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Preface

^IPhis book recounts one of the most controversial episodes in Soviet
history—the murder, in December 1934, of Leningrad Communist

party chief Sergei Kirov. Few events have drawn such attention from histo­
rians and yet been so little understood. The thousands of books and mono­
graphs that have been written about the Soviet Union often contain
discussions of the murder, but usually with the caveat that no conclusions
can be drawn about who was really responsible. Although most historians
would agree that the Kirov murder was one of those defining moments
that cast a long shadow over the Soviet era, there is little consensus regard­
ing the crime itself. Was Kirov murdered by a lone assassin or was his
death the result of a conspiracy, perhaps involving Stalin? The circum­
stances of this terrible crime, which served as the catalyst for the massive
and bloody purges that reached their peak in 1936-38, have remained a
mystery that needs explaining.

In writing this book, I do not expect to end completely the controversy
over who really killed Kirov. As with other political murders, including
here in the United States the exhaustively investigated John F. Kennedy
and Martin Luther King, Jr., assassinations, there will always be unan­
swered questions and unresolved puzzles. But, drawing on the compelling
new evidence that has emerged since Mikhail Gorbachev initiated glas­
nost and Russian authorities began to open up their archives, I have pro-
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Just as Russia s ongoing struggle to enter the arena of democratic
nations captures our attention, so too does its past. Russia, its fate always
seeming to hang in the balance, is a country of profound contrasts—of
endless possibilities and lost opportunities, glory and doom, hope and
despair. The Stalin period, terrible as it was, epitomizes this duality. A few
years ago I had the rare opportunity of visiting Stalinst dacha outs.de
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His books and papers were still on his desk. As I sat on the sofa bed where
Stalin took his last breath and looked out at the silver trees, glistening in
the brilliant sunlight, I was struck by the contrast between the beauty and
softness of the natural surroundings and the stark, dreary interior of the
house. The thought that this evil tyrant, guilty of killing millions of inno­
cent people and of inflicting unbearable hardships on millions of others,
had lived here, had made his cruel decisions while looking out at the same
beautiful scenery that I was seeing, sent chills down my spine.

This was Russia, the land of paradoxes. It could produce Ivan the Ter­
rible, Stalin, the GULAG, the pollution-filled industrial cities with miles
of gray apartment blocks, the miserable collective farms. But it was also the
homeland of Pushkin and Dostoevsky, Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninov,
the reforming Tsar Alexander II, spectacular forests and mountains, and
cities like St. Petersburg (formerly Leningrad), which is unparalleled for
its magnificence. As I sat in Stalin’s dacha, it occurred to me that the way
Kirov was murdered, brutally gunned down in an elegant building over­
looking the curving, gracious Neva River, which flows through that beauti­
ful city, was another such paradox. These contrasts, and the mysteries that
surround them, are what make Russia and its history so fascinating.

I would like to express my gratitude to the many people who have
helped me in the preparation of this book. My first thanks are due to my
friend Viola Brudno, whose help and encouragement were indispensable.
She spent long hours deciphering and helping in the translation of letters
and documents handwritten in Russian and she read and commented crit­
ically on the manuscript. I am also deeply grateful to my husband, Mal­
colm, who gave so generously of his time to read the manuscript in its
entirety and provide incisive critical analysis. And this book could not have
been written without the invaluable and painstaking editing of Lauren
Osborne, my editor at Hill and Wang.

Special thanks are due to my daughter Molly and my friend Rod
Barker for their encouragement and advice in the initial stages of the
project. I also owe my appreciation to David Brandenburger and Steve
Guenther for their assistance in obtaining materials for me in Russia.

Several others were tremendously helpful to me while I was conduct­
ing research in Moscow and St. Petersburg: Tat’ana Sukharnikova at the
Kirov Museum in St. Petersburg gave generously of her time and expertise,

outs.de


xiv Wbo Killed Kirov!

as did Alla Kirilina, a leading Russian researcher on Kirov. I am also grate­
ful to Ina and Valentin Bliumenfel’d, Nina Chernysheva, Nadezhd;
Kodatskaia, Valentina Tiucheva, and Ludmilla Gorskaia. And I want ti
thank the International Research and Exchanges Board for providin'
financial support for my research in Russia.

Harry Leich at the Library of Congress responded kindly and effi
ciently to my many requests for help in tracking down sources, as did th
late David Kraus, and the other reference librarians in the European Read
ing Room. Among the others to whom I am grateful are Lesley Rimme
Miklosh Kun, Robert Conquest, Mark Kramer, Christian Ostermanr
Nadia Zilper, Richard King, E. A. Rees, and Catherine Newman. Finally
thanks to Diana and Alexandra for so patiently enduring their mother
preoccupation with Kirov.



Author’s Note

| 'he dates used in the text are those of the Julian, or "old-style," calen-
JL dar, which was used in Russia until February 1918. In the nineteenth

century, the Julian calendar was twelve days behind the Gregorian calendar
used in the West; in the twentieth century, it was thirteen days behind.

I have used the Library of Congress system of transliteration from the
Russian, except for well-known names, which appear in the more familiar
Anglicized forms.



map tk



A December Tragedy

In the first days when Len ingrad was orphaned, Stalin rushed there. He
went to the place where the crime against our country was committed.
The enemy did not fire at Kirov personalty. No! Hefired at the proletar­
ian revolution.

—Pravda, 5 December 1934

On 4 December 1934, with a freezing, damp dawn breaking over
Moscow’s October railway station, a large delegation of workers,

summoned for the occasion by the party, watched in shivering silence as
the Red Arrow from Leningrad pulled up and a coffin was lowered onto
the platform. Inside was the bullet-scarred body of Sergei Kirov, former
Leningrad party chief, Politburo member, and prized orator of the Stalin
regime. As workers shouldered the coffin, a group of Kirov’s former col­
leagues, led by Stalin, stepped off the train, doubtless weary after the
all-night journey from Leningrad. Their faces, all but hidden in the
thick folds of their coat collars and the heavy fur of their hats, were expres­
sionless.

Kirov had been murdered late in the afternoon on 1 December, in the
Leningrad party headquarters at the Smolnyi Institute, an imposing neo­
classical building that had once been an aristocratic girls’ school. That
same day, immediately after learning the news of the tragedy, Stalin had
ordered several leading party officials to accompany him to Leningrad.1
After a perfunctory visit of consolation to Kirov’s distraught widow,
Mariia L’vovna, Stalin and his subordinates began an investigation of the
crime. It was highly unusual for the top political leadership to abandon the
capital to oversee a case that the NKVD, the powerful and efficient secret
police, was presumably well equipped to handle on its own. But this was no 
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ordinary crime. The victim was one of Stalins closest comrades. Since
death (by apparent suicide) of Stalin’s wife, Nadezhda Allilueva, twoy
earlier, Kirov had become an indispensable companion to Stalin, vacati
ing with him in the South and even having the rare privilege (given Sta
extreme self-consciousness about his physical appearance) of accompa
ing him to the sauna. Though separated by hundreds of kilometers, t
talked often on the telephone—sometimes, given Stalin’s erratic w
habits, in the middle of the night.

Leningrad, moreover, was no ordinary city. Just a few years earlie
had been rife with party oppositionists who took the side of the “left
Grigorii Zinoviev in his quarrel with Stalin. As a member of the Politbi
the Communist Party’s leading body, and head of the Leningrad gove
ment, Zinoviev had joined with the prominent Bolshevik Lev Kamenei
opposing Stalin’s economic and political leadership. After. Zinoviev 1
been ousted from Leningrad in 1926, Kirov, as the new party chief, 1
waged a difficult struggle to rid the Leningrad party of loyal Zinovievit
Stalin had never trusted Leningraders, whose city, built by the Peter t
Great in the early eighteenth century to serve as Russia’s “window on t
West, he detested. The home of Russia’s most prominent intellectual ai
cultural figures, Leningrad seemed more European than Russian. Thus
would personally see to it that justice was wrought for Comrade Kirov.

The investigation produced surprisingly quick results. On 3 Decer
ber, just one day after Stalin and his group arrived, Pravda cited an NKV
communique: “The preliminary investigation has established that tl
name of the villain, the murderer of Comrade Kirov, is Leonid Vasil’evii
Nikolaev, born 1904, a former employee of the Leningrad RKI [Workc
Peasants Inspectorate]. The investigation continues.” Further detai
emerged the next day. Citing the NKVD, the papers claimed that Kirc
had been preparing a report to give at a party meeting at the Tauric
Palace that evening. Nikolaev stood near Kirov’s office at the Smolny
where he usually received visitors, and when Kirov “walked by into h.
office, Nikolaev came from behind and shot him in the neck. The rnui

erer was caught on the spot. Kirov was carried unconscious into his oflic-
w ere doctors found him without a pulse and not breathing. Efforts C
esuscitate him proved fruitless. The bullet lodged in the victim’s neck ws

type used in a Nagan revolver, which had been established as tl«
7^°?’ . Circumstances the attack and the path of the bullet indi
cated that the v.ctim had been shot at close range.
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As would later emerge from documents on the case, the report con­
tained some curious anomalies. First, the alleged assassin, Nikolaev, was
identified only as a “former employee of the RKI.” But he had worked at
the RKI (a government monitoring agency) in 1932-33; his last place of
employment, from which he had been fired in April 1934, was the Insti­
tute of Party History. Why would only the RKI be mentioned? Second,
the papers implied that Kirov had been working at the Smolnyi that day,
when in fact he had been writing his report at home and had turned up
unexpectedly at the Smolnyi late in the afternoon. He was not shot outside
his office, but a good fifty-five feet away, outside the office of the second
secretary, Mikhail Chudov. It was into Chudov’s office, not Kirov’s, that
his body had been carried. In addition to the bullet that hit Kirov so accu­
rately at close range, another had been fired, lodging in a cornice near the
ceiling. And finally, no mention was made of the fact that Nikolaev had
been taken unconscious to a special NKVD medical unit for treatment
before being interrogated.

Such inaccuracies might be understandable in a country with indepen­
dent newspapers that sent out reporters to the crime scene and hurried to
publish the news. But the Soviet press did not allow for mistakes. By 1934
the Soviet Union had become, under Stalin, a state where all forms of pub­
lic expression were controlled by the party and the secret police. Even the
smallest detail was subject to intense scrutiny before being printed, making
it unlikely that these errors had crept in by chance. Was the public being
deliberately misinformed?

Another important piece of information that never appeared in the 
■ press was that a key witness, Kirov’s bodyguard M. D. Borisov, was killed
; in an alleged accident two days after the crime, while on the way to be

questioned by Stalin. Although news of the accident spread quickly
around Leningrad, the newspapers ignored this unfortunate event com­
pletely, devoting their pages instead to the glorification of Kirov.

The slain leader became a saint overnight. News about the funeral
plans and Kirov’s lying in state were interspersed with poignant statements
about the loss from stricken workers and party members. According to one
observer, a young Soviet diplomat named Alexander Barmine: “The papers
at the time of Kirov’s death were filled with his praises, and with expres­
sions of grief, actually far exceeding those which followed the death of
Lenin. For at least twelve days all Soviet newspapers were devoted from
the first to the last line to the life and death of the beloved leader Kirov.”2
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With astonishing speed, Pravda had managed by 5 December to k

and print extensive biographical details about Kirov, including a si
dossier from the tsarist police archives. By this date also, entire i
about Kirov, with reminiscences by former comrades, stories a out
childhood, and reproductions of his speeches, had gone to press, t
almost as if someone had assembled all the material beforehan an

waiting for the go-ahead to put it together.
Kirovs murder resounded abroad as well, making headlines in

New York Times on 2 December. Times Moscow correspondent Ha
Denny reported that Kirov’s death was declared dramatically t e n
before in the midst of an 11 p.m. news broadcast: The announce
rupted the program to say that he had an announcement o a a
deed to make. Then he read communiques of the Central Commi
the party and the Council of People’s Commissars of the governm
orchestra played the funeral march from ‘Tannhauser, and all roa
ceased.”3The next day, Denny reported, “a stunned Moscow, rap
black-bordered red flags, waited silently but anxiously for any rag

news about yesterday's murder.”4 , ,, n
The funeral was set for 6 December. The day before, t

Columns in Moscow’s House of Soviets was open all day or p P
view Kirov’s open casket. At 10 p.m. access was restricted to am y a
high party and government officials. Kirov’s widow, Mariia L vovn ,
the right of the coffin with her two sisters at herside. She was in a 1

Her health had been deteriorating for some time, and the s o
husband’s death had rendered her incoherent and barely able to
With them sat Lenin’s widow, Krupskaia, his sister Mariia, an
two sisters, who had traveled hundreds of miles to attend the
Although they had been close to Kirov growing up, his sisters ha not se
him for thirty years. They had only corresponded. Now they were seen
him for thc last timc—dcad, his face “greenish-yellow” with black-anc
blue bruises from his wound and his face-down fall to thc floor.

Stalins sister-in-law, Mariia Svanidze, who was sitting with tl

w°men, described the scene in her diary:

Hie air had a heavy funereal scent, mixed with the smell of flowers, earth
and evergreens. Despite the full light, it seemed, through my tears, that
it was dark, gloomy and painfully uncomfortable.... At 11 o clock
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everyone became tense, looking every minute toward the corner from
‘ which the great ones would appear, our leaders.... Finally their steps,

firm and resolute... Iosif [Stalin] stood at Kirov’s head. Chopin’s
1 funeral march was playing... Iosif climbed up the platform of the cas-
4 ket, leaned over and kissed the forehead of the dead Sergei Mironovich.
* The picture tore my soul, knowing as I did how close they were, and the

entire hall sobbed. I heard, through my own sobs, men sobbing.6
i
<Mariia L’vovna by this time had begun to faint. Doctors surrounded her,
i gave her some drops. During the commotion, the leaders silently slipped
• out of the hall and the coffin was closed, ready for its journey to the crema-
] torium.
( The next day, 6 December, was a day, in Pravdds words, “which will go
(down in history as a day of great mourning for the party, the whole coun-
■ try, all the workers, the day of the funeral of the best son of the socialist
, motherland—Sergei Mironovich Kirov.” That morning Mariia L’vovna,
| supported on the arms of Kirov’s sisters, entered the Hall of Columns,
where Stalin and other political and military officials waited. At noon the

| hall was closed to the public and an hour later the funeral march began.
Stalin and others carried the urn with Kirov’s ashes to Red Square, where
over a million workers stood, bearing the dank December cold in hushed
silence.7

After two hours of eulogies, Kirov’s closest comrade, the famed Geor­
gian Bolshevik Grigorii (Sergo) Ordzhonikidze, placed Kirov’s remains in
the Kremlin Wall. Flags were lowered, heads were bared, as the funeral
sounds of a trumpet broke the silence. In just a little over two years Sergo’s
own ashes would be placed in the wall. He too would be felled by a bullet,
but in his case it would be alleged that he himself, not an assassin, had fired
the shot. Sergo was a tried revolutionary, a Bolshevik who had enforced
Soviet rule in his native Transcaucasia with all the calculated ruthlessness
required of the best defenders of the Soviet state. Nonetheless, he was
fiery-tempered, sensitive, and emotional, and it must have been difficult
for him to keep his feelings inside during the lengthy ceremony. When he
heard of the murder, he had said to his wife: “I thought that Kirych would
bury me, but it has turned out the opposite.” He was so overcome that he
lost his voice completely, which may explain why he unexpectedly failed to
speak at the funeral.8
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Sergo and Kirov had worked together as trusted comrades throughou
the bloody civil war that followed the Bolshevik seizure of power in 191^
and during the early 1920s, when the Bolsheviks were consolidating thei
rule. After their duties took them to separate places, they correspon e-
almost daily, vacationed together, and saw each other as much as possi e
Their bond had been one of deep trust and affection, going beyon at c
traditional party comradeship. Given the atmosphere of intrigue, denuna
ations, and factional strife that came to characterize party life by t e
1920s, this friendship was especially important. Now Sergo woul ave
face the difficulties of working under Stalin’s increasingly dictator!
arbitrary rule without Kirov.

■ THE LOSS OF A BOLSHEVIK

The murder of Kirov not only devastated his family and friends
shock waves throughout the Soviet Union. The forty-eight-year o
had been a popular leader in party circles—handsome, charismatic, a
highly effective public speaker. With his youthful face and few preten
sions, Kirov had a forthcoming and approachable demeanor t at
people feel they could trust him. In contrast to Stalin, who rare y e
confines of the Kremlin and was uncomfortable with spontaneity,
was a man of the people, who would leap out of his chauffeur dri
to shake hands on the street. Whereas Stalin spoke Russian with a
Georgian accent, Kirov’s words rang out in the clear, forceful tones o
native Russian, a real muzhik, a man of the soil.

Like Stalin, Kirov had experienced a childhood of poverty an P
vation. Born Sergei Mironovich Kostrikov in 1886 in the small ussia
town of Urzhum (in Viatka Province), he was the son of a minor c er
whose drinking bouts prevented him from holding down a job. rov
father subjected family members to beatings, just as Stalins alco o
father had done, and abandoned the family when Kirov was five. Two yea
later, when his mother died of tuberculosis, Kirov was orphaned. He w.
then separated from his two sisters and spent the rest of his childhood i
the local orphanage.

One might have expected little from a life with such inauspiciot
beginnings, but Kirov’s keen intellect and intense ambition marked him;

a survivor. After excelling in the local school, Kirov was able to get funds t 
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study for a diploma in mechanical engineering in the city of Kazan in
1901. He moved on to the Siberian city of Tomsk in 1904, intending to
continue his education, but he soon got caught up in revolutionary fervor.
By 1905, the year of the first revolution, he had become a Bolshevik.

His subsequent career as a professional revolutionary fighting the
regime of Tsar Nicholas II put an end to his formal education. But his
thirst for knowledge continued to be intense, and he read voraciously,
especially when he was spending time in tsarist prisons for illegal revolu­
tionary activities. Kirov did not limit his prison reading to Marxist litera­
ture, but read works by Dostoevsky, Chekhov, Tolstoy, Hertzen, Victor
Hugo, and Anatole France, and even tackled Hegel, Descartes, and Spi­
noza. He also read the Bible, where he found “much that is interesting.”’
His passion for books never diminished. When Kirov died he left a per­
sonal library of over 20,000 volumes.

Kirov loved to write, as his long letters from prison to his wife, Mariia,
attest, and he expressed himself well on subjects ranging from philosophy
to literary criticism. In 1909, when the revolutionary movement had
ground to a temporary halt, he got a job as a journalist on a liberal newspa­
per in Vladikavkaz, a city in the North Caucasus. For the next eightyears,
with interruptions for arrests and exile, he was a regular contributor to—
and from 1915 a senior editor of—the paper.

By all accounts, Kirov did not fit the Bolshevik stereotype of single-
minded ruthlessness. His tolerant attitude toward different political views
set him apart from those who rose to positions in the leadership in the
1920s. He did not shy away from friendships with those from other politi­
cal parties, such as the Socialist Revolutionaries, and up through the 1917
Revolution he worked so closely with the Bolsheviks’ main competitors,
the Mensheviks, that later his political rivals accused him of having been a
Menshevik himself.

Kirov’s humanity stands out especially in comparison to Stalin, whose
lack of scruples and apparent indifference to other people’s suffering was
already evident in the prerevolutionary period. In a 1911 letter to Mariia
L’vovna from prison, Kirov described an execution and his own reaction to
it: “What a terrible mood I am in! I have good reason to suppose that
tonight I will witness a nightmarish, simply horrible event. It seems that I
am just about to hear the sound of the executioner’s axe ... When you arc
free you do not experience a horror like this so directly. Here when such a
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‘routine event’ occurs almost in front of your eyes—it is indescribably di
cult. But how boundless is the human soul! People get used to such exo
tions and carry them out with amazing indifference.”10

Stalin, by contrast, was said to have little reaction to the executit
that went on when he was in prison before the revolution. According
one biographer, Isaac Deutscher: “In the tension of such moments, Kt
[Stalin] would, if an eyewitness is to be believed, fall sound asleep, astc
ishing his comrades by his strong nerves, or else he would go on with
unsuccessful attempt to master the intricacies of German grammar.”11

However atypical Kirov might have been, he joined the Bolshev
and, by the end of the civil war in 1921, they all had blood on their han
Their ruthless suppression of those who opposed the Bolshevik seizure
power in 1917 cost well over a million lives, including those of innoct
civilians. Justice was sacrificed in the name of the revolutionary cause, a
Kirov became a standard-bearer of that cause. He first attracted the attc
tion of Lenin and Stalin when he served as chief of the Bolshevik Revol
tionary Committee in Astrakhan, a key stronghold at the foot of t
Caucasus, and successfully put down an anti-Bolshevik rebellion there
1919. Later he was a member of the Revolutionary Military Council oft
Eleventh Army, which invaded Azerbaijan in 1920 and then moved in
Armenia and Georgia. As chief of the Azerbaijan Communist Party fro
1921 to 1926, Kirov enforced Soviet rule over unwilling Azerbaija
nationalists, whose country had enjoyed a brief period of independen
before the 1920 invasion. Kirovs letters and telegrams to his chiefs
Moscow make it clear that he was doing everything in his power to bril
the republic into line.

In 1926, when Stalin wanted once and for all to rid the Leningr;
apparatus of Zinovievs sympathizers, he chose Kirov for the job. It mu
be said that Kirov did not relish his new appointment as Leningrad par
chief. Indeed, he complained bitterly in letters to his wife and frient
about how difficult and unpleasant the job was. But he could not refill
Stalin. Although he kept sanctions against the former Zinovievites to
minimum, trying instead to bring them back into the Bolshevik fold, h
delivered fiery speeches against them in public and presided over endles
meetings where they were denounced.

In the process of revamping the Leningrad organization, Kirov earnei
a few enemies. In 1929 a group of Old Leningraders even took their com
plaints about him to the party leadership in Moscow, dredging up someo 
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his prerevolutionary newspaper articles in an effort to show that he had
bourgeois leanings. In the end, Kirov survived the attack, but not without a
black mark on his record.

The early 1930s were taken up with implementing Stalins First Five-
Year Plan, begun in 1928. The plan called for industrialization at a break­
neck pace, accompanied by collectivization of agriculture. Millions of
peasants all over the Soviet Union were removed from their individual
landholdings and forced into collective farms. Peasant resistance led to
bloody clashes with the authorities, as well as to famine. Well over a mil­
lion peasants perished in the process. Kirov was not enthusiastic about the
policy of forced collectivization—and in fact the process was implemented
at a much slower pace in the Leningrad region than in other parts of the
country. Nonetheless, he went along with Moscow’s directives. Open resis­
tance was not Kirov’s style, and to challenge Stalin on this issue, as his Bol­
shevik comrade Nikolai Bukharin did, would have meant the end of his
political career.

We do not know what kind of ethical equations Kirov was making at
this point, how he justified to himself the loss of life and the repression for
which he was responsible. He still deserved his reputation as a “moderate”
Bolshevik; he was not a vindictive dogmatist, and he exhibited no pen­
chant for wanton cruelty. But in aligning himself with Stalin and professing
support for his leadership, he had entered upon a life of moral compromise.

Indeed, in the context of Stalinist Russia, popularity was a highly rela­
tive term. Kirov was “popular” only insofar as a leading member of a brutal,
repressive government could be. Recently declassified secret informational
reports from local party officials reveal that the Leningrad proletariat was
deeply dissatisfied with the economic situation, especially the proposed
end to bread rationing. Some workers and peasants from the Leningrad
region blamed Kirov for their dismal plight and thus reacted to the news of
his death by expressing indifference or scorn.12

But the majority of party members held Kirov in high esteem. The
regime was still young, and many Communists believed the incessant pro­
paganda—that they were suffering now to build a brilliant socialist future.
Kirov was part of a leadership that had been portrayed by the press as wise,
omnipotent, and devoted to the public’s cause. Moreover, he radiated the
kind of energy and authority that made people look up to him.

Even nonparty members reacted with profound grief at the news of
Kirov’s death. According to one Leningrader, who was in his late teens at
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the time, everyone cried. The feeling of loss was tremendous.13 Rus
historian Roy Medvedev, who was a child living in Leningrad in 1
reports that, on the night of the murder, the workers of Leningrad li
massive torchlight procession along the Neva River, culminating i
memorial gathering at the Winter Palace.14 Similar ceremonies were 1
all over the Soviet Union in the days that followed. According to Thel
York Times: “Factories and other organizations held special meme
meetings where speakers extolled the dead man, while people wept
Kirov, the smiling popular figure ... In the industrial centers of the nai
the grief and indignation of workers were freely manifested.”15

Beneath the grief, however, some also felt fear, which was to prove\
founded, that the murder would bring about a change for the worse in
already oppressive political environment. Nadezhda Kodatskaia,
daughter of Ivan Kodatskii, head of the Leningrad Executive Commit
(equivalent to the city’s mayor), whose family lived in the same building
Kirov and his wife, recalled the sense of foreboding that pervaded th
household after the murder. Her father, she said, was not only gri
stricken but terribly afraid.16

■ A CONSPIRACY UNCOVERED

For all the mourning of Kirov, who continued to be the object
intense adulation in the press throughout the month of December, no oi
lost sight of the Great Leader, who was portrayed as deep in sorrow. 1
diplomat Alexander Barmine observed: “In the pages surrounded with
great black band of mourning we were told of the dreadful grief that h<
seized our country, our leaders and, most heart-stricken of all, Stalin.'
Typical of the outpouring of public sympathy for Stalin was a communica
tion to him from Leningrad workers, reprinted in Pravda: “By the coffin c
Sergei Mironovich we give you, Iosif Vissarionovich, our proletarian oat
that we will fight with all our energy for the great course, to which ou
Kirov devoted his crystal pure life. We know how difficult these days ar
for you personally, we know what a true friend and faithful helper oil

Mironich was to you.”18
However great his sorrow, it was impossible to find even a trace cl

emotion on Stalins face as he was pictured in the press, standing impas­
sively beside Kirov’s coffin in Leningrad. And several of those wh«
attended the funeral in Moscow reported that he was remarkably calm, 
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seemingly absorbed in his thoughts. But, then, he had a lot to think about.
It soon transpired that, according to the Soviet press, the murder was not
the work of a single assassin, but rather part of a much larger conspiracy.
The public, which had assumed that Nikolaev was a mentally unbalanced
malcontent who had acted from personal motives, first learned about the
conspiracy on 22 December, when another terse NKVD announcement
appeared in the press: “The investigation has established that the perpetra­
tor of the abominable crime in the Smolnyi on 1 December 1934, L. V.
Nikolaev, was a member of an underground terrorist anti-Soviet group
established by members of the former Zinoviev opposition in Leningrad.”
The report named thirteen other members of the group and claimed that
they had the goal of “disorganizing the leadership of the Soviet govern­
ment by means of terrorist acts” in order to “change the direction of policy
back to the Zinoviev-Trotsky line.” They also had the more personal
motive of revenge against Kirov.

The case of the “Leningrad Center” was heard by the Military Col­
legium of the Supreme Court a few days later. Nikolaev and the thirteen
other defendants, several of whom had known Nikolaev in his childhood
or had been connected with him in the Komsomol (Communist Youth
League), were found guilty and shot. The sentences, announced in the
press on 30 December, had been carried out the day before in accordance
with a new law passed on Stalins orders on the day of Kirovs death. The
law gave those accused of terrorism a mere twenty-four hours to acquaint
themselves with the case against them, provided for a closed hearing with­
out a defense lawyer, and authorized the court to carry out the death sen­
tence immediately. The new antiterrorism law was not intended for just a
few isolated cases. On the contrary, it provided the backbone for an
NKVD witch-hunt for terrorists and conspirators that would eventually
engulf the entire country.

In Leningrad, the witch-hunt had begun on 2 December, extending to
all those who had any connection with Nikolaev, including members of his
family, who were all arrested. Soon these connections led to faraway places.
Elizabeth Lermolo was a young woman from an aristocratic Russian fam­
ily, who some years earlier had been exiled to a remote part of northern
Russia because her husband, a member of the tsar’s army, had been
arrested as a “counterrevolutionary.” Lermolo had the unfortunate luck of
having lived in exile with an aunt of Nikolaev and had met the assassin
briefly when he came for a visit. This, together with her “bourgeois” lin-
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eage, was enough to brand her a criminal. She was hauled to Moscow
interrogated endlessly, sometimes for twenty hours at a stretch, b
NKVD. The sessions were accompanied by brutal torture. One nigl
an effort to get Lermolo to confess to her participation in the plot t
Kirov, an NKVD officer placed her hand on a doorjamb and then clo
heavy door on it. After losing consciousness from the excruciating ]
Lermolo was revived by a bucket of cold water, only to be beatc
severely that she lost several teeth and her clothes, drenched in blood,
torn to shreds.19

Meanwhile, the NKVD in Moscow went after the “bigger i
Zinoviev and his ally Lev Kamenev, both of whom had disavowed I
oppositional views some years back and had recently been reinstated it
party. In mid-January, Zinoviev and Kamenev, along with seventeen i
ers, were “tried” for membership in an anti-Soviet terrorist group, the
called Moscow Center. The defendants were charged with responsib
for the Kirov murder on the grounds that the Moscow Center
allegedly guided and inspired the Leningrad group. All were given lenj
prison terms. On 18 January the Central Committee sent out a secret
ter, “On Lessons of the Events Tied to the Evil Murder of Comr
Kirov,” to the local party organizations. The letter condemned all fori
Zinoviev followers, tying them to the murder of Kirov and demanding t
they be arrested and isolated.20

The country was getting its first taste of a terror that in a year an
half would sweep the country, ultimately claiming millions of victim!
terror that would not, as in the past, restrict itself to bourgeois class ei
mies or party heretics, but would lash out indiscriminately and arbitral
at all elements of Soviet society.

The exiled Bolshevik leader Leon Trotsky once said of Stalin that
was “like a man who wants to quench his thirst with salt water.” Every va
quished enemy, every victim of his revenge made him lust for more en
mies and victims. But after December 1934 the entire country w
drinking salt water, for the Kirov murder ignited a chain reaction of susp
cion and paranoia that made the people unwilling accomplices in Stalir
vendetta against them. At his behest, they searched for spies and enernii
among themselves with a vengeance. It mattered little whether or not the
actually believed that a vast conspiracy was behind the Kirov murde
because they were guided not by reason, but by fear.
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In fact, as Roy Medvedev pointed out, the claim that Kirov’s murder
'‘was organized by Zinoviev and his followers seemed quite plausible at the

11 time: “Everyone knew that Kirov had succeeded the Zinovievist Grigory
^Yevdokimov as leader of the Leningrad Party organization. It is therefore

not surprising that right after the murder the thoughts of many people
turned toward the former Leningrad opposition.”21 But, as Medvedev goes

1 on to emphasize, “it is just this obvious plausibility that obliges us to have
(doubts about Stalin’s story. The Zinovievist opposition would have gained
no political benefit from the murder of the man who was at that time the
most popular party leader after Stalin.”22

2 Clearly the person who gained the most from the murder was Stalin
himself, because it offered him an ideal pretext for eliminating all rem-

‘ nants of the former opposition and launching the purges. Back in 1929
'■ Trotsky had observed prophetically: “There remains only one thing for
!i Stalin: to try to draw a line of blood between the official party and the
1 Opposition. He absolutely must connect the Opposition with assassina-
1 tion attempts, preparations for armed insurrection, etc.... The impotent
! policy of maneuvering and evading problems, the growing economic diffi-
I culties, the growing distrust within the party toward the leadership have
i made it necessary to stun the party by putting on a large-scale show. He
: needs a blow, a shock, a catastrophe.”23

That shock came on 1 December 1934, enabling Stalin not only to
draw a blood line between his party followers and the opposition but to
unleash a terror that was rivaled in its ferociousness only by that of Hitler’s
Germany. Today, even in Russia, it is generally acknowledged that Stalin
used the Kirov murder for political purposes, ordering the NKVD to
trump up false charges of conspiracy against the opposition. Indeed, the
Soviet Supreme Court reached this very conclusion in 1988 when it
reviewed the evidence in the case of Zinoviev, Kamenev, and the Moscow
Center, which resulted in a highly publicized show trial, and found all the
defendants innocent of the charges. But their findings by no means
resolved the mysteries surrounding the Kirov case. If the Zinoviev group
did not organize the crime, did this mean that Nikolaev acted on his own?
Or were others involved in a conspiracy?

The most obvious suspect was Stalin himself. Indeed, many Western
historians have long suspected that he ordered the NKVD, headed by
Genrikh lagoda, to arrange the murder. In a 1989 book, Stalin and the
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Kirov Murder, Robert Conquest pulled together the available evidenci
the case and came up with some compelling arguments in favor of Sta
guilt.24 In Conquest’s view, Stalin had strong reasons for having K
assassinated. Not only did the murder give him an excuse for embarl
on his bloody purges; it also got rid of a political rival who might 1
stood in the way of his plans. Although Stalin was the unquestioned p
leader by 1934, there was reportedly disillusionment with him am
party activists, who had become concerned by his increasingly ruthless
repressive policies and the excesses of his campaign to force peasants;
collective farms. Kirov, according to Conquest, was being considerec
influential party officials as a replacement for Stalin. Thus, if he
not been killed, he might have become General Secretary. And had
assumed the party leadership in the Soviet Union, the history of that co
try and the world might have taken a very different course. Although bi
means a democrat, Kirov was not the crazed, paranoiac tyrant that St
was and thus would have been incapable of launching the bloody pui
that decimated his country.

. UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

Whatever the evidence presented against Stalin, however, it has b
far from conclusive. Even Stalin’s bitter enemy Trotsky, who predic
from his exile abroad that Stalin would use the murder to launch a bloi
vendetta, never accused him of arranging it beforehand. There are t
quite a number of historians, both in Russia and in the West, who do
believe that Stalin was guilty of this crime. Their doubts have cente
mainly on the question of motives. Was Kirov, who had spoken out
enthusiastically for Stalin and his policies, really a “moderate” who offe
an alternative to Stalin? Or was this simply a myth, created by emig
abroad who were hostile to Stalin and anxious to blame him for Kite
death? Even if he did disapprove of Stalin’s policies, it was not clear t
Kirov would have been a serious obstacle to him. Stalin had already si
ceeded in suppressing several leading Bolsheviks who were opposed to
ruthless policies. Would not Kirov have succumbed to party disciplinej
as the rest of his comrades did?25

Furthermore, arranging an assassination was not without risks. As c
Stalin biographer observed: Tn September 1936 Stalin dismissed Yago> 
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suspecting him of protecting people who were against him. In 1938 he
sent him to death. Could he in 1934 have entrusted him with such a terri­
ble mission? ... It is a very clumsy and dangerous way to get rid of some­
body .. .”26 And why would Stalin have had Kirov killed during working

' hours in the Smolnyi Institute, where someone might have interfered with
1 the plan, rather than out on the street?

Also, establishing the precedent of an assassination of a high Soviet
1 official created the danger of giving others the idea of attempting it them-
1 selves. Indeed, secret party reports quoted workers and students as saying
■ things like “They have killed Kirov; now let them kill Stalin.”27 Worry
'about his safety may have been one reason why Stalin shunned contact
'with the people and made only rare public appearances.
1 Most important, there is the indisputable fact that Stalin was person-
‘ally close to Kirov. He had seemed to prefer Kirov’s company more than
'that of other Politburo members. Just a few months earlier Kirov had vis-
'ited Stalin at Sochi in the Crimea, and immediately upon his return from
Sochi in October, Stalin had called Kirov in Leningrad and urged him to
come to Moscow. Kirov was a favorite of Stalin’s daughter Svetlana, who
would entice him into her games of make-believe when he visited.28

Stalin’s sister-in-law Mariia Svanidze, who saw Stalin almost daily,
motes repeatedly in her diary how grief-stricken he seemed over Kirov’s
ideath. She writes: “His checks were sunken, he was pale and there was hid-
Iden suffering in his eyes.... After Nadina’s [Stalin’s wife] tragic death he
i[Kirov] was the closest person to Stalin, able to approach him sincerely
:and simply and give him the warmth and comfort he needed."29 Was
iStalin really playacting, feigning grief for the benefit of those around him
so as not to arouse suspicion? How could he spend so much time with
Kirov and be so seemingly devoted to him if he was harboring plans to
have him killed? Is it not possible that the loss of Kirov was so devastating
to Stalin, who was already mentally unbalanced, that it drove him to a
bloody vendetta against his people?

The idea that someone other than Stalin would have masterminded a
conspiracy to kill Kirov can be dismissed out of hand. By 1934 the Soviet
union was a totalitarian society with Stalin at the helm, and it is hard to
imagine that lagoda or other NKVD officials would have undertaken such
a mission without their master’s knowledge. Not only did they have no
obvious motives to kill Kirov on their own; they also would have had great
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difficulty keeping their crime a secret from Stalin. On Stalin’s on
numerous NKVD officials in Leningrad were dismissed and arrested
the murder, but this was ostensibly because they had not been vigilai
protecting Kirov. As for lagoda, he was not arrested until almost two)
after the crime, when Stalin decided to purge the NKVD and bring
new group of officials who he felt were more trustworthy.

So, aside from Stalin himself, Nikolaev was the only possible perps
tor of this terrible act. Is it unreasonable to suggest that he could I
acted alone, motivated simply by personal feelings of inadequacj
vengeance? He was, after all, out of a job, and it was reported at his
that he had allegedly written letters to both Stalin and Kirov to comp
about his plight. Judging from what was revealed about him, Niko
seemed to fit the pattern of an unbalanced malcontent, not unlike Joh
Kennedy’s assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald.

With the Kennedy assassination too, there were several unexplai
circumstances that made people suspect a conspiracy. Like Nikol
Oswald was able to shoot his victim despite the heavy police guard
around. Both Oswald and Nikolaev were deemed guilty before an inve
gation. In both cases, a key figure in the drama, whose testimony wo
have been crucial, was killed immediately after the crime. And fin;
questions arose in each of the murders about a second bullet.

■ OFFICIAL SECRETS

Although there are still those who claim that the Kennedy assassii
tion was part of a conspiracy, for many people the issue was put to rest
the extensive investigations into the case. With the Kirov murder, he
ever, official attempts to get to the bottom of the mysteries have be
halfhearted at best. No one even raised the issue publicly until Sov
Communist Party chief Nikita Khrushchev spoke out at the Twen
second Party Congress in 1961: “We must still devote a lot of energy
finding out for sure who is to blame for Kirov’s death. The deeper we de
into the materials related to his death, the more questions arise.”30

Clearly this was a tantalizing hint that some sort of conspiracy, prot
bly involving Stalin, was behind the murder. But Khrushchev was far fre
a neutral observer. He had a political agenda that included dismantli
Stalins cult and discrediting some of Stalin’s former colleagues, while
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' the same time preserving his own legitimacy as a former member of
, Stalin’s entourage. Khrushchev was thus performing a delicate balancing
1 act when he appointed a succession of commissions to look into the case.
1 Although they interviewed witnesses who had survived Stalin’s purges and
1 accumulated vast files of documents, they did not publish their findings.

Twenty-five more years went by. Glasnost arrived, people began talk-
' ing and writing openly about the Kirov murder, and another commission,
1 headed by Gorbachev advisor Aleksandr Iakovlev, was established to
1 examine the case. The conclusion was that Nikolaev was the sole murderer.
1 Iakovlev dissented, saying in a 1990 letter to the Politburo that the report
’ was inadequate and that further investigation was required, but the matter
1 was dropped.31
' The top secret reports of the commissions investigating the assassina­
tion remained classified, forcing historians to rely primarily on secondary

9 sources and thirdhand accounts until the Soviet Union was disbanded in
91991. Then the authorities began to release archival materials. The Soviets
1 were meticulous record keepers. Every letter, every note, every transcript of
ti a party meeting, and every police interrogation was duly kept in the files.
1 With many of these documents now declassified, it is time to take a new
1 look at the Kirov case and attempt to unravel the mysteries surrounding it.

It must be said that Russian authorities have not yet released all the
documents on Kirov and his murder. But, in making some of the archival
sources available, they have opened the door to a new understanding of
this pivotal historical event. The large personal archives of both Kirov and

a Sergo (which include a great deal of correspondence) are now available,
j along with copies of the handwritten testimonies of several persons who
,were at the Smolnyi that fatal December day; the original stenograms of
. key party meetings; and even a daily record, over several years, of all the
(persons who visited Stalin’s office. Copies of Nikolaev’s letters and
.excerpts from his diary are also available, as are memoirs of persons who
(knew Kirov well and were in contact with him up until his death.
, We can now document Kirov’s story—what sort of a man he was and
how he rose in the Bolshevik party. Was Kirov really a moderate, who

.offered an alternative to Stalinism, as the famed Bolshevik theoretician
(Nikolai Bukharin did? Or was this only a myth that arose after his death?
, Bukharin and Kirov shared similar views on many issues, but, unlike Kirov,
Bukharin actively pushed his ideas and thus clashed openly with Stalin.
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Kirov’s views on policy and his relationship with Stalin—a key part ofi
puzzle surrounding his murder—have never been fully understood. Nt
as a result of new evidence, they become much clearer. Was the attachmi
between Stalin and Kirov genuine or were there tensions? What role i
Ordzhonikidze, who was also very close to Stalin, play in this relations!)
For the first time it is possible also to learn about Nikolaev. Did he has
plausible motive for killing Kirov on his own? And, finally, the circu
stances of the murder itself—and the bizarre criminal investigation t
followed—emerge in a new light.

An important part of the story is the question of why Russian auth
ities have continued to this day to cover up the circumstances of the crii
The Kirov case is a key not merely to the Stalin period but also to the pi
ent, because it must be understood in order for Russians and all former
izens of the Soviet Union to come to terms with their history. If Stalin I
no role in the murder, it is important to put those suspicions to rest;
shift attention to Nikolaev and the phenomenon of an individually m
vated terrorist act. If Stalin was the culprit, however, we are talking abo
crime of unprecedented dimensions in terms of its meaning and impat
crime, as Robert Conquest pointed out, that involved not only murder
also hypocrisy in the extreme. That Stalin would have been able to dup<
entire nation, to get away with punishing thousands, millions of innoc
people for a crime that he himself committed out of personal motive
jealousy and the desire for power, would be astounding, to say the least.
Aleksandr Iakovlev expressed it: “If the murder of Kirov was organized
Stalin], it means this was our native variant of the Reichstag fire. It me
that what happened occurred, not by ignorance, not by confusion, no'
inevitable circumstances, but by evil will.. .. This is why learning the tr
is for us more than satisfying curiosity. This is why the question still
such political importance today and will continue to be politically imf
tant until we have convincing answers.”32

On 21 December 1934, less than three weeks after Kirovs mur
Sergo Ordzhonikidze and his wife, Zina [Zinaida], were invited to Sta
“nearby dacha” at Kuntsevo to celebrate Stalin’s fifty-fifth birthday.'
usual group of Pohtburo colleagues, friends, and family was there.33'
festivities began at 9 p.m., with the customary four-hour dinner, and t
Stalin turned on his phonograph, playing his favorite Georgian songs 
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his insistence, the ladies and men formed a circle, Georgian style, for danc­
ing and singing. Mariia Svanidze noted that “Iosif was in a good mood.”34
During the first half of the dinner party, official Anastas Mikoyan was
Toastmaster (tomadd), after which Sergo took over. He made a toast to
Kirov, saying that “some villain killed him, took him away from us.” Every­
one got tearful and for a few minutes there was silence. Then someone
shouted: "The toastmaster can’t be heard!” The silence was over and the
toasts resumed. Life would go on without Kirov, but for some in this room,
it would end within two or three years. The murderous act of 1 December
was to have repercussions that few of Stalin’s guests could have imagined.

Had he not been killed, Kirov might well have been at Stalin’s table
that night. He died a premature and tragic death, but at least he escaped
the denunciations, arrests, trials, and executions that many of his comrades
suffered in 1936-38. Indeed, Kirov’s image remained sacrosanct all the
'way through the purges and well after Stalin’s own death in 1953. Even
'when the Stalinist myth was deconstructed by Khrushchev, Kirov remained
a hero, with towns, squares, streets, and monuments in his name all over
the Soviet Union.

1 Once the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, however, the entire Soviet
'past—including such icons as Lenin and Kirov—fell under a cloud.
Leningrad was renamed St. Petersburg, as a symbol of the city’s prerevolu­
tionary roots. The Kirov Ballet became the Mariinskii Ballet and Kirovskii
Prospckt was renamed Kamennostrovskii Prospekt. The Boy from Urzhum,
the romanticized story of Kirov’s youth, was no longer required reading in
the schools. The Kirov Museum, in Kirov's former apartment at 26-28
Kamennostrovskii, is still there, but it has seen better times. The building’s
facade is grimy, and the elevator going up to the fourth-floor display is
bften broken. Old ladies sit in the museum’s rooms, guarding the Kirov
memorabilia and watching the clock impatiently for teatime. Visitors are
rare.

Nonetheless, the people of St. Petersburg have not forgotten the man
who was once their city’s leader or the mystery of his murder. When asked
whether or not they think Stalin was behind the crime, some will say:
i‘Impossible—Stalin and Kirov were best friends.” Others will say: “Of
course, it could not be otherwise.” Still others will respond: “Who knows,
difficult to say.” They might profess indifference, asserting that it doesn’t
matter anymore, but their eyes make it clear that it does.



The Urzhum

Der Mensch bleibt immer was er ist.
[Man always stays who he is.]

—Goethe

One early August morning in 1904, Sergei Kostrikov stood on the
of a riverboat outside the Russian town of Urzhum, waving his 1

service cap to his two sisters and the three friends who had come to see
off on his long journey to the Siberian city of Tomsk. Dressed, as alwa)
his double-breasted student’s jacket with gold buttons down the fi
Sergei had long, unruly hair and a scraggly black mustache, which n
him look older than his eighteen years. He carried only a small baski
belongings with him, but it was all that he owned. Inside the basket
just enough money for the trip of over a thousand miles by boat and tn

At the dock Sergei’s sisters had noticed that he was upset. It was
easy for him to say goodbye to his family and to the town he had growr
in, especially with such an uncertain future ahead of him. And it had b
an emotional morning. Before they left for the dock, his grandmot
Melaniia Avdeevna, had made everyone sit down and pray. Making
sign of the cross on Sergei, she kissed him several times and blessed h
She then stood alone watching as Sergei walked away with the others. J
would never see him again.

Nor would Sergei ever see his sisters, his friends, or Urzhum again,.
may not have realized it at the time, but as the boat pulled away from I
dock and started down the Urzhumka River toward the Volga, his yoi
had come to a close. Ahead were his life as a student radical and his de­
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sion to change his name to Kirov. Ahead too was his career as a revolution-
ary, a journalist, and a Bolshevik leader. Behind him forever were the
memories of growing up in Urzhum.

■ EARLY YEARS

Those memories were far from carefree. Indeed, according to the
numerous Soviet biographies of the man who became Kirov, his childhood
and youth were fraught with hardship. His experience was hardly unusual
in Russia at the time. Tsarist society at the end of the nineteenth century
was still backward in terms of economic development. Industrialization
was underway and Russia was developing capitalist markets, but it was still
predominantly a rural, agriculturally based society, plagued by poverty and
illiteracy. The focus of economic modernization, neglected for decades and
now taking place as a crash program under the auspices of Russian Finance
Minister Sergei Witte, was on heavy industry and urban factories. The
(production of consumer goods and improvements in the agricultural sector
iwere neglected, and the burden of financing industrialization by taxation
iwas placed on the peasantry. Enlightenment and prosperity were visible
.only in large cities like Moscow and St. Petersburg, or on the vast country
estates of Russia’s landed gentry. For the rest of the country, life was mainly
a matter of survival, with few rewards.

Urzhum, a typical Russian merchant town, was located in a heavily
forested region about five hundred miles northeast of Moscow. Its unpaved
Streets were lined with shabby wooden houses, interspersed with a few
large homes belonging to prosperous timber merchants. The town was
eighty miles from a railway line, so its rapidly developing commerce was
served by the Urzhumka River, which fed into the Volga. The town’s 5,000
inhabitants included not only Russians but also the ethnic peoples who
had lived in that area for centuries—Tatars, Mariitsy, and Udmurts. The
weather was extreme: winters in Urzhum were harsh, with temperatures
far below zero Fahrenheit; summers were hot and mosquito-infested. The
contrast between rich and poor was also striking: some merchants were
millionaires, while other families barely had enough to eat.2

Sergei’s family belonged to the latter category. His father, Miron
Kostrikov, never could make ends meet. The son of a peasant clerk who
died young, Miron was raised in the household of a landowner, where his
mother was employed as a nursemaid. Having learned to read and write,



24 Who Killed Kirov?

Miron elevated himself to the status of a meshchanin (petty bourge
working as a clerk in an Urzhum timber yard. When he married the pi
fair-haired Ekaterina Kuzminichna and moved into the log house w
she lived with her father, it seemed like a good match. But Miron rose
the fact that his father-in-law had leased a plot of land outside town
compelled him quit his clerk’s job to take up farming. He aspired to thi
of a gentleman and hated working on the land. It was peasants labor,
he was no longer a peasant. When his father-in-law died Miron refust
farm anymore and took a job as a forester.

The farm was left on the shoulders of Ekaterina, who by this time
several children to look after. She bore seven in all, giving birth to
under a wagon in the fields, but the first four died in infancy. The elde
the three surviving children was Anna, born in 1883, followed by Serg
1886 and Elizaveta in 1889. Seven pregnancies in rapid succession
three young children underfoot soon forced Ekaterina to give up the fi
She then worked as a seamstress, took in peasant travelers to lodge foi
night, and rented out half of her house, but there was still not enc
income to feed the family. To make things worse, Miron began to d
and soon lost his job.

Sergeis childhood friend Aleksandr (Sasha) Samartsev, whose fai
rented in the Kostrikovs’ log house, recalled that when Miron would re
home from his binges, his violence terrified the whole family: “'Mi
Miron has arrived!’ they would whisper fearfully when he appeared,
then they would scurry off somewhere so he wouldn’t see them.’’3 Sc
biographers have attributed Miron’s drinking to his inability to find st
fying work and his frustration at not being able to support his family.
Sergei’s sisters judged their father more harshly:

He did not in any way suffer. He did not want either a wife or children.
How could this “suffering man,” coming home drunk, mercilessly and for
no reason whatsoever beat his hardworking and gentle wife, and throw
his children, including his son Sergei, out on the street in any weather?
Father frightened and horrified us with his drinking.4

As Miron increasingly “sought solace” in vodka, the family sank
ther and further into poverty. In the words of Anna and Elizaveta: “Fa
drank away the one horse left by Grandfather. Then the harness and
wagon went. Then our household things. Finally he dealt a terrible blo» 
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our family—he took away the sewing machine."5 Then one day Miron
announced that he was leaving, going off to the Urals to seek a new life. He
did not return to Urzhum for over twenty years and never communicated
with his family during this time.

When he did reappear in Urzhum, Miron was an old man, dressed in a
convict’s uniform and part of a prisoners’ convoy. By this time Sergei was
far away in the North Caucasus. Sergei’s mother had long since died and
his grandmother was also dead. The local administration called Anna and
Elizaveta, who were still living there, but they were not about to reclaim
their father: “What could we do? Miron Ivanovich gave us life and then
made our life unhappy. Because of him Sergei had to leave home and go
into an orphanage. Because of him we had to scrounge for every meal—
breakfast, lunch, and dinner. He was one of the reasons for our mother’s
early death. Having left home, he left us a memory of him that was only
unpleasantness and fear. Miron Ivanovich was a complete stranger to us.”6
The town administration sent Miron to an almshouse, where he stayed
Until he eventually found work as a carpenter in a small village. But his
years of drinking had destroyed his health, and he soon died of a heart
attack, alone in a peasant hut, in 1912.7

Sergei was around five years old when his father deserted the family.
He was a sturdy, robust boy with an adventurous spirit. Poverty did not
deprive him of the joys of nature, which were plentiful in Urzhum. He did
hot go to school, so when the weather was warm he played outside for the
entire day, building casdes of stones and fishing and swimming in the river.
Winters were a different story. Then he had to stay inside the log house,
where, according to his friend Sasha Samartsev, “the air was dank, dirty,
and smoky from the stove and the filthy footclothes hung up to dry by
their peasant lodgers.” Sergei and Sasha cut a hole in their joint wall, so
they could talk and stick their hands through. When the cold let up they
would go tobogganing.8

In order to feed her children, Ekaterina hired herself out as a house­
maid and laundress for local merchants. Although she worked herself to
the bone, she earned only enough to put bread and potatoes on the
table. Meat was a luxury, reserved for holidays. The hard work took its
toll, and within a short time Ekaterina was bedridden with tuberculosis.
She died several months later, in December 1893. Before she died she
kissed each of her children, and told them not to cry, to work hard and be
honest.
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Sergei and his sisters would have been completely destitute had i
been for their babushka, Melaniia Avdeevna, Miron’s mother. Al
eighty, she came to live with her grandchildren and care for them. Bu
pension and the money from the renters was not enough for the fami
survive, and they went into debt. The police came and confiscated
samovar and other possessions. Desperate, Melaniia decided to pu
children in the local orphanage, where at least they would be fed
clothed. But there were not enough places for all of them because a far
followed by a cholera epidemic, had swept over Urzhum two years e;
and left many children without parents.

Finally, she managed to get Sergei accepted and told liim ths
would have to go. Sergei, eight years old at the time, took the news b
as did his sisters. They all cried, including Melaniia. Sergei begged l
allowed to stay, promising that he would earn enough money to pa;
contribution to the family. Melaniia could only laugh through her tea
his unrealistic proposal. Later, when she took him to the orphanage, Si
refused to go inside. He gained a respite of one night, but the next day
returned and he reluctandy agreed to stay.9

After a few days Elizaveta and Anna went to visit their brother.']
found him sitting on a windowsill, clasping his knees and looking out
tantly. The life had gone out of him. Whatever moments of lighthea
happiness he had enjoyed were now over. Financed by donations froir
town’s wealthy merchants and well-to-do intelligentsia, the Urzhum C
dren’s Home was a grim, cruel place. The regime was strict and the i
was sparse, mostly Lenten fare, and the children were consequently
and emaciated. They slept on cots covered by thin gray mattresses
large barrackslike room. They had no toys and little time to play, bee:
they had to earn their keep. Sergei knitted socks and tended the gan
According to his sisters, he developed a passion for flowers that st:
with him throughout his life. As an adult he never went for walks in
country without returning with a bouquet of flowers.10

■ EDUCATION

Sergei attended school at the orphanage and later went to the pa
school along with the other orphans. His older sister Anna had alrc
taught him to read, and now he learned the basics of grammar. But, as
typical throughout Russia at the time, the main emphasis at school 
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■on religion, Russian Orthodox Christianity, and the law of God. At the
■orphanage too, religion predominated over all else. The children were
required to say prayers and go to confession every morning and to attend
■church—the prison church rather than the town one—at least twice a
"Week.11

Fortunately Sergei’s life was not devoid of adult affection and concern.
Thanks to his exceptional brightness and appealing nature, Sergei
attracted the attention of his teachers. lulia Konstantinovna Glushkova,
who taught the children ethics and religion, was especially fond of Sergei
and, according to his sisters, became almost a mother to him. A deeply
religious and cultured woman who adored children, lulia Konstantinovna
instilled in Sergei strong moral principles, a strict work ethic, and a love of
learning. She remained close to him into his adulthood and frequently
helped him out financially. Another important figure in Sergei’s life was
Father Konstantin Ponomarev, who was in charge of religious education in
the schools and also taught at the orphanage. He was pleased when Sergei
was able to recite by heart a religious parable he had heard only once and
was so impressed by Sergei’s singing ability that he induced him to join the
church choir. As a lonely widower who was estranged from his only son,
Father Ponomarev sought out the company of young Sergei, taking him
fishing and on nature hikes.12

In 1897, at age eleven, Sergei began attending the town school (gorod-
skoe uchilishche) in Urzhum. One of his teachers at the parish school had
persuaded the Urzhum Charitable Society to pay for his tuition and school
uniform because he was such a promising student.The school was close to
his house, so he was able to stop off and visit his sisters after lessons, which
included history, geography, physics, natural sciences, and religion (taught
by Father Ponomarev). Although he excelled at his studies, Sergei found
school difficult. First, he was overburdened with chores at the Children’s
Home, so it was hard to find time to study. Second, there was a stigma to
being an orphan, and the other children, some from wealthy families, beat
up on Sergei and his fellow students from the Children’s Home. Sergei
took it upon himself to organize a self-defense group among those who
were being persecuted, and the problem was resolved.13

Sergei did so well at the town school that lulia Konstantinovna pre­
vailed upon the Urzhum Charitable Society to finance his education fur­
ther. This was no easy task, because it meant sending Sergei to Kazan,
ibout eighty miles to the south, and the society had never before paid for
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an indigent student to study in a different city. But lulia Konstanti
insisted that they could not permit a boy with Sergeis gifts to abando
education, and the society finally agreed. (In the end, the head of the
ety, Viktor Fedorovich Pol’ner, assumed most of Sergei’s expenses him
Sergei was beside himself with joy, as were his grandmother and sii
who immediately began gathering together the things he would need,
Konstantinovna gave him money “for the road.” In the autumn of 1
after tearful farewells to his family, Sergei set off for Kazan, whet
enrolled at the Kazan Industrial School, taking courses in mathem;
physics, religion, and mechanical engineering.14

He stayed at the home of Liudmila Sundrem, a relative of Pol’ner,
ran a boarding house for students from Urzhum. Sergei disliked it tl
not because he had to reside in the kitchen and thus postpone his stud
until after the dinner meal was over, but because his impoverished circ
stances made him feel out of place. His stipend of five rubles a month
not enough to live on, and the other student boarders were much b
ofF. They paid for their meals, for example, whereas he received his n
“out of charity.” He felt that they looked down upon him.15

In his second year of study Sergei moved, sharing rooms with two
low students who were equally poor. The Charitable Society, low on fit
discontinued Sergei’s monthly stipend, and the occasional money
lulia Konstantinovna sent was insufficient to keep him from going hun
To make matters worse, Sergei, along with several classmates, contra
malaria. Finally, at the suggestion of two teachers, he sent an appeal to
Student Aid Society. His teachers endorsed the appeal: “Deservt
stipend ... He is very poor. He receives nothing. How he lives, no
knows.”The society granted Sergei five rubles a month.16

Grateful though he was for the money, Sergei hated the fact that
was a supplicant, forced to rely on charity. He was loath to admit to a
one, even his family, that he was in bad straits. His letters home—wh
were rare because he could not afford stamps—never gave a hint of
hardships. If he ever made references to problems he always made light
them. Only when Sergei came home for the summer of 1903 and they s
how much weight he had lost did his sisters and grandmother realize h
he had suffered.17

His studies were also difficult. Middle-level technical education v
just beginning in Russia, and the Kazan Industrial School had been op 
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ating for only three years, so it had little experience in establishing a cur­
riculum. The young students were overwhelmed by the amount of work—
eight hours of classes every day, together with at least three hours of
homework at night—and many could not handle it. Although he found
the workload excessive, Sergei was not about to give up. In the words of
one of his teachers: “The absence of family or close friends, the bad living
conditions and the constant hunger might have suppressed all desire to
learn in another student. But this was not so with Sergei. He was inter­
ested not only in his studies but also in expanding his horizons by reading
literature. In conversation he displayed a sharp, critical mind.”18 As usual,
Sergei excelled in school. By the second year, as reported in the local Kazan
newspaper, he was ranked among the top eight out of300 students. When
he graduated in the spring of 1904, his diploma in mechanical engineering
carried seven marks of five (the highest possible) and five marks of four.19

• POLITICAL AWAKENINGS

In the view of his sisters, the three years in Kazan were a milestone for
Sergei: “In the late summer of 1901 a fifteen-year-old boy left Urzhum for
Kazan. In June 1904 that boy returned from Kazan to Urzhum as the
zoung man Sergei Kostrikov, a specialist in mechanics.” As his grand-
nother observed proudly, “he stood now on his own feet.”20 But Sergei
icquired more than a diploma in mechanical engineering during his time
n Kazan. He also gained a political education.

This was a period of intense political ferment in Russia, culminating
n the Revolution of 1905, when nationwide strikes and public protests
hreatened to bring down the regime of Tsar Nicholas II. Toward the end
>f the nineteenth century, the tremendous economic and social inequali-
ies in Russia had given rise to widespread discontent among peasants and
vorkers.The tsar’s failure to institute reforms had also alienated him from
he intelligentsia and liberal entrepreneurial classes. As a result of the
leepening gulf between the population and the conservative autocracy,
errorism and violence were reaching alarming proportions. A sense of cri-
is was brewing by the time Sergei arrived in Kazan in 1901.

The radical unrest had deep roots, extending back to the 1860s, when
sar Alexander II had initiated his Great Reforms, which abolished serf-
om. Dissatisfied with the failure of the reforms to improve the lot of
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Russian peasants, young members of the intelligentsia started a pi
movement, the goal of which was a socialist revolution. By the late
the movement had bred terrorists, who assassinated the “reforminj
Alexander II in St. Petersburg in 1881.The monarchy reacted by clai
down on liberal reforms, thereby fueling even more radicalism amt
subjects. By the 1890s, in addition to the populists, who focused <
peasantry and called themselves Socialist Revolutionaries, a W
movement had sprung up in Russia, competing with the populists, wi
the same time borrowing elements of their philosophy. In 1898 Ri
Marxists, who called themselves Social Democrats, formed the Ri
Social Democratic Labor Party (known by the Russian acronym RSE
which, under the leadership of Vladimir Lenin, soon gained wide a
among the radical Russian youth and factory workers.

Sergei had, of course, experienced firsthand the poverty and fn
tion of the downtrodden classes, so he was especially receptive to crit
autocracy like the Social Democrats. His contacts with radical fellow
dents and his observations of the deplorable conditions and low waj
factories in Kazan increased his political awareness and sense of alien;
from the tsarist regime. At home during summer vacations, Serge
under the influence of the numerous political exiles who were ser
Urzhum as punishment for their illegal activities. Together with his
hood friend Sasha Samartsev, who was two years older and had also I
away to study, Sergei became acquainted with the exiles, attending rr
ings of their underground discussion group and reading their revolutio
literature. He and Sasha even reproduced some of the exiles’ illegal p
phlets on a makeshift hectograph and distributed them in Urzhum.21

Sergei returned to Kazan in the autumn of 1903 with the address
student revolutionary in his pocket and joined an underground stuc
discussion group. The members had no party affiliation and did noth
except meet and talk until November, when an explosive incic
occurred. A student who belonged to the Kazan Committee of the Sc
Democratic Labor Party, or RSDRP, had been arrested and died of an
ness contracted during police detention. His death galvanized stude
into action. On 14 November they organized a large demonstration, wb
had to be broken up by the police. Sergei, who attended the demonsi
tion, barely escaped expulsion from school.

This incident was typical of what was happening among students
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i
I over Russia. As Richard Pipes points out in his history of the Russian Rev-
.olution, Russian institutions of higher learning had been the main source
;of opposition to the autocracy since the 1860s. As a result, even innocuous
student activities drew the suspicious attention of the authorities, who

[Cracked down on the slightest pretext, thus giving students more reason
[to protest and radicalizing them further. Pipes notes that the general uni­
versity strike of 1899, an event brought on by a tactless and threatening
^warning to students at St. Petersburg University against organized activ­
ity, was the catalyst for mounting unrest in the early 1900s. By 1903
[Confrontations between students and police were becoming everyday
occurrences, and students were often more interested in politics than in
academics.22

At Sergeis school the students were especially radical, because they
were from working-class or petty-bourgeois families and felt a sense of
solidarity with each other, as well as with their teachers, who had similarly
modest backgrounds. A week before the demonstration Sergei had run
afoul of the school authorities when he and other students in his religion
'class refused to write a composition on why Christ was not recognized as
the messiah by his contemporaries and would not answer the questions
posed by the teacher. The Academic Council of the institute considered
expelling Sergei but, in view of his excellent academic record, decided to
punish him with twelve hours in the kartser (detention room) instead.23

Although Sergei’s experiences in Kazan had a profound effect on his
political views and made him feel a strong allegiance with the revolution­
ary young people who opposed the monarchy, he was not ready to commit
himself fully to their cause. His first priority was a personal one—he
wanted to continue his studies. His diploma in mechanical engineering
did not qualify him to enroll in a university or institute. He would first
have to complete a two-year course of general study. At home in Urzhum
luring the summer of 1904, as he and Sasha Samartsev went on picnics,
>ang duets, recited the verses of Russian poets Nekrasov and Lermontov,
md enjoyed the outdoors, Sergei mused over this problem. Sasha intro-
luced him to Ivan Nikonov, who was a student at the Tomsk Technologi­
cal Institute in Siberia. Nikonov told Sergei that if he pursued his two-year
general course of studies in Tomsk, he could be admitted to the technolog-
cal institute there. Sergei, much to his grandmothers dismay, decided on a
nove to Tomsk.24
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■ SIBERIA

Tomsk was in some ways similar to Urzhum. It had a large non
sian population of Tatars and other Asian ethnic groups, and,
Urzhum, herds of sheep and cattle filled the muddy streets. Tomsk w;
a transit point for prisoners who had been sentenced to hard lai
Siberia. But, with a population of around 70,000, it was much bigge:
Urzhum and, although it was far away from cities like Moscow at
Petersburg, it was a center of political radicalism. From the momc
arrived Sergei faced a conflict between his academic ambitions an
political concerns. He had intended to enroll in evening classes as so
possible, but, as it turned out, he did not even apply for the certifies
reliability necessary for enrollment until mid-December, four months
his arrival, and did not receive formal admission until February, by v
time he had already been arrested for illegal political activities. Ir
meantime, however, he audited evening courses.25

Sergei moved in with Ivan Nikonov, his friend from Urzhum,
after about a month, during which he relied on funds given to him b
sister Anna, he found a job as a salesman for the Rossiia Insurance C
pany. Through a neighbor in a nearby flat Sergei met members ol
RSDRP and was soon attending their illegal meetings. The Tomsk RSI
committee, which was founded in 1901 as a subcommittee of the Sibe
Social Democratic Union, based in Irkutsk, had lost most of its lea
because of arrests in the spring of 1904. Among those who stepped i
take over was G. I. Kramol'nikov, who arrived in Tomsk about the same I
as Sergei and set up a Marxist study group, which Sergei attended. Later
group became a propaganda subcommittee of the Tomsk commit
Kramol’nikov, who was to be a prominent historian and professor in
Stalin period, became one of Sergei’s mentors in the party committee, git
him responsibility for printing propaganda and for agitating the workers

Another patron in the Tomsk committee was Aleksandr Smirnov, v
had set up the party’s “fighting squad” (boevaia druzhina), a conspirato
group that was preparing for the possibility of an armed uprising. Smin
made use of Sergei’s mechanical skills by putting him in charge of ma.
taining the arsenal. In November 1904 Sergei was officially admitted ii
membership in the RSDRP and given the party name Serzh.27

By this time, the RSDRP leadership had, at its second congress
Brussels in 1903, split into two separate wings because of disagreemer 
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over tactics and organization. The Bolsheviks, led by Lenin, favored a cen-
. tralized, highly disciplined party organization composed of full-time revo­
lutionaries working to overthrow the tsar. The Mensheviks, by contrast,

! favored a looser, more democratic party structure with less emphasis on
’conspiratorial, militant tactics and more on a gradualist approach to Marx-
'ism. At the time the disagreements between and Lenin and the Menshe-
Uik leaders may not have seemed all that significant, but they reflected a
difference in outlook and temperament that would become more profound

las the Social Democratic movement developed. In the mind of Bolshevik
leaders, Mensheviks became synonymous with “conciliators” and “liquida­
tors,” who opposed underground activities and wanted to restrict Social
[Democratic politics to what was legal. Eventually, after the Bolsheviks tri­
umphed in 1917, Mensheviks would be branded as criminals.
j Although they were members of what was a nationwide movement,
|Sergei and his colleagues were far removed from the political center of the
Social Democratic Party, the leaders of which were living abroad. It is true
[that in July 1904 the Siberian Union declared itself in favor of the Bol­
sheviks, but the Siberian committees themselves, concerned with their
[day-to-day operations, did not pay much attention to the split. Sergei’s
associations with Kramol’nikov and Smirnov placed him among the more
militant, leftist members of the Tomsk committee, so it is not surprising
that he chose to adhere to the Bolshevik faction. But the Tomsk commit­
tee remained united, and Bolsheviks and Mensheviks worked together
without the acrimony that characterized relations between the two fac­
tions at the top.28

If Sergei was still harboring plans to go to university, these plans were
ibandoned once and for all after the crisis of January^February 1905. The
events began with Bloody Sunday on 9 January, when tsarist troops fired
ipon crowds of workers demonstrating in St. Petersburg. There were at
east 200 casualties, and disorder spread throughout the city. Before this
ragedy, which caused revulsion and indignation throughout the country,
he revolutionary movement had been limited primarily to students and
he intelligentsia, but now it became a mass phenomenon. The monarchy
vas under siege, and the country verged on civil war.

In Tomsk, Social Democrats seized the initiative, resolving to stage a
lemonstration at a political banquet organized by Tomsk liberals on 12
anuary. Led by Sergei, in his capacity as a member of the fighting squad, a
roup of400 workers and students stormed into the banquet hall and dis-
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rupted the meeting. A Bolshevik member of the Siberian Social Den
tic Committee gave a speech in which he called for armed rebell
bring down the autocracy. Sergei and his comrades then spent thi
several days planning a demonstration of workers and distril
weapons. On 18 January a group of 300 workers, students, and ra<
including Sergei, began marching in columns toward the center of th
singing the “Marseillaise” and displaying banners that called for the
throw of the tsar. When Cossack troops broke up the demonstr
Kirov’s friend Iosif Kononov, the eighteen-year-old standard-bear
the Social Democrats, was among those killed. This was a blow to S
who had been in the thick of the fighting but managed to escape. Wh
found out from a local doctor where Kononovs body was, he went th
the middle of the night and retrieved from the pocket of the decease
party's standard, drenched in blood.29

After a subsequent demonstration on the occasion of Kononov’s fir
a group of forty Social Democrats met on 2 February to plan yet an
protest. Suddenly the police burst into their headquarters and an
everyone, including Sergei. They later searched his flat, finding illeg:
erature and compromising correspondence, and arrested Sergei’s n
mate, Nikonov. According to the police report, Sergei refused to coop
by talking to investigators and “during his incarceration was very ro
not following the orders of the prison authorities.”30 Nonetheless, bee
prosecutors were not able to establish a firm case against him, Sergei
released in early April.

Sergei had gone through his baptism of fire during these early mo
of 1905. He was now a revolutionary, dedicated to the overthrow ol
tsar by any means necessary. After the experience of bloodshed and pri
the breach between him and the established order was complete. T
seemed to be no turning back. As he later expressed it in a short auto
graphical sketch, “from this moment my real revolutionary activity, soc
become professional, began.”31 Sergei’s reaction was far from unique
over Russia young people were coming to the conclusion that they ha
join the cause of the revolution, becoming Social Democrats, Sod
Revolutionaries (who espoused terrorism), or simply anarchists. A
Bloody Sunday, disillusionment with the tsar was such that radical gre
were attracting youth in much greater numbers than were the liberals,*
wanted gradual reform.
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Upon his release from prison, Sergei found a job as a draftsman for the
city administration—apparently they did not check on his background—
but spent every free moment working on the party’s underground printing
press.The press reproduced articles from Lenin’s paper in Geneva, Vfered,
along with leaflets devoted to propaganda against the increasingly unpop­
ular Russo-Japanese War. The leaflets, written in simple, emotive language
and directed at soldiers, were distributed by the thousands all over Siberia.

By the summer of 1905 the militant Bolshevik wing of the party, to
which Sergei adhered, no longer represented a majority in the Tomsk
organization, and the Mensheviks predominated. This did not prevent
Sergei from being elected in July 1905 to membership in the Tomsk
RSDRP committee. Apparently the committee members valued his skills
as a revolutionary enough to overlook differences over tactics and theory.
As for Sergei, according to the memoirs of a comrade, Mikhail Popov, he
was disappointed that the Bolsheviks had lost their decisive influence in
the committee, particularly since it meant that the committee no longer
endorsed the strategy of armed rebellion against the government.32 But
Sergei’s desire to work for the party cause led him to minimize differences
with the Mensheviks. Indeed, during the entire period up to 1917 Sergei
would never again work in a Social Democratic committee where Bolshe­
viks predominated, but his open-mindedness was such that he was always
ible to have smooth relations with his Menshevik comrades. The only
Menshevik who may have alienated Sergei was Leon Trotsky, a leader of
he Siberian Social Democrats and a virulent critic of Lenin’s policies.
Sergei’s strong opposition to Trotsky in later years, when he was a Bolshe­
vik leader in the Caucasus and then Leningrad, may have been rooted in
lis Siberian experiences.33

In August 1905 the Social Democrats assigned Sergei the task of orga-
lizing a strike among railway employees at the Taiga station, where he was
oined by his friend Mikhail Popov and another young party member. The
faiga station, which employed about a thousand men, was fertile ground
or radical propaganda. Working and living conditions were deplorable,
he hours were long, and the pay was low. Many of the employees were for-
ner soldiers who had returned from the Russo-Japanese War with reports
bout the ineptness of the Russian military leadership and demoralization
vithin the ranks. Sergei and his comrades held a mass meeting at the
lepot, with Sergei as the speaker. It was his first experience as an orator,
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and it went exceptionally well. The workers appreciated his simple, <
style and his forceful presentation. They voted to declare a strike
away, but Sergei urged restraint. He wanted to lay a solid groundworl
make thorough preparations, so the workers would be motivated no
by hatred of the tsar but by a deeper understanding of their goals. S
worked day and night at Taiga, returning only occasionally to To
where he stayed with the mother of his deceased friend Kononov. Kr
simply as Serezhka to the workers, he always dressed neatly, with a doi
breasted jacket and a scarf around his neck. He spoke simply, but with
viction. Soon he was a popular and respected figure at Taiga.34

■ THE FIRST RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

By October 1905 a wave of strikes that had begun in Moscow ant
Petersburg was sweeping Russia. Once the railway workers joined in,
country was brought to a standstill. On 11 October workers at the!
station declared a strike, and the strike committee, under Sergei’s di
tion, issued a list of demands to the railway administration. A few i
later the committee confiscated arms from the railway police and se
control of the station. Even after the tsar was forced to issue his manif
of 17 October, in which he committed himself to a constitution of sc
the Bolsheviks at Taiga remained intransigent. Sergei told the workersl
the manifesto was a deception on the part of the tsar, who wanted on!
prevent them from resorting to armed rebellion.35

Despite the efforts of the Bolsheviks, however, the October Manifi
put an end to the general strikes in the major cities, as well as the strik
Taiga, and calmed much of the antitsarist unrest in the country. But
manifesto also unleashed a violent backlash from conservative, often ai
Semitic elements of society, angry over the tsar’s concessions. When Sei
returned to Tomsk on 20 October he witnessed this violence firsthi
Armed gangs from the Black Hundreds—an extreme right-wing politi
movement that arose in the early 1900s—were roaming the city beau
and killing Jews and anyone they associated with the radicals. In anticij
tion of the violence, the Bolsheviks had reconstituted their fight?
detachment, recruiting and arming around seventy men, who then hear
for the building of the Siberian Railway Administration for a meetinf
workers, Social Democrats, and students. The building had been s’
rounded by Black Hundreds and Cossack troops, and a fiery battle ens/ 
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aside were terrified employees, as well as railway workers and their wives,
vho had come to collect their pay.

At that point Sergei arrived from Taiga, armed with a revolver.
According to one source, the fighting detachment was just about to sur-
ender its weapons when Sergei persuaded the men to continue the battle.
Che Black Hundreds then threw burning wood into the building. People
ried to escape the flames amidst the bullets of the Black Hundreds. Some
>egan to jump out of a third-floor window. Eyewitness accounts have
iergei entering the building at great risk and shooting at the attackers as
le helped people to escape. The building burned to the ground, and many
>f those inside perished. According to Tomsk newspapers, the death toll at
he end of this day of violence was 300, with another 160 wounded or
everely burned.36

Perhaps one reason why Soviet historians have downplayed this tragic
ncident is that militant Bolsheviks, including Sergei, contributed to the
scalation of the violence in Tomsk by gathering arms and inciting workers
o continue their rebellion after the issuance of the manifesto. To be sure,
he Black Hundreds had initiated the conflict, and the Bolsheviks saw it as
heir job to fight the aggression. But in the end they made the situation
rorse.

The tragic result of their efforts did not deter Sergei and his fellow
lolsheviks, who became more determined than ever to bring down the
utocracy through an armed struggle. Sergei began to work on restoring
he fighting detachment and also on the Social Democrats’ printing press.
ly January 1906 the tide of the revolution had turned. Siberia was under
lilitary law, and the Tomsk police were cracking down heavily on the
ocial Democrats, whose ranks were decimated by arrests. Sergei and
dikhail Popov had moved to a conspiratorial apartment on Nechaevskaia
treet. When they returned home late one night police were conducting a
;arch there, and they quickly fled, spending the night on the streets. Both
f the Social Democrats’ printing presses had been confiscated, so the
ommittee decided to send Sergei to St. Petersburg and Moscow to pur-
hase new printing equipment. On the eve of his departure, 30 January, he
'as arrested at the apartment of the treasurer of the Tomsk organization,
ad charged under article 126 of the Russian Criminal Code for possess-
ig illegal literature with the intention of distributing it. When they
:arched Sergei’s flat, the police had confiscated a substantial amount of
ibversive literature to support their charge, including Lenin’s “Letter to a
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Comrade Concerning Our Organizational Tasks” (1902) and wi
European socialists.37

It is a testimony to how much Sergei was valued by the Toms!
Democrats that they secured his release from prison on bail in Apri
After organizing the escape of five comrades who had been arrest!
him, Sergei began constructing a new printing press. He was detei
that this time the police would not find the equipment, so he and hi
rades spent arduous days and nights digging a deep recess for th
underneath the floor of a rented house. In mid-July 1906, just as th
was ready to operate, police raided the house and although they c
discover the equipment, they arrested Sergei along with Popov anc
others. When Sergei’s residence was searched the next month, the
again found compromising literature and correspondence.38

This time bail was out of the question, and Sergei spent almo
years in prison. He had been sentenced to three years, but the ten
shortened because he was not yet twenty-one years of age. Accord
his cellmate, Popov, the prison regime for them, as “politicals,” was
lax. They could receive books and newspapers from the outside, and 1
Sergei even built (with the help of a dentist who procured the neo
chemicals from the prison pharmacy) their own printing press. They
lished an underground journal called, appropriately, Prison (Tin
which contained short articles on social and political subjects, poetr
a chronicle of prison life. On the front page there was a notation:
editorial office is open for personal discussions daily from after tht
walk until the beginning of the second one. Manuscripts are aco
anytime.”39

The journal was smuggled out of the prison and sold by universit;
dents to raise funds for political prisoners. A problem arose, hon
when an assistant to the prison administrator who was taking cours
Tomsk University saw a copy of the journal and alerted his chief. A si
was carried out in all the cells. Although the press, hidden in a lav:
underneath a brick stove, was not discovered, Sergei and his comrade:
to cease publication.40

Later, when the prison administration attempted to “tighten up-
regime, the prisoners rioted. They took bricks from their stoves and tl
them through doors and windows, compelling the warden to call in £
troops. Sergei and Popov were then moved to a large communal cell, -
over forty inmates.The always enterprising and indefatigable Sergei es 
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fished a “constitution" for the cell, so that there would be some order
among them, and started to conduct lessons in politics. The prisoners also
^produced several plays under Sergei’s direction. At his suggestion, a small
(group of political prisoners began staying up all night to read Marx’s Das
■Capital, which required too much concentration to be read amidst the
noise during the day. They would then sleep in the morning. Sergei was
not happy with the two Russian translations that he had of Marx’s work,
so he started to teach himself German.41

When Popov and his comrades were released for lack of evidence after
several months, Sergei moved into a cell by himself, which he jokingly
called his “winter apartment,” and threw himself into intensive reading
and study. Taking advantage of the excellent prison library, he studied eco­
nomics, philosophy, and belles lettres. Sergei’s solitude was relieved by
weekly visits from a young female student, who posed as Sergei’s fiancee
but was really an emissary from the local Social Democrats.42
' When Sergei, at age twenty-two, was released from prison in June
*1908, the monarchy was back on its feet. As promised by the October
Manifesto, Russia now had a parliament, or Duma. But restrictions on
suffrage eventually led to the Duma’s domination by conservatives, and in
'any case the monarchy never granted the Duma real constitutional power.
By 1908 counterrevolution was in full swing, and the police had driven the
Radicals underground. Bad news awaited Sergei upon his release. The
Tomsk Social Democratic organization had fallen apart, and, after all his
hard work, no one had been able to use the printing press because the
house it was hidden in was occupied by strangers. The Kononovs, the fam­
ily of Sergei’s friend who had been killed in 1905, had letters for Sergei
from his sisters, warning him not to return to Urzhum. The police had
come to their home in July 1907 and, in the process of a search relating to
Sergei’s case, had ransacked the place. Melaniia Avdeevna had sat the
entire time on a chest in the kitchen, crying and refusing to allow the
police to open it. They took away all Sergei’s letters. Worse still, Melaniia
Avdeevna had fallen ill, and Elizaveta had been expelled from the Urzhum
^ymnazium (secondary school)—apparently in connection with Sergei’s
irrest—just before her final examinations. She could not find work, so they
had to sell their house.43

Sergei’s family had clearly suffered on account of his revolutionary
ictivities, but he did not try to help them, probably because there was little
ic could do. Instead, he took their advice and stayed away from Urzhum.
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Sergei was too well known by the police in Tomsk to remain then
He had spent almost four years in Tomsk—two and a half of wh
been in prison—but in terms of revolutionary experience it mu
seemed even longer. Sergei moved several hundred miles northwes
district town of Novonikolaevsk, where he took charge of a local
Democratic group. In order to keep the ubiquitous tsarist police
track, he circulated a rumor in Tomsk that he was heading for the Fa
But the police soon caught up with him and were watching him de
Novonikolaevsk. It was time to move on, this time to Irkutsk, abo
miles southeast of Tomsk. On his way he wrote a postcard to Am
Elizaveta, imploring them to write to him in care of general de
Irkutsk. He also informed them that he was in “splendid spi
Although he had no plans for the future, and the outlook for
Democracy was grim, at least he was free.

Sergei arrived in Irkutsk in the autumn of 1908 and made contac
local Social Democrats. Their situation was unfortunate. A police (
down had sent those who were not arrested into hiding, and they h
printing press. Sergei moved from place to place, living from hai
mouth and attending the occasional secret meeting. He did not stay
In April 1909, just as the Social Democratic movement there wash
ning to regain strength, Sergei heard that police in Tomsk had finall)
covered the underground press. They had arrested Popov and i
comrades and would soon be after Sergei. Before he left Irkutsk, S
obtained a passport under a new name, Sergei Mironova. (His nt
name was Mironovich, son of Miron, following the Russian custom o
patronymic.)45

■ VLADIKAVKAZ

Since avoiding the police was foremost in his mind, Sergei chose a
off destination—the city of Vladikavkaz in the mountains of the N"
Caucasus. The administrative center of the Terek region, Vladikavkaz.
dominated by the Cossack aristocracy, tsarist military officers, bureaus
and merchants. There was little industry, aside from a few small facto-
and the working-class population, which consisted of Russians, Arm
ans, Ossetians, Georgians, Ingushes, and Chechens, lived in squalor oni
outskirts of the city.
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Upon his arrival in Vladikavkaz in May 1909, Sergei sought out a
social Democratic friend whom he had earlier helped to escape from the
fomsk prison—Ivan Fedorovich Serebrennikov. Serebrennikov was living
vith a young dental surgeon from Tomsk, Nadezhda Germanovna Blium-
serg, whom he later married. It was fairly typical for men and women from
he radical intelligentsia in Russia to live together without marriage at this
ime. The rejection of the political regime went hand in hand with disre­
gard for established social norms. Equality of the sexes, moreover, had
seen a fundamental tenet of all the radical groups since the 1860s. This
neant in practice that men and women were comrades in the struggle for
he liberation of the country from autocracy, sharing tasks as revolutionar-
es and sometimes sharing beds. When intimate relations developed they
vere often fleeting, because the cause of the revolution took precedence
sver personal feelings, and the underground was often not conducive to
ong-term commitments. On the other hand, it was not uncommon for
evolutionaries to enter into platonic, “Tolstoian” marriages. (Tolstoy
vrote that lust was the root of all evil and advocated asceticism, although
re himself did not adhere to it.)

Whatever the basis for their partnership, Serebrennikov and Nadezhda
jermanovna gave Sergei a place to stay and befriended him. They also
ntroduced him to the local Social Democrats and helped him to obtain
imployment with the regional newspaper, Terek. It is not clear how long
Sergei lived with them before renting a room of his own, but it was long
:nough for Sergei to develop a close friendship with Nadezhda Ger-
nanova. They corresponded and occasionally saw each other for over a
lecade. Although it is impossible to say for sure, Sergei s letters to her sug­
gest that at one point their relations may have been intimate.

At the same time Sergei also became acquainted with the woman who
vas to become his wife—Mariia Lvovna Markus. The daughter of an
mpoverished Jewish watchmaker from the Caucasian region of Dagestan,
Mariia Lvovna worked as a cashier and clerk at the offices of Terek. She
vas older than Sergei, probably by three or four years—her date of birth
vas never revealed—and, judging from her pictures, pretty and slightly
ilump.The eldest of four children, she completed only the first two classes
>f formal schooling before quitting to help support the family. Mariia
Jvovna improved her reading and writing skills at home, and also learned
iow to play the piano, an accomplishment that Sergei greatly admired.
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After a series of minor jobs, she moved to Vladikavkaz and found t
ment at Terek. Although she was not a member of the Social Den
Party, she had ties with members of the Bolshevik underground
1905 had acted as a liaison between the Central Committee abre
the local party organization. She had also helped families of Bol
who were imprisoned for underground activities. Both her sister
L’vovna, who had completed gymnasium and was living in St. Pete
and her brother Iakov, who was a teacher, were Bolsheviks.

According to Sofia L’vovna, her sister was “a serious, thought)
industrious girl, who had lived through a great deal for her years.”46
had also been through a lot in his twenty-three years and he do
found in Mariia L’vovna a kindred spirit. The date of their man
uncertain. According to one Soviet source, it took place in the spi
1912, against the wishes ofMariia’s parents, who, as Jews, objected
marrying a Russian. In any case, by 1910, less than a year after S
arrival in Vladikavkaz, they were living together in a small, two-rooi

As attested to by the intimate and intense correspondence tha
maintained when Sergei was imprisoned and when they were oth<
separated, Sergei and Mariia were deeply in love, at least in the earl}
of their marriage. Yet, while mixed marriages between Russians and
were not uncommon among radicals and revolutionaries, the Kirovs
riage went against the grain of both their backgrounds. If she was
typical of her social and ethnic group, Mariia L’vovna would have
raised in a strict patriarchal family, where disobeying her parents and
tying a non-Jew was an act of extreme rebellion. As for Sergei, he h:
family to answer to, but he was the product of intensive exposure to
servative Russian Orthodoxy, a religion which, in stressing great Rc
nationalism, was not friendly to Jews. Like most Bolsheviks, Sergei d«
less discarded Russian Orthodoxy when he accepted Marxism. B
marrying a Jew he also demonstrated that any latent prejudices instill
him as a result ofhis religious upbringing had been discarded as well.

Although love propelled them to overcome these obstacles, their
cal politics also played a role in their union. Indeed, Sof’ia Lvovna’s
trayal of the relationship between Sergei and her sister was one of sb
ideals and revolutionary commitments rather than passion: “S
Mironovich became friends with Mariia L’vovna precisely because she
close to him spiritually and ideologically. She followed his work 
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helped him. She considered various revolutionary parties and then went
with the Bolsheviks.”47

One gains the same impression from Mariia L’vovna’s own brief recol­
lections about Sergei, written shortly after his death and entitled “In
Memory of a Dear Friend and Comrade.” She began by observing: “The
name of Sergei Mironovich in my life is closely linked to his tireless revo­
lutionary work. The personal life of S. M. Kirov was always subordinated
to the revolutionary cause,” and followed with a description of a man
devoted to Lenin and Bolshevism. She recalled how, when her sister Sof’ia
came to visit in 1910, Sofia and Sergei stayed up all night talking about
party affairs. “This,” she said, “showed one of Sergei Mironovich’s charac­
teristic traits. He became acquainted with my sister not as he would with a
relative, but as with a revolutionary.”48

Of course, Mariia L’vovna was writing at the height of the Stalin period
and her words were for public consumption, despite the fact that they were
hever published. So it is not surprising that she would focus on her hus­
band’s qualities as a Bolshevik rather than as a mate. But the absence of
even the slightest reference to their personal feelings toward one another
suggests that their union might have evolved eventually into a marriage
[similar to that of Lenin and Nadozhda Krupskaia, whose main role was
fhat of a loyal helpmate to her husband.The fact that Mariia was older and
fhat the Kirovs, like Lenin and Krupskaia, remained childless reinforces
jhis impression. Kirov may also have permitted himself the occasional
[extramarital affair (as, perhaps, with Hadezhda Serebrennikova, his
friend’s wife). Whatever the truth about their level of intimacy, the Kirovs’
flevotion to each other appears to have remained strong until the end.

!

>< FROM REVOLUTIONARY TO JOURNALIST

j Despite his dedication to the revolutionary cause, Sergei found little
opportunity to further his political goals in Vladikavkaz. A police crack­
down had decimated the revolutionary ranks in the city, and even illegal
underground propaganda circles did not exist. Sergei turned his energies
to journalism, a calling for which he displayed considerable talent. After
□eing hired initially at Tereh as a proofreader, Sergei soon advanced to the
Job of reporter on political and economic affairs. Later he was promoted to
“literary contributor” and by 1915 he was a senior editor. The newspaper,
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which had a distincdy liberal bent, had a circulation of about
Although tsarist censorship was especially severe during this peri
publisher and proprietor of the paper, Sergei Iosifovich Kazarov,:
the contributors considerable latitude, even when they wrote ci
about tsarist politics and social conditions.49

The Bolshevik leadership categorically forbade party member
using the legal “bourgeois” press to debate party issues. On the othe
it was not a violation of party ethics for Bolsheviks to publish arti
the legal press for propaganda purposes, which is essentially what
did. Lenin himself in 1909 had urged party members to spread revol
ary ideas by any means possible, legal or illegal. The Bolsheviks’ deci
participate in the Third Russian Duma, convened in 1907, was jus
an example of the use of bourgeois institutions for revolutionary put
Nonetheless, the fact that Sergei wrote for Terek on a regular basi
eventually became an editor, made his journalistic activities questk
from the Bolshevik point of view. Indeed, his work on Terek was to
back to haunt him years later, when his political opponents would i
him of collaboration with the bourgeoisie.50

Sergei’s rather constrained revolutionary activities during his
years in the North Caucasus offered these detractors further groum
questioning his Bolshevik credentials. Conditions in the city of Vladik
and in the Terek region as a whole were not favorable to the grow
Social Democracy, mainly because the population was overwhelm
rural, with the proletariat only a small minority. When Sergei arriv
1909, “there was no organization whatsoever. There were only indiv
comrades.”51 He set to work trying to revive the Bolshevik organic
suppressed in 1906-8 and creating a network of contacts to build u
infrastructure for their activities. He also began teaching mechanics,!
nical drawing, political economy, and the Russian language to grouj
workers and organized free theatrical performances for them. Bui
efforts at fomenting revolution were on a much smaller scale tha
Tomsk. Only fifteen people were present at the first massovka (mass m
ing) that he organized in the autumn of 1910.52

Being forced to concentrate more on his work as a journalist that
that as a revolutionary suited Sergei well. He enjoyed the fact that he
now a bona fide member of the Russian intelligentsia and realized tha
shaping public opinion he could be just as important to the revolutios
cause as he had been leading an underground organization. His writ 



The Boy from Urzhum I 45

was prolific, to say the least: according to one Soviet biographer, he con­
tributed, under a variety of pseudonyms, more than 3,000 articles, reviews,
commentaries, and other materials to Terek during the period from 1909
to October 1917.53

Because only a few of these writings have been preserved in full, we are
forced to rely on the extracts that have appeared in Soviet accounts. As
might be expected, these sources are at pains to portray Sergei as an ortho­
dox Bolshevik during his period in Vladikavkaz and thus provide examples
that reinforce this image. In fact, Sergei was working under conditions of
strict censorship, and his writings did not display revolutionary inclina­
tions. They were limited to critical analyses of the political, economic, and
social situation in Russia.

Although he was to become a sharp and incisive critic of the tsarist
regime, Sergei got off to a cautious start. His first article, written under the
pseudonym “Terets” and entitled “On a New Way,” appeared on 29 August
1909. He discussed the ongoing construction of a railway and, in remind­
ing readers of what had to be done to ensure its success, stressed the need
for public initiative. In further articles Sergei focused on problems such as
the low living standards of the local working class, drunkenness, and the
lack of educational opportunities for the population. He also touched
upon international subjects, with an article called “Crisis in the English
Parliament.” Similar themes appeared in his writings in 1910-11, along
<vith discussions of the agrarian question, the problem of national minori­
ties in the Russian empire, and the Russian Duma. For all of these articles,
Sergei did background research, using extensive facts and figures to but­
tress his points. Although he refrained from mentioning the Social
Democrats, Sergei borrowed ideas and subjects from the Bolshevik press
md used a Marxian approach to analyzing Russia’s economic problems.54

In his literary criticism Sergei demonstrated not only the wide breadth
>f his knowledge of literature and philosophy but also his disdain for the
sarist bureaucracy. Writing in 1911 to commemorate the hundredth
inniversary of the birth of the celebrated Russian literary critic Vissarion
lelinskii, he characterized the era in which Belinskii wrote as follows:

The heavy stamp of bureaucracy, recognized as the alpha and omega of
the state’s wisdom, lay everywhere.... There could be no mention of
public opinion in that epoch. Social, literary, artistic, and scientific activ­
ity was subjected to strict bureaucratic tutelage and anything that did
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“not accord with the values of the government, or with the exii
order,” was relentlessly banished.55

It is ironic that twenty years later this passage would aptly desc
censorship introduced by the Stalinist regime, in which Sergei ha
role. But in 1911, as a writer subjected to censorship, Sergei placet
value on intellectual freedom and viewed constraints on literary exp
as a sign of Russia’s backwardness. In fact, his intellectual views i
more in tune with those expressed by the Russian liberals or theM
viks than by those of the Bolsheviks, whose authoritarianism and ii
ance for other opinions were characteristic traits. Sergei admired Bt
because he was a freethinker and a so-called Westernizer, who b<
that Russia should look to Western Europe as a model for its develop
Although Sergei still thought of himself as a Marxist and a Bolshei
was clearly open to broader intellectual currents.

He was also open to adventure. Not long after he aniv
Vladikavkaz, Sergei took up mountain climbing. He joined a dir
club and soon developed into an avid mountaineer, making exped
that provided him with material for his articles in Terek. In Septe
1910 he described an expedition he made to the top of Mount Kazl
formidable peak in the Georgian Caucasus. It was an arduous c
through snow, heavy winds, and oxygen-deprived air, and at least
member of the group turned back. When they finally reached the t
was a thrilling moment for Sergei: “It is impossible to describe
grandeur that unfolds from up there. You want to fall on the snow and
it from the joy that envelops you in seeing the magnificent richnt
nature and the boundlessness of its majesty. .. . What space! Whatc;
vating beauty in all these snow-covered peaks, mightily rising to'.
heaven! What a variety of colors and tones in the rocky cliffs of the enc
chain of mountains, disappearing somewhere far in the distance.”56

Sergei was in his element—literally on top of the world. He thrive™
outdoor adventures and the thrill of physical challenges. Even in hisl
life, when he no longer had the opportunity to mountain-climb, he wc
always seek out every opportunity to experience the wilds of nature r
comrades.
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SERGEI BECOMES KIROV

Vladikavkaz, which Sergei had initially considered a temporary refuge
rom the police, had become his home, a place where unexpected opportu­
nities had unfolded before him. He was thriving in his new career as a
jurnalist. He was one of TereHs most popular writers and was highly
espected by his colleagues. According to a former contributor to the paper,
the issues with articles by Kirov sold like hotcakes, they made a tremendous
■npression.”57 He had forged a relationship with the woman who was to
ecome his wife. And he had experienced the joy and adventure ofclimbing
ome of the worlds most spectacular mountains. But the heavy yoke of
Nicholas H’s authoritarian regime again clamped down upon Sergei. On 31
Lugust 1911, just a month after he and a friend had triumphantly reached
he summit of Mount Elbrus, he was arrested in Vladikavkaz for his earlier
ole in running the underground printing press in Tomsk.

Sergei’s arrest sent shock waves throughout the editorial offices at
rerek. Two of his colleagues and fellow mountaineers, who had already
een in trouble with the police for radical underground activity, fled
Hadikavkaz-The editors imposed a regime of self-censorship on the paper
s a precaution against further reprisals. In a letter written to Mariia
,’vovna from his prison cell, Sergei expressed his dismay at their reaction:
I did not expect that my arrest would cause such a panic among the edi-
ars. Am I really so terrible a figure? The clowns! So now Terek appears
without leading articles. This is awful. But never fear. Don’t make any sug-
estions and don’t jump to any conclusions. Let’s just wait and see.”58

Sergei spent three weeks in a Vladikavkaz prison and then was trans­
ited to Tomsk to await trial. Despite the fact that he had already survived
ne prison ordeal, Sergei found his second incarceration difficult to bear.
Ie missed Mariia L’vovna, who was able to visit him only once before he
:ft forTomsk. In one of his letters to her he confided: “You cannot imag-
ie how touched I am by your concerns about me. I have never been in this
osition in my life.... If anyone had been watching us it would have
ppeared that you were in prison rather than me.” He implored her not to
'orry about him: “Serozhka is a strong fellow, he can endure anything,
'hatever injustice befalls him.”55

Nonetheless he soon found his confinement intolerable. Frustration
isonated in his soulful and philosophical letters to Mariia L’vovna. “Dear
larusia,” he wrote at the end of September:
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Today it will be exactly a month since I was taken out of circulat
Thirty days! In comparison with eternity this is an imperceptibly si
amount; in comparison with a man’s life, it is hardly appreciable. Bi
seems to me like eternity. If it were not for your letters, I don’t know!
I would pass the time. The boring day often ends with a holiday, who
the silence your letter arrives. I read it once, reread it, and it seems lil
am talking with you directly.60

For Sergei time was no longer a valuable commodity but a curse:

How nice it would be to live in freedom! At times you begin to und
stand a person who, because of one moment that can thrill him, can
his entire soul and heart, his thoughts, his whole being, he can sacrif
even his life. Indeed. People face a dilemma: either a gray, like autun
monotonous to the point of nausea, long, endlessly boring life and
equally unnoticed, unnecessary and senseless death; or a bright, like t
first light of the rising sun, lovely, divinely brilliant, full life of trepidatii
and of delight for a single moment and only a moment, after which, 12
a finale, death. I would prefer the latter.61

After the arduous trip in a prisoners, convoy to Tomsk, Serge
placed in a cell by himself. He was desperate for communication wit
outside world. In a November 1912 letter to Nadezhda Serebrenniko'
talked about his loneliness and chastised her for not answering his le
“I asked you to write but you for some reason don’t.” In a postsen
added that he had just received a letter from her: “I was overjoyed..
thought that you had forgotten me. Thank you, many thanks. From I
onward I will be completely alone both spiritually and physically. So p
write often.”62

Alone with his thoughts, Sergei began to question his calling
writer and a journalist. He wrote to Mariia that same month: "It is strs
it is a long time since I have written to you and there is nothing tc
Once you used to say that I am a ‘writing man.’ Take your words bai
wrongly addressed.”63 In February 1912, he observed to Mariia:"
know, the saving virtue of all dilettantes is that they fulfill the role
gramophone: they are alive when something is singing in them. I>
tantes cannot perform their own arias. But many of us have a large su 
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>f records, sung by others. Such dilettantes are called ‘talented.’ Substitute
he word ‘journalist’ for ‘dilettante’ and you will understand my tragic situ-
ition: all my records are used up and broken.” And in another letter: “It is
'ery difficult to start writing! What to write? That is the question that tor-
nents me no less than the Danish prince was tormented by the question of
vhether to act or just to be indignant.”64

At this point Sergei thought of himself as a writer rather than a pro-
essional revolutionary, and his main concern was his lack of inspiration.
Resourceful as always, he did in fact find subject matter to write about in
tis observations of prison life. Some of these observations, including the
:arlier-mentioned description of an execution, he imparted to Mariia
Jvovna in letters. He also began a more ambitious project, a group of liter-
iry sketches, which he planned to publish as a book. Some forty pages of
his manuscript, existing in his personal archives, portray the tragic fate of
ndividual prisoners, the grim reality of life behind bars, and the harrowing
letails of executions.65

Before Sergei could finish the manuscript, his prison confinement
:ame to end. On 15 March 1912, the day after his twenty-sixth birthday,
he fifth such occasion that he had spent in prison, Sergei was released.
fhe next day he faced trial in Tomsk, defended by a lawyer named Noi
-■evin, who had successfully defended other Tomsk Social Democrats.
According to Levin, Sergei denied to the judge that he was Sergei
Costrikov, who had been arrested in 1906 and charged with operating an
llegal printing press. When the officer who arrested him six years earlier
ailed to recognize Sergei, the judge had no choice but to dismiss the
Barges for lack of evidence.66

Sergei left Tomsk immediately and headed for the town of Chelia-
>insk to visit his old friend Mikhail Popov. He then proceeded to Moscow,
vith the intention of finding work there as a journalist. He apparently
hought that the police would be on his trail if he returned to Vladikavkaz,
>ut, more importantly, he felt that Moscow would offer better opportuni-
ies for his journalistic career and intellectual interests.

Once he arrived, he was overwhelmed with how much the city had to
iffer culturally and intellectually. He wrote to Popov from Moscow: “The
mpression is such that... it is essential to move here, especially for me,
onsidering my profession.” Unfortunately, however, his hopes of finding a
ob had been dispelled: “But alas! It is not easy or simple to achieve this 
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harmless goal. I was in the literary-artistic circle. I saw almost th
school of writers and journalists. They all gave me the same answei
is difficult to find something. There are too many of your colleagut

Sergei expressed his bitter disappointment in a letter to N:
Serebrennikova: “Ahead lies ‘Terek’with all its dregs and mud. Can
be that it is closing in on me and my dream of Moscow did not b<
reality?”68 He apparently felt that he had no choice but to re
Vladikavkaz, where he was sure of gainful employment. He had I
Moscow only a little over a week, but that was enough to convin
that he would not be able to make a career for himself there. Tl
a blow, given how successfill his journalistic endeavors had t
Vladikavkaz. But Vladikavkaz was provincial compared to Moscow
the circle of journalists and writers that Sergei aspired to was mud
sophisticated than any he had encountered.

Significantly, it was precisely at this low point in his career that
adopted the name that he would go by for the rest of his life—Ki
order to conceal his identity when he wrote, he needed a new n
plume. After returning to Vladikavkaz, he happened to see the nar
on a calendar of saints’ names and it brought to mind the Persian w:
king Kir he had read about in his childhood.65 So Sergei Kostrikov b
Sergei Kirov, named after a saint and warrior. This name change app
ately marked the beginning of a new phase in his career, when his wi
would become more radical and he would turn his attention back to
Democracy and the revolutionary cause.
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Men arc in general divided by a law ofnature into two categories, infe­
rior (ordinary), that is, so to say, material that serves only to reproduce
its kind, and men who have the gift or the talent to utter a new
word.... The second category all transgress the law; they are destroyers
or disposed to destruction according to their capacities. The crimes of
these men are ofcourse relative and varied;for the most part they seek in
very varied ways the destruction ofthe presentfor the sake ofthe better.
But if such a one is forced for the sake of his idea to step over a corpse or
wade through blood, he can, I maintain, find within himself, in his con­
science, a sanction for wading through blood.

I
—Raskolnikov in Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment

By the time Kirov had made his reluctant way back to Vladikavkaz in
the spring of 1912, the Russian revolutionary movement was begin­

ning to revive. Reacting to the April shooting by tsarist troops of several
aundred strikers at the gold mines of Lena in Siberia, Russian workers
protested with widespread strikes, which were to continue sporadically
intil the outbreak of World War I in 1914. The substantial economic
progress that Russia had achieved since 1905 was not enough to quell
abor unrest. By 1914 Russia had become the fifth-ranking industrial
lower in the world, and its economic growth rate was one of the highest,
>ut in terms of per capita production it still ranked low in comparison with
he West. Russia’s governmental and social structures remained fragile, and
t retained many characteristics of a feudal society, with no significant mid­
lie class. The experiment with a quasi-constitutional government had not
ucceeded in resolving the intense societal conflicts among the 170 million
nhabitants of the Russian empire. Over 80 percent of the population were
ioor peasants, and Russia’s vast territories included many non-Russian
leoples, who resented Russian domination.

Had it not been for the outbreak of the war, which disorganized Rus­
ia’s already weak political structures and exposed its economic and mili­
ary unpreparedness, Russia might possibly have overcome its problems
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and gradually evolved into a liberal constitutional monarchy. But t)
of military conflict caused popular unrest to mount. Rising foodpr
fuel shortages led to strikes in urban areas. Military reversals
incompetence of the army command, taken over personally
Nicholas II in 1915, created disaffection among the largely peasai
and desertions became widespread. By 1917, as shortages becan
acute, the monarchy would lose all its credibility, leaving Russia
revolution.

Russia’s problems during this period were grist for the mill
Social Democrats, whose leaders remained abroad, planning their
tionary strategies and engaging in intense theoretical debates.
Prague Conference of Social Democrats in early 1912, Lenins Be
faction had made its final break with the Mensheviks and formedit
separate party. The Bolsheviks’ Central Committee included tv
members—Stalin and Ordzhonikidze, both of whom had served
Social Democratic committee in Baku, Azerbaijan, a stronghold <
calism and worker unrest. Neither Stalin nor Ordzhonikidze was f
larly prominent, but Lenin wanted to include in the Central Coir
practical underground workers who could implement the Bols

agenda in Russia.
Stalin and Ordzhonikidze, who would be the two most imports

ures in Kirov’s career as a Bolshevik leader, were both Georgians ai
been friends since the early 1900s, when they met in Tbilisi. Ord
kidze, or Sergo, as he was known in radical circles, was born in thi
year as Kirov, 1886, to parents of the petty nobility. He studied to be
tor’s assistant, but abandoned this career in order to become a fill
revolutionary. Stalin’s background was more modest. Seven years >.
senior, Stalin (born Djugashvili) was the son of a poor shoemakerar
mer serf, who, like Kirov’s father, was prone to drunkenness and bea
Stalin and his mother. He left the family for good while Stalin was
young boy. Thanks to the perseverance of his mother and to his abili
a student, Stalin gained an elementary and middle education in his
town of Gori in Georgia and was then able to attend the Theological
inary in Tbilisi for four and a half years. The seminary, a breeding g
for radicalism, was where Stalin first became exposed to radical ideas

As his biographer Isaac Deutscher pointed out, Stalin was one
few leaders of the 1917 Revolution who did not come from the ii 
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gentsia, the gentry, or the middle class. Like Kirov, he had been born a
member of the oppressed masses in whose name the Bolsheviks were
attempting a revolution. Lenin and other radicals from the more privileged
classes, such as Lev Kamenev, Grigorii Zinoviev, and Nikolai Bukharin,
oined the revolutionary struggle in large part because of a moral impera­
tive. Talented enough to have had successful professional careers else­
where, they did not feel inadequate or socially inferior. Not all were
orilliant theoreticians like Bukharin or Trotsky (who was initially a Nen-
thevik and joined the Bolsheviks in 1917). But they brought with them to
lhe radical movement inherited cultural traditions and values, along with
!ntellectual refinement. As for Stalin:

These were precisely the qualities that life had not been kind enough to
cultivate in Djugashvili.... Young Djugashvili had plenty of acumen
and common sense; but imagination and originality were not his charac-

. tcristics. He could lecture coherently on socialism to small circles of
workers; but he was no orator. Nor, as time was to show, was he a brilliant
writer.... Circumstances inevitably bred in him a certain sense of inferi­
ority, of which he would not rid himself even in the Socialist under­
ground.I 2

I
I Kirov was of course much closer in background to Stalin than to the
pther Bolshevik luminaries, who had experienced the evils of the tsarist
jystem only at a distance. But there was a difference. Stalin’s parents had
peen born serfs and never managed to raise themselves above the status of
jlliterate peasants. Kirovs parents, though equally impoverished, belonged
|O the ranks of the lower middle class. Both could read and write, and
Kirovs sister Elizaveta had even attended gymnazium. To be sure, Kirov
[Vas ashamed of his poverty when he was a student in Kazan, and his brief
pxperience of trying to find ajob as a journalist in Moscow made him real­
ize that his limited education and intellectual background placed him on
:he fringe of the Russian intelligentsia. But Kirov did not have the sense of
social inferiority that Stalin seems to have had, and he was able to rise
ibove the parochialism of his upbringing and strive to broaden his
ntellectual horizons with a certain amount of confidence. It was this con­
fidence, doubtless encouraged by mentors like his teacher lulia Konstanti­
novna, that allowed him to develop into a talented writer and orator.



54 Who Killed Kirov?

■ TEREK BEFORE THE REVOLUTION

The Terek region of the North Caucasus, where Vladik;
located, had been conquered by the Russians in the first half of
teenth century after long and bloody conflicts. Its population <
1,200,000 in 1912 was heterogeneous, including Russian Coss;
had originally inhabited the region as military guards for the tsai
gained over the centuries a privileged social status and an abun
land; and those who had arrived more recently from Russia, the:
inogorodnye. There were also the native mountain peoples—C
Ossetians, Ingushes, Kabardians, and others—who had no ethni
tural unity and were isolated from one another by the mountair
Although they shared a common resentment toward the monarch)
Russian Cossacks, their ethnic diversity and competition for lar
efforts to unite them politically difficult. In short, the economic;
tural situation in Terek—as in other regions of the North Caucasc
sented a tremendous challenge to Russian radicals who sought to
the social ferment into a concrete movement.3

These difficulties may help to explain why Kirov continued to
most of his energy to journalism upon his return to Vladikavkaz n
Given that he had just been through a second term of imprisonm
might have been expected to be cautious in his writing for Terek..
Kirovs articles reflected a new boldness, which soon drew the atten
tsarist censors. One article, entitled “Simple Manners” (Prostata n
got him into serious trouble. Kirov castigated the Fourth Duma,ek
September 1912, for presenting itself as an institution representative
population. In reality, he wrote, the deputies were reactionary “bu!
with no ties to the people: “they swing in the direction that the pi
wind is blowing.”4 Kirov was referring to the fact that an electoi
passed in 1907 had severely restricted suffrage so that the majo.
deputies would be conservative landowners and bureaucrats loyal
tsar. In early January 1913, because of this article, judicial proew
were instituted against Kirov and the publisher of Terek for "arousin]
tility on the part of the population towards the highest popular assenz
the empire.”5

The proceedings were dropped in February 1913 as a result of a
eral amnesty granted by Nicholas II to commemorate the 300th am 
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■ary of the Romanov dynasty. But the publisher was fined repeatedly for
Publishing Kirovs articles. Kirov’s sharp criticism of Vladikavkaz’s govern-
nental administration in an article entitled “Still a Panama” aroused
:strong indignation” on the part of city officials and led to a fine of 100
fubles in November 1912. A fine of 200 rubles was imposed the next
,nonth for two pieces about the exploitation of the working class. Further
ines came in January 1913 because of Kirov’s writings, and the paper was
hreatened with closure.6

None of this deterred Kirov, who continued to focus on the serious
flings of the tsarist regime, discussing everything from the educational
ystem to Russia’s backward economic state. As usual, he read assiduously
o keep himself informed, spending more on books than his modest
ncome could afford. In October 1912, he wrote to Mariia L’vovna, who
yas visiting her family in Derbent (about 200 miles southeast of
Vladikavkaz, on the Caspian Sea). After chiding her for not writing—“I
ras so naive as to expect a letter today. I absolutely forgot that you are now
m the banks of the wide Caspian, and under these conditions there is no
dace for writing letters”—he reported that he was in debt to a publisher
or a history book and was “very worried” about it. He went on: “Maybe
ou would like to know what I am doing? I have a very useful occupation: I
m reading. I must be up to date concerning the Balkans. Just as before, I
lon’t go out. (How frugal I am!)... In a day or two I will try to beg for a
urn of money. These office bureaucrats just cannot realize that there is
bmetimes a crucial need of money.”7
! But the focus of Kirov’s writing in these prerevolutionary years was not
bcclusively political. He also wrote about literature and social problems,
tot always adhering to a strictly Marxist approach. As one Western histo-
ian pointed out, Kirov at this time did not “display those traits of vindic-
ive dogmatism which are considered to have been the professional
(eformation of the Bolshevik conspirator, and which form part of the
stalinist’ stereotype, but who, equally, is free of the doctrinaire and occa-
ionally intransigent cast of mind which is observable in the case of
^enin.’^Thus, for example, Kirov seemed to be arguing in favor of art for
rt’s sake when he wrote in Terek on 1 August 1915: “I once knew an esdeka
Social Democrat), an inveterate Marxist, for whom even the migration of
>irds had to be viewed from the point of view of class interest, and who
sed to assert that ideas were best looked upon as paving stones.”’
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Although Kirov was preoccupied with journalism in the y<
1917, he did not neglect revolutionary activities entirely. On th<
he worked hard at reviving the local Social Democratic Party a
lishing contacts with Social Democrats elsewhere in Russia. Thi
difficult task, given the remoteness of Vladikavkaz and the fact t
such a small working-class population. Aside from Kirov, the 1
organization in Vladikavkaz had only seven members in 1912-1
1917 total membership had dropped to six, including Kirov’s bn
law, Iakov Markus, who had arrived in Vladikavkaz in 1916.10

With the assistance of a comrade, Kirov set up a Marxist stu
among workers at a lead factory. He spoke at several massovki, wh
organized secretly out in the countryside, with the goal of drawing
into the effort to overthrow rhe tsar. He also taught at “Sunday S
special courses set up for workers, usually with members of the
intelligentsia as their teachers, and he organized strikes among ]
workers in Vladikavkaz. One such strike even took place at the
Terek in February 1914.11

■ According to Soviet sources, Kirov established ties with Be
organizations in the nearby cities of Groznyi and Mineral’nye Vbdy
had much larger working-class elements. In August 1913 he helped
tiate a strike among oil workers in Groznyi, which lasted for al
month and resulted in a victory for the workers. Kirov made periodi
to Groznyi and Mineral’nye Vbdy to discuss strategies concerning t
and to exchange illegal literature with other Social Democrats. Th
sheviks at this time were actively agitating against the war effort,
good deal of their propaganda was directed toward soldiers headingl
Caucasian Front. Kirov himself had managed to avoid conscription,
is not clear how. He had registered with the territorial reserve in Ui
in 1907 and the Urzhum authorities apparently tracked him do-
1915, but nothing came of it.12

Meanwhile, Mariia L’vovna had been forced to leave Vladikavl
1915, when, because of the war, the government there had ordered all
Austrians, Germans, and Hungarians out of the city. She moved to De
to live with her family. As usual, Kirov found her absence difficult and
impatient when he did not hear from her. In one letter he complaincc

The situation is such that your presence is essential. The most absure
thing is that I don t know your plans. Do you intend to go to Tiflis [Tbi-
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I
, lisi] to appeal to the vice-governor [presumably about returning to

, Vladikavkaz] or do you have another solution? It seems to me that you
discussed this question with lasha [her brother Iakov] and reached a
decision. In the meantime, I hear nothing from you. In any case the ques-

, tion needs to be decided immediately. And, finally, write!13

Left on his own, Kirov made frequent trips to the mountains, where
'is climbing expeditions brought him into contact with the mountain
copies of the North Caucasus and familiarized him with their customs

Ind grievances. He soon came to recognize their revolutionary potential.
-’here was considerable discontent among these peoples, especially among
'he Kabardian peasants of the Nal’chik district, where a new land law had
1:eprived them of some of their traditional pasturelands. In the spring of
3913 they staged an insurrection, which had to be suppressed by govern­
ment forces. Kirov, dressed in alpine clothes, visited several of the peasant
tillages during the uprising and afterward made contact with the partici-
■ants. In particular, he met Betal Kalmykov, a young herdsman and a
hader of the revolt, who later created a movement that supported the Bol-
heviks in 1918.14

Kirov’s understanding of the importance of drawing the mountain
peasants into the struggle against the monarchy was to be a key element in
fie establishment of a Soviet republic in the Terek region in 1918. He real-
zed that ethnic nationalism was a strong source of opposition that could
|e tapped by the Social Democrats in arousing the mountain peoples to
evolt. It is possible that Kirov was influenced by Lenin’s 1913 publication
Critical Remarks on the Nationality Question,” which maintained that
locial Democrats should provide limited support for “bourgeois national-
sm” in its fight against oppressors of other nationalities. But Kirov had
Iready shown an interest in the nationalist sentiments expressed by repre-
entatives of the intelligentsia from some of these non-Russian peoples.
le enjoyed the poems and essays of Ossetian and Chechen writers and
ublished translations of them in Terek. These nationalist writers gave the
lolsheviks their support in 1917-18.15

The Bolsheviks in the Terek region had few links with their comrades
1 Moscow and St. Petersburg (renamed Petrograd at the outbreak of
Vbrld War I to Russianize the Germanic name), aside from the fact that
ley used Social Democratic literature from the center. Kirov is said to
ave been in contact with party organizations in Baku and Tbilisi and he
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also visited his old comrade Mikhail Popov in Rostov-on-Don,
Terek Bolsheviks acted primarily on their own initiative. Of coi
bulk of the Bolshevik leadership, including Lenin, was still abroad,
the case of Stalin and Ordzhonikidze, exiled in Siberia. Althoug
was following events in Russia and in the Caucasus, it is doubi
Kirov’s name was familiar to him at this point.

In the North Caucasus, however, Kirov was gaining renown a
cal journalist. During 1915-16 his antiwar rhetoric became incr
strident. As Kirov stressed in his articles, the war was bringing ini
hardship to the Terek region, as to other parts of the Russian
Industrial production had almost ground to a halt, and prices had
over 400 percent. “Hunger rebellions” {golodnye bunty) and strikes
to the Terek region in 1916. Kirov met with striking workers in I
that year and published their demands in Tereh. The mountain pea
Ossetia, Chechnia, and Kabardia also rose up in protest agai
monarchy and the war. In May 1916, Kirov wrote about the comin
lution in Russia, which he said was inevitable because of the coni
defeats of tsarist forces, the colossal losses at the front, and the ui
indignation and disgust with the monarchy. Nine months later tl
phase of that revolution occurred.16

■ THE FEBRUARY REVOLUTION

Popular discontent with the monarchy, manifested by increasin;
unrest, reached alarming proportions by 1917. The disorders that
the revolution began in Russia’s capital, Petrograd, where unusually
winter weather had compounded transportation difficulties caused
war and led to severe food and fuel shortages. When the temperal
Petrograd rose in late February 1917, the crowds took to the stre
protest.The tsar ordered troops into the city on 26 February, and for
it appeared that order had been restored, but a mutiny in the 160,00C
Petrograd garrison, comprised mainly of peasant soldiers, brougl
monarchy down, and power reverted to a Provisional Governments
by moderate progressives in the Duma. Socialist Duma deputies [
sheviks and Socialist Revolutionaries, or SRs) and representatives -
trade unions meanwhile formed a Soviet (Council) of Workers’ Dep
which initially competed for power with the Provisional Govern 



During March soviets modeled after that of Petrograd emerged in cities all
over Russia. By the spring of 1917, the Mensheviks and SRs decided to
cooperate with the Provisional Government, joining its leadership in a
coalition, with the SR Aleksandr Kerenskii at its head.

The Bolsheviks, by contrast, were determined to bring the Provisional
Government down. Their leader, Lenin, who was said by Trotsky to be
^raging like a caged animal" in Switzerland at the time, outlined Bolshevik
policy in a telegram sent to Petrograd on 6 March: “Our tactics: complete
friistrust, no support for the new government. We especially suspect
Kerenskii. The arming of the proletariat provides the only guarantee.
Immediate elections to the Petrograd Duma. No rapprochement with the
other parties.”17 On his return to Russia in early April, Lenin elaborated
his views further in his famous “April Theses,” a statement of the Bolshe­
vik program. In contrast to the Mensheviks, who believed, as Marx did,
that Russia had to go through a prolonged “bourgeois-democratic” phase
before the proletarian revolution could be accomplished, Lenin urged in
his April Theses that there be an immediate transition to the second phase
5f the revolution. This novel interpretation of Marxism meant toppling
!:he Provisional Government as soon as possible and transferring all power
:o the soviets, which the Bolsheviks would attempt to gain control of.
According to Lenin, there also should be no question of reuniting with the
Vlensheviks.

In Vladikavkaz, as elsewhere in Russia, Lenin’s policies were slow to
lake hold. News of the events in Petrograd reached Vladikavkaz in early
March. On 5 March the Vladikavkaz City Duma met in an extraordinary
kession and set up a Civil Executive Committee to replace the tsarist
administration. Similar committees were established in the other major
towns in the Terek region. At the same time, however, representatives of
<he working class and the military garrisons set up soviets of workers’ and
■oldiers’ deputies. Bolsheviks represented only a small minority of dele­
gates to the soviets, which were dominated by Mensheviks and Socialist
Revolutionaries throughout the Terek region.18

According to the Bolshevik Elena Poliakova, she and her comrades in
Vladikavkaz were at a loss as to what strategy to pursue. The sudden abdi­
cation of the tsar and establishment of a liberal government in Petrograd
tad caught them by surprise. Judging from an article that appeared in
Yerek on 5 March 1917, Kirov might have been surprised, but he was also
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elated: “What an astonishing paradox Russia has achieved! W
hours an enslaved country of many millions, which represented ai
ited ground for tyranny and arbitrariness, where the city and land
considered themselves absolute pharaohs, this country has s
become free. ... World history knows of no such examples. Obvio
motherland is indeed a country of unlimited possibilities."1’

It is significant that Kirov actually addressed the session
Vladikavkaz Duma that set up the “bourgeois” city government.!
his fellow Bolsheviks may have been hesitant about supporting
government, Kirov was not. His willingness to appear at that for
his subsequent commentaries in Terek leave no doubt that, unlike
he favored unconditional Bolshevik support for the Provisional (
ment and its local branches. He described the program of the new;
ment as “more persuasive and majestic than anything that was ever
in the offices of the autocracy over centuries.” Later he wrote that
order had to be buried “as if it had never existed, and let the da
funeral be a day for us of historical birth. This is precisely how oui
sional Government views it.”20 In subsequent articles he referred
Provisional Government and its local organs as the “people’s regin
called for universal support for its policies.21

As his Soviet biographers acknowledged, Kirov’s stance was
deviation from Leninism. But then, even Stalin had initially favorr
port of the Provisional Government, as well as cooperation with the
grad soviet, dominated by Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutio
Although Stalin soon accepted Lenin’s views, other Bolshevik lea<
Petrograd, Zinoviev and Kamenev in particular, continued to disagre
Lenin’s demand for an immediate socialist revolution. Lenin’s views
tually prevailed in Petrograd, but the party’s rank and file was slower
in line, especially on the sanction against cooperation with the M'
viks. As late as September^October 1917 twenty-eight regional
committees remained joint Bolshevik-Menshevik organizations.22

The Vladikavkaz Social Democratic Committee, which did nc
until October 1917 (and perhaps even later), was one of them. E
decision, which his Bolshevik comrades accepted, to ignore L
demands to stop cooperating with the Mensheviks and the Provi
Government was determined by several considerations. Although a.
mitted Marxist, Kirov was acutely aware of the inexperience of the R 
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leople at self-government and of their need to get used to their new free-
lorn and to prepare themselves adequately for the transition to socialism.
Jke the Mensheviks, he did not think it expedient to rush the revolution-
iry process.Thus, he wrote on 8 March: “The main problem is to adjust to
reedom, to learn how it can be utilized more effectively.... The bureau-
:racy thought that the secret of governing the country belonged to it alone.
)ur task is to prove that the bureaucracy was wrong, that democracy is the
rue, the most perfect form of government.”23

Another consideration for Kirov and his comrades was the numerical
Weakness of the Social Democrats in Terek, where over 90 percent of the
copulation was employed in agriculture. Under such conditions they could
U afford to engage in factional strife. Also, in all the towns and cities
'xcept Groznyi, which had a substantial proletariat because of the oil
hdustry, the Mensheviks predominated among Social Democrats. Thus it
> understandable that Kirov would encourage cooperation with them. On
1 March he wrote in Terek: “Comrades, the time has come when our Party
nust harmoniously close into mighty ranks in order to take a most decisive
!ole in the great hour of building a new Russia.”24

Although expediency was probably the main motive for Kirov in forg-
ag an alliance with the Mensheviks, it was also characteristic of Kirov to
ake a flexible approach toward his fellow Social Democrats. He had, after
11, been open to cooperation with the Mensheviks ever since he joined the
1SDRP in 1904. It would not have made sense to Kirov to stir up factional
trife at this crucial juncture of the revolution.

' THE ROAD TO OCTOBER
J
I No longer forced to operate in the underground, the Vladikavkaz Social
democrats set up a unified party organization on 5 March 1917, with an
[ixecutive committee of two Bolsheviks and three Mensheviks, including a
hairman, the Menshevik N. P. Skrynnikov. Kirov, who was attending a
punicipal duma session at the time, was added to the executive committee
I few days later, as a deputy chairman. Despite setbacks and strains, the Social
democrats managed to wrest control of the city’s joint Soviet of Workers’
■nd Soldiers' Deputies from the Socialist Revolutionaries in May 1917. Kirov
/as one of four Social Democrats to be elected as a delegate to the Cau-
(asian Regional Congress of Soviets, which convened in Tbilisi in May.25
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In Kirov’s absence, a Georgian Bolshevik, Samuil Buachid
in Vladikavkaz from Petrograd. He had been sent by th
Committee—possibly by Lenin himself—for the purpose of f
the Vladikavkaz Bolsheviks to accept Lenin’s April Theses and
the Mensheviks. Buachidze created a storm of controversy when
ered a speech endorsing Lenin’s line at a party meeting, which t
after Kirov returned from Tbilisi. Although official Soviet I
would have us believe that Kirov had come around to the correct
position by this time and that he backed Buachidze unreservedly,
a report delivered in early June, he still called for united Social De
action. On 8 June, when the Social Democrats chose an eight-ma
ium to take over policy functions from the party’s executive coi
Kirov was elected a deputy chairman, serving again under the Mi
Skrynnikov, who was elected presidium chairman.26

The other deputy chairman was the Georgian Bolshevik
Orakhelashvili, who had recently arrived in Vladikavkaz with 1
Mariia Pavlovna, also a Bolshevik. Orakhelashvili, a former physic!
ported Kirov on the Menshevik issue—a stance which came back t
him in the mid-1930s, when he was publicly labeled a “collaboratoi
became Kirov’s lifelong friend. He later wrote: “To divide or conq
organization. This was the main question which at this time, in th
mer of 1917, had to be decided in our struggle with the Menshevik;
took the point of view that the organization had to be conquered.”2

Although they eventually won over the majority of Social Den
in the towns and in the workers’ settlements of North Caucasia, th
sheviks were still weak in the countryside. Orakhelashvili recalls hov
made Kirov was in dealing with this problem:

We had to find a link to the peasant masses. And this link was found.
Ossetia the peasant party "Kermen,” named after the legendary Osset
hero Kermen, had been founded. Its program was extremely backwai
with SR leanings. But this did not bother Kirov. "They will come over
communism in any case,” said Kirov. “That’s how it will be." He fol
believed that sooner or later all workers would unite under the comma
nist banner.28

Although Kirov and the Vladikavkaz Bolsheviks marched to theiz
drums during the months leading up to October 1917, guided by
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I
Special regional circumstances rather than by instructions from Petrograd,
hey were by no means unaffected by the tumultuous events taking place in
Russia’s capital. During May and June, revolutionary fever was mounting
n Petrograd, where the Bolsheviks, with their calls for an end to the
(imperialist” war, were becoming masters among the working class. They
offered a setback during the “July Days,” when spontaneous street
lemonstrations by workers shouting Bolshevik slogans led to violence and
jiloodshed and forced Lenin into hiding. But by August the Bolsheviks
vere regaining their influence in the Russian capital.

5 In the Terek region, as elsewhere in Russia, local Bolsheviks were
Encouraging chaos and discontent with calls for immediate peace and dis-
'ribution of land to the peasants.They also exploited the growing tensions
between the mountain peoples and the Cossacks, who owned most of the
irable land and were heavily represented in the regional organs of the Pro-
nsional Government. Kirov himself put great store in the revolutionary
lotential of the mountain peoples, helping to establish a Bolshevik paper,
Red Banner, which spread propaganda among them and published the
brogram of the Kermen Party, the base of which was among the mountain
aeasants.29
: The newly established Terek Civil Executive Committee was in the
aands of the Cossacks. Alarmed by the growing influence of the Bolshe-
Hks and their encouragement of unrest in the countryside, the Cossack-
lominated government tightened military control over the region. In
iesponse to these local events and also to the news of the suppression of
he July uprising in Petrograd, Kirov finally initiated a break with the Pro­
visional Government and its local representatives. In a speech before the
/ladikavkaz soviet on 7 August 1917 he passionately condemned the gov-
:rnment for its repressive measures: “The Cossacks talk about the absence
if authority and demand the introduction of the death penalty, which
neans that they want a virtual dictatorship. Everyone must struggle
igainst the ensuing reaction, for freedom, equality, and brotherhood can
Easily slip away.”30

A few days later Kirov made a trip to Moscow, where he attended as an
ibserver at least one session of a so-called State Conference, convened on
14 August by Russian Prime Minister Kerenskii to rally public support for
he Provisional Government. Kirov probably witnessed the sensational
ippearance at the conference by General L. G. Kornilov, commander-in-
hief of the Provisional Government, who was greeted by tumultuous
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cheers. Just days later Kornilov attempted to restore order and su
Bolsheviks in Petrograd by bringing in troops. Kornilov can
mutiny against the government after Kerenskii decided that Koi
going too far and dismissed him from his post as commander-in
order to defeat Kornilov, Kerenskii appealed for help from the Bi
with whom the socialists in the government began to coopci
Kornilov affair ended up discrediting the Kerenskii government,,
in the eyes of the military, and rehabilitating the Bolshevik Party
tions to soviets held throughout the country in September and
the Bolsheviks won majorities.31

When Kirov returned to Vladikavkaz in early September 1
maximum use of the Kornilov affair for propaganda on the Bo
behalf, and he launched a stinging attack against the Mensheviks,
out Menshevik leader Skrynnikov for defending the Provisional (
ment and Menshevik participation in it.32

Nonetheless, Kirov and the other Vladikavkaz Bolsheviks did t
with the Mensheