were moving their whole summer programme to the park: ‘Baseball players who have suits, gloves, and other baseball paraphernalia are requested to bring same to the club, as these things have never been made here.’


    All summer long, the young Americans sauntered down to the park every other evening to play baseball. And as their shadows lengthened in the evening light, the numbers of Russian spectators grew ever larger, all striving to get a little closer to the action. The sight of the Americans sliding into bases and the dust flying over their bodies must only have added to the excitement. ‘Niet out! Niet! Niet!’ Some of the Russian spectators took to crowding around the bases, in spite of warnings that they might be hurt by bat or ball. Warnings which, we may assume, were met with friendly shrugs and smiles. ‘Nichevo’ – ‘It doesn’t matter’ – and the game continued.


    In the summer of 1932, the Soviet Supreme Council of Physical Culture announced its decision to introduce baseball to the Soviet Union as a ‘national sport’, part of a programme to foster athletic competitions in which the citizens of the first socialist state might effortlessly excel. The Supreme Council admitted they had studied the feasibility of adopting American football as well as baseball in Russia but, upon careful consideration, football had been rejected as ‘too rough’. Baseball, on the other hand, had a much gentler appeal. The American Foreign Workers’ Club soon began coaching a team of young Russians at Moscow’s Tomsky Stadium. A sports reporter from the Moscow Daily News was dispatched to cover their first game, and wrote that the Russians could ‘slam the ball all over the park’ and throw just as well as the Americans, but ‘catching the ball was their weakness’. The Russian players were also let down by not fully understanding the rules for stealing bases, evidently even a little indignant that such a plainly capitalistic aberration of ‘Americanski beisbol’ should ever be allowed in the USSR.12


    Still the enthusiasm of the Russian youth was obvious to all, and the Soviet sports apparatchiks took quick notice of baseball’s immediate popularity. Soon, they declared, the game would be played on a ‘Union-wide scale’, with the newly arrived Americans asked to volunteer as coaches. Orders would be placed to manufacture the necessary equipment, and the complicated rules would be translated into simple Russian for workers to learn. If there were still remote parts of the USSR where American workers had not yet emigrated then ‘baseball will be taught by movies’. And as the Soviet press dutifully praised the ‘grace and complexity’ of America’s national sport, the official admiration was inevitably reflected in the state propaganda. At the Stalin Auto Plant in Moscow, the headline of the factory newspaper exhorted the Russian workers to ‘Play the New Game of Baseball!’13


    The American emigrants brought with them enough children for an Anglo-American school to be set up in Moscow with 125 pupils on the register by November 1932, three-quarters of them born in the United States. Over the next three years, the numbers of pupils rose still further, and very soon the Anglo-American school was forced to move into larger premises at School Number 24 on Great Vuysovsky Street. Naturally the children were delighted by their new environment, enjoying a new woodwork shop, science labs, a music room, gymnasium and dining hall in space they never had before. The model pupils spoke approvingly of the progressive methods of their American teachers, who talked to them ‘as friends’ and ‘not like bosses back home’.14


    Inevitably the American students’ lessons were very different from those they had been accustomed to back home, since the children were taught a Soviet curriculum which stressed the reasons why their parents had fled the capitalist crisis in the United States to join the forward march of Soviet Russia. It might, at first, seem startling that the classroom walls were decorated with brightly coloured pictures of Marx, Lenin and, of course, Comrade Stalin gazing down benevolently on the pupils as they chattered away in English and the Russian they had picked up with effortless speed. And the Russian textbooks used by the school made for some interesting reading at home: ‘Is Henry Ford a capitalist? Yes Henry Ford is a capitalist. Was Lenin a great man? Yes Lenin was a great man … Is the Soviet Government a better form of Government than the American? The American form is better than other forms of Government but not better than the Soviet form.’15


    Unsurprisingly many of the American engineers, in particular, complained that their children were turning out just a little too ‘Red’. The indoctrination of their education was incessant, its effect magnified by the prevailing ideology of the Soviet state. An Associated Press reporter, Charlie Nutter, was somewhat disturbed when his young son Jimmy, who had consistently refused to say a single word, broke his silence one day by pointing a chubby finger at the picture on the front page of the newspaper. ‘Eta Stalin!’ little Jimmy Nutter had gurgled in Russian with a smile, to the horror of his father, who immediately announced: ‘We’re going home ! I’m going to raise my kid to be an American!’16


    For all the strangeness of their education, the pupils were still just normal American kids who happened to attend a school in Moscow. Their favourite books listed in the lending records of the school library were unexceptional: the three most popular were all by Jack London – The Call of the Wild, The Son of the Wolf and White Fang. In fourth place was David Copperfield, followed by more London and Dickens, before Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. Only far down the list in sixteenth place was there anything remotely ideological in Theodore Dreiser’s An American Tragedy, just above John Reed’s famous account of the Russian Revolution, Ten Days that Shook The World – at that time the bible of the American left.17


    Nevertheless the Americans’ school, just like their baseball teams, was a focus for intense Russian curiosity. A young cub reporter, Kamionski, visited the school to write a story for the Moscow Pioneer. In his article, Kamionski described both the children and their schoolteacher in suitably epic terms:


    
      Every day new pupils come. They arrive with their fathers from the United States, from England, and from Canada. They cross the ocean, cross continents and enter the Great Vysovski Street … Here is Comrade Whiteman. He teaches physics, chemistry and mathematics. And the lads are very pleased. Thirty persons are in the class. The twenty-nine at the desks are white and the thirtieth on the platform is black. Comrade Whiteman is a Negro. Whiteman in English means a white man. The skin of Comrade Whiteman, however, is certainly not white. It is a greyish black color, a miserable negro skin. And the white family name was probably given in derision to an ancestor of Comrade Whiteman. Comrade Whiteman brought his mockery with him to the Soviet Union, where it is nobody’s business what colour his skin is. He should have entirely forgotten about it, if not for the foreign journalists.

    


    From young Kamionski we learn that the American children addressed their teachers as ‘Comrade’, that they studied collectively and wore the red ties of the Komsomol. More importantly, the cub reporter Kamionski also revealed how Soviet schoolchildren were taught to view the historical inevitability of their World Revolution: ‘The man who goes up to the second floor not only crosses the Atlantic, he comes into a peculiar country, the America of the future.’18 Eventually all American first-graders would patiently study their Marxism-Leninism. Until then there was School Number 24.


    And in this startling vision of the ‘America of the Future’ we learn of the existence of a radical new method of discipline. On 6 January 1933, a group of delinquent American students, all aged between eleven and twelve, were brought for trial before a court of their peers, charged with ‘petty thievery and attempts to disorganize the school’. After two and a half hours of careful cross-examination, the culprits were discovered to be suffering from ‘poor home conditions’ and one of them was motherless – all mitigating factors in their favour. Nevertheless the American child-prosecutors of the court noted the existence of ‘a definite anti-social group’ within their fold, and suspensions soon followed in this junior version of a show trial. It was a curious anticipation of what was come.19


    The blonde president of the school’s ‘Anglo-American Pioneers’ was a confident thirteen-year-old named Lucy Abolin, whose father had found work as a metalworker in Moscow. Lucy Abolin was a serious but pretty girl who wore a red handkerchief tied around her neck and helped to organise the school plays that year: a production of Tom Sawyer in English and Gogol’s Inspector General for the children who could already speak Russian. Undoubtedly Lucy loved her new school and the responsibilities she was given. ‘Even in America I was the leader of a dramatic circle,’ she told a reporter from the Moscow Daily News. Some of the other American children found it hard to adjust but not Lucy, who had arrived two years earlier with her parents and brothers from Boston: ‘Sometimes they are shy, sometimes just individualistic and find it hard to take part in group activities. We make friends with them, though, and they soon get over it. They see for themselves the difference between the Pioneers and the other children and they usually want to join.’ And then this calm, self-possessed young girl, who already regarded ‘individualism’ as something of a character flaw, cheerfully explained how ‘the Pioneers are so much more disciplined and more organized. If a boy or girl keeps on giving trouble, we take their red ties away from them and that means a lot.’ Lucy Abolin was evidently happy and popular; and she no doubt basked in the limelight of her two elder brothers, Arthur and Carl Abolin, both regular starters on the Moscow Foreign Workers’ baseball team.20


    Over three seasons, baseball mania in the USSR had given rise to an emergent national league. In June 1934, the first inter-city game was played between the Moscow Foreign Workers’ Club and the Gorky Auto Workers team, who arrived at the Moscow train station weighed down with the brand-new bats they had finished making in their factory just three days earlier. On this occasion Walter Preedin caught the eye playing in left field and hitting the ball all over the park, while his brother Arnold Preedin struck out the Gorky batters with metronome-like efficiency. On their home field, the Moscow Foreign Workers’ Club won the game easily, sixteen runs to five, packing off their rivals back to the assembly lines of Gorky. While the American auto workers grouched about the trouble they had finding a place to stay in crowded Moscow and the fact that their game had not been properly advertised so the crowd was still only a couple of hundred. Their letters of complaint provoked a critical editorial in the Moscow Daily News: ‘If baseball is to be rapidly popularised, as it deserves to be, such shortcomings must not be repeated, particularly as the Council of Physical Culture is considering the possibility of organizing this summer a six-city league and an All-Union tournament. Such a contest would be a tremendous encouragement to the American youth in the Soviet Union.’21


    Four hundred kilometres north of Leningrad, the Americans of Petrozavodsk had already organised four baseball teams in their city. Hundreds of American teenagers had emigrated with their Finnish-American parents to this remote region beside the Russian-Finnish border. Amid the lakes of Karelia, baseball thrived despite the lack of a stadium or very much in the way of equipment. Here the baseball players had one bat between them in a very tired condition and had recently lost three precious balls into the river. The American baseball players had written home for new bats and balls, and one of their recruits, Alvar Valimaa, asked the Moscow Daily News if the newspaper could print the results of their local league each week with the batting averages of the best ten players. If baseball was all about statistics then in Soviet Russia it would surely thrive, as Hank Makawski hinted in a letter from Gorky: ‘The fellows simply eat up baseball news from America, so you can be assured they are far more interested in baseball in the Soviet Union, where they themselves participate and are acquainted with the other teams.’22


    In July 1934, one month after beating Gorky, the Moscow Foreign Workers’ Club left on an eight-day tour of Karelia. In Petrozavodsk, their first game was broadcast live over Soviet radio, with play-by-play coverage in English and Russian. This time the match was heavily publicised by newspaper and poster advertisements all over the city, and attracted a crowd of two thousand fans who turned out to support their local team. The Karelian captain was Albert ‘Red’ Lonn, a young baseball fanatic from Detroit, who had emigrated to Russia with his most treasured possession: a baseball signed by his hero, Babe Ruth. In their two games, the Karelian Americans thrashed the Moscow Foreign Workers’ Club, 12–7 and 12–2, with the big-city visitors excusing their poor performance with complaints of injuries, and the loss of their two best players to harvest time at the American collective farm.23


    Their arguments were settled one month later in August, when Albert Lonn’s team travelled down to Moscow for a return match at the Stalin Stadium, just across the street from Gorky Park. This time the American lumberjacks and ski-builders from Karelia scored six runs in the eighth inning to win 14–9, and the sports reporter from the Moscow Daily News wrote that the crowd had started shouting ‘We want baseball’ (meaning they wanted a national league) and noted that ‘only hot dogs and pop were missing from a genuine American scene’. In a letter published in their newspaper, the captain of the Moscow team, Arnold Preedin publicly thanked these ‘genuine fourteen carat rabid fans’ for turning out in support, and graciously acknowledged that Albert Lonn’s team deserved to be crowned ‘the USSR champions of 1934’. Then the handsome Arnold Preedin – who in his photographs was usually pictured grinning beneath his mop of light-brown curly hair – promised them ‘the sweetest trimming they ever got in their lives in 1935’. It would be the year hotdogs first went on sale in the streets of Moscow, another idea brought over by an enterprising American emigrant.24


    Meanwhile, in an effort to popularise their sport, the American baseball teams had already played exhibition games for the Red Army, and during the half-time interval of the USSR–Turkey soccer match in front of a cheering crowd of 25,000 Russian spectators. In the summer of 1934, even the Dynamo Sports Club of the Soviet secret police showed an interest in learning the fashionable new sport. In June, the Foreign Workers’ Club was invited to stage another exhibition game at Bolshevo, the model prison camp built for the rehabilitation of young criminal delinquents in parkland outside Moscow.25


    Three years earlier, George Bernard Shaw had visited Bolshevo as part of his Soviet tour, and had been assured that this idyllic setting surrounded by trees and gardens was a typical example of a Soviet ‘corrective labour camp’. The camp’s buildings were finely constructed of wood and brick, and inside the dormitories were orderly lines of beds with clean white sheets, and sparkling washrooms. Young delinquents, orphaned by the Revolution and Civil War, worked quietly at their chosen trades of metalwork or carpentry or engineering, and the boys never studied for more than six hours a day. Others simply concentrated on their schoolwork in bright classrooms with a gymnasium and auditorium attached. It was a prototype of the Soviet criminal justice system, a progressive showpiece for any Western intellectual, businessman or trade unionist who cared to visit this camp with no guards, whose gates were open and doors unlocked.26


    The Americans’ train left Moscow for Bolshevo at 10.15 a.m. Beforehand they had been informed that ‘all ball players must turn out for this game’, an instruction which sounded more like a warning than an invitation. No record survived of what took place that day on 18 June 1934 at Bolshevo, but their hosts must have been fairly impressed because the Dynamo Sports Club soon announced that they too would be preparing two baseball teams to play in the forthcoming Soviet league to compete against Arnold Preedin’s Foreign Workers’ Club and the other American teams.27


    The Dynamo Sports Club had been founded a decade earlier by Felix Dzerzhinsky to provide rest and recreation to the Soviet secret police, known by its first Revolutionary acronym as ‘the Cheka’ – ‘The Extraordinary Commission for the Combat of Counter-Revolution and Sabotage’ – and later through the course of the next two decades by their ever-changing initials as the GPU, the OGPU and the NKVD. A neutral observer might have confidently predicted that any game between the OGPU and these brash young Americans would have been intensely competitive, with national pride at stake and tempers frayed over close calls, stolen bases and complex rules lost in translation on the baseball field. But the OGPU’s interest in baseball would prove to be short-lived. Only their connection with the baseball players would last.

  


  
    

    3


    ‘LIFE HAS BECOME MORE

    JOYFUL!’


    
      The abolition of the Ogpu, secret police organisation, and absorption of its functions into the newly created Commissariat for Internal Affairs [NKVD], was celebrated here today as a demonstration that the Soviet Union had turned the corner and at last could safely cast off methods by which the regime heretofore had stamped out enemies.


      Harold Denny, ‘End of OGPU Hailed as Defeat of Foes’,

      New York Times, 12 July 1934

    


    As the two Foreign Workers’ Club teams, the ‘Hammer and Sickles’ and the ‘Red Stars’, continued their practice sessions in Gorky Park or at the Stalin Stadium during the spring training of April 1935, the only problem they faced was the mischief of the Russian children who snuck into the ground to watch them play. In one tied game a foul ball was hit over the fence into left field where a gang of little faces was watching intently. Straightaway the kids grabbed the ball and ran away out of the stadium into their backyard to start a game of ‘Americanski beisbol’ of their own. It was left to the captain, Arnold Preedin, to chase after them and persuade this Moscow Little League to return their precious ball, and let the Americans finish their game.1


    By then the American baseball players had already gained their most celebrated team member. At the height of his fame, Paul Robeson arrived in Moscow to discuss acting roles with the Soviet film director Sergei Eisenstein, and to give concerts in Moscow factories where he was cheered by the American emigrants who worked there.2 To the world’s press, the thirty-five year old American actor and singer announced his passionate enthusiasm for all he had seen: ‘In Russia I felt for the first time like a full human being – no color prejudice like in Mississippi, no color prejudice like in Washington.’ Later Robeson revealed that his young son would start school in Moscow ‘so that the boy need not contend with discrimination because of color’. Paul Robeson, Jr., was duly enrolled at the elite Moscow academy whose pupils included Stalin’s daughter and Molotov’s son.3


    On New Year’s Eve 1934, Paul Robeson had stepped into the party at the Foreign Workers’ Club on Hertzen Street, perhaps out of curiosity or just because he was searching for somewhere to celebrate the New Year. In their club, the young Americans mobbed him as a hero of the progressive cause, and performed their initiation ceremony of throwing the six-foot-six-inch former All American football star three times into the air. At the invitation of the baseball players in the crowd, Robeson happily agreed to turn out for the Foreign Workers’ Club when he returned to Russia in the New Year. ‘I’ll be a catcher,’ he laughed and crouched down low to show them he still had the moves from his days on the Rutgers team that had beaten Princeton. And on a promise made around midnight, the Foreign Workers’ Club baseball team gained an honorary new member, as Robeson and the young Americans raised their glasses and drank toasts, ‘To the New Year, the third of our Five Year Plan.’4


    ‘I was not prepared for the happiness I see on every face in Moscow,’ Robeson told a reporter from the New York Daily Worker, ‘I was aware that there was no starvation here, but I was not prepared for the bounding life; the feeling of safety and abundance and freedom that I find here, wherever I turn. I was not prepared for the endless friendliness, which surrounded me from the moment I crossed the border.’ When asked for a comment on the recent executions of ‘counter-revolutionary terrorists’ announced in the Soviet press, Paul Robeson was frankly unconcerned: ‘From what I have already seen of the workings of the Soviet Government, I can only say that anybody who lifts his hand against it ought to be shot! It is the government’s duty to put down any opposition to this really free society with a firm hand … It is obvious that there is no terror here, that all the masses of every race are contented and support their government.’5


    One of the new American baseball players to arrive in Moscow in the summer of 1935 was a nineteen-year-old from Buffalo, New York, with high cheekbones and brown eyes. Thomas Sgovio travelled with his mother and fifteen-year-old sister Grace, to join his father Joseph Sgovio, who had left America two years earlier. Sharing his father’s gregarious nature, Thomas made friends easily within the American community in Moscow as he pursued his youthful ambition to become a fine artist. Perhaps one day he might see his work hanging in the Tretyakov Gallery across the river from the Kremlin, but in the meantime he waited patiently to be accepted into art school for the following year and took evening classes in charcoal drawing to help build up his portfolio.6


    His father had found a job working as a pipe-fitter in a Moscow factory, and gave lectures to Soviet factory clubs on the evils of American unemployment his family had been lucky enough to leave behind.7 Joseph Sgovio had been an active American Communist Party member in Buffalo, and was comfortable delivering radical speeches. In Russia the main difficulty these ‘political emigrants’ faced was overcoming the scepticism of their audiences. No matter how bleak a picture the American radicals painted of their hardships back home, the Russian workers would take one look at their fine clothes and boots, and not believe them. This political problem was addressed directly by Ben Thomas in a letter to the Soviet journal Internatsionalny Mayak in which he admitted that Russian workers still believed the Soviet newspapers ‘exaggerate conditions of workers in America. They often judge of the conditions according to the clothes of the American workmen who come here. I tried to explain to the workmen that the persons arriving … have still retained their clothes doing their best to present an ‘outward appearance’ because in America a man with worn clothes is viewed with suspicion and turned out.’8


    What set the American emigrants apart was always their clothing, which was closely examined by Russian workers, who touched their jackets and suits with expressions of approval and offered escalating sums of roubles to buy them, quite literally, off their backs. This Russian mania for American dress would last throughout the history of the Soviet Union, but it was particularly pressing in the thirties when both fashions and new materials were non-existent.9 The best-dressed people on the streets of Russia’s cities were always foreigners, while the mass of ordinary citizens looked on enviously. And the Americans, in turn, could not help but notice that the Russian faces, if not quite starving, were at the very least a little hollow.10


    Joseph Sgovio’s speeches provided his family with an extra food ration in the special stores, where they stood in line next to the German and Italian communists who had fled Fascism for the sanctuary of the USSR.11 For some it came as a surprise that the system of Soviet food distribution was so heavily politicised. One American auto worker in Moscow reported six different types of stores selling items of varying quality to every class group.12 While others, who had been in the Soviet Union much longer, were no longer shocked on seeing as many as seventeen different categories of wage and food rations. The mockery of the early American arrivals – ‘Workers of the World Unite, and then divide yourself into seventeen categories!’ – was entirely lost on the Bolsheviks.13


    The most luxurious stores were exclusively reserved for the Bolshevik elites, and if a young American such as Thomas Sgovio did not know any better he might have suspected that a new privileged class had soon arisen from the ashes of the old. A sharp-eyed witness might occasionally catch a glimpse of a commissar or GPU officer stepping out of a store reserved for one of his own kind and turning the corner of a Moscow street clutching a precious food package wrapped in brown paper. But the Americans could hardly criticise when they themselves formed one rung on this escalating hierarchy of privilege. All those who arrived on official Amtorg contracts, as well as the political emigrants, gained access to the special food stores where scarce provisions could be bought in exchange for foreign currency. It was a gastronomic world above and beyond the subsistence tedium of black bread and soup reserved for ordinary Russian workers. Fortunately for the consciences of the Americans, Stalin himself had pronounced that strict equality – once the highest ideal of the Revolution – was now ‘a piece of petty bourgeois stupidity, worthy of a primitive sect of ascetics, but not of socialists’ society organized on Marxian lines.’14


    Soon after his arrival in Moscow, Thomas Sgovio joined the Anglo-American Chorus, one of the cultural activities organised by the Foreign Workers’ Club. The Chorus gave concerts with forty-five male and female voices singing a programme of ‘Negro protest-songs and American cowboy tunes’ conducted by Gertrude Rady, formerly of Broadway.15 Very quickly these American singers were in great demand, invited to the Theatre of People’s Art in Moscow, where they performed ‘Dis Cotton Want a Picking’ to great applause from a discerning Russian audience.16 Their concert was filmed, and soon afterwards Thomas Sgovio joined his friends in a Moscow cinema to watch their performance projected up on to the silver screen at twenty-four frames per second. At that moment, they all must have felt as though they had really arrived.17


    If only for a short while, the popularity of the Americans in Moscow was unrivalled. Everyone was keen to make friends with these optimistic, fun-loving and well-dressed new arrivals, including the sons and daughters of the Bolshevik elite. Thomas had recently made friends with Marvin Volat, a young American emigrant who hailed from his home town of Buffalo, New York, and was studying the violin at the Moscow Conservatory. It was Marvin who invited Thomas to meet his new Russian girlfriend, a nineteen-year-old language student named Sara Berman. Riding the tram over to Sara’s apartment on Lubyanka Square, Marvin chattered excitedly: ‘Just think! Her father is the chief of all the concentration camps in Russia! He knows Stalin real well.’18


    As their crowded tram clanked slowly to their stop, Thomas Sgovio could hardly have considered the inadvertent warning that lay hidden in Marvin’s words. What earthly significance could the Glavnoye Upravleniye Lagerei – ‘the Labour Camps Directorate’ whose initials formed the acronym ‘Gulag’ – have to a nineteen-year-old American art student? At the time, if either Matvei Berman or the Gulag meant anything at all, it was only as the faint reflection of the state propaganda which described the ‘camps’ as the unfortunate necessity of the post-Revolutionary era, required for the ‘political reeducation’ of the remnants of the old Tsarist regime. Even Walter Duranty had agreed on the essentially benign nature of these ‘concentration labor camps’. Their purpose, Duranty had written in an article published on the front page of the New York Times, was to ‘remove subversive individuals from their familiar milieu to a remote spot where their potentially harmful activities will be nullified – the Bolsheviki add kindly – “where such misguided persons will be given a chance to regain by honest toil their lost citizenship in the Socialist Fatherland.”’ Duranty’s best comparison was with the early American settlers of Virginia: ‘Each concentration camp forms a sort of ‘commune’ where everyone lives comparatively free, not imprisoned, but compelled to work for the good of the community. They are fed and housed gratis and receive pay for their work … They are certainly not convicts in the American sense of the word.’19


    Of course it was a strange coincidence that of all the millions of young women in Russia, his friend Marvin Volat had chosen to romance the daughter of Matvei Berman, the Gulag chief recently awarded the Order of Lenin for the ‘glorious’ construction of the White Sea–Baltic Canal.20 But then it was equally surprising that two American teenagers should be riding a tram through 1930s Moscow towards the floodlit monolithic GPU headquarters on Lubyanka Square, whose blazing lights emitted a peculiar dark energy into the night. They had no idea, even then, that there were few Muscovites who would not make the necessary detour of a few city streets left or right to bypass Lubyanka Square.21


    To make a little extra money on the side, Thomas was freelancing as a commercial artist at Sovietland, an English-language magazine published by the Soviet news agency, Tass, and intended as a cultural export for an English-speaking readership.22 With no apparent sense of irony, the magazine’s glossy pages were filled with articles such as ‘Abundance!’ which described how Moscow’s department stores were overflowing with supplies of food, not to mention gramophones, vacuum cleaners, electric stoves and a cascade of other consumer goods. New cafés were opening in Moscow where ‘payment was made by the honour system’, although in a period of widespread shortages, exactly where such cafés were located no one was completely sure. But the magazine articles were pored over by readers in America who formed strong attachments from such slender means. The manufacture of certainty, it seemed, was the most successful export of the Five Year Plan.23


    At the offices of Sovietland, Thomas Sgovio was introduced to Lucy Flaxman, who worked full-time on the magazine. Lucy was a pretty and rather light-hearted twenty-six-year-old from Boston, Massachusetts, who had arrived in Russia a decade earlier with her family. Naturally she knew a wider circle of people in Moscow, and could help Thomas with his faltering Russian. Thomas’s first American girlfriend had returned home, so when Lucy Flaxman invited him to the prestigious House of Writers to dance the latest American crazes that were sweeping Moscow, he was only too happy to join her.24


    Greater quantities of food were beginning to appear in the stores; if never in the quantities suggested by the Sovietland articles, then at least there was something to buy after years of acute hunger and terrible shortages. When people started talking of a new café which had opened up on Pushkin Square with music and dancing, it seemed as though the promised socialist ‘good times’ were finally on their way. The Communist Party had long declared itself to be ‘dizzy with success’, and the official slogan of 1935 was Stalin’s own announcement that ‘Life has become better, comrades; Life has become more joyful!’25 It was seen everywhere across the USSR, the favourite catchphrase of a propaganda campaign announcing the arrival of socialism, the first step on the road to a fully communist society. ‘Life has become more joyful!’ was the front-page headline in the Soviet press on New Year’s Eve, hung in banners over ‘People’s Parks’ across the land, and celebrated in Red Army song. For a moment then, it seemed as though enjoyment itself, for its own sake, had received an official Kremlin blessing: carnival balls, new sports, new foods, dancing and jazz were all officially allowed, even encouraged.26


    And so, as if obeying a stamped edict from on high, Thomas danced with Lucy Flaxman and their friends at the House of Writers, at the Metropol Hotel and the Foreign Workers’ Club. The young Americans danced, played baseball, sang in choirs, acted in the Clifford Odets play Waiting for Lefty, fell in love with one another, and thanked their lucky stars that they had made the right decision to come to Soviet Russia. All of them were full of hope for the future, bursting with the can-do optimism of the young.27
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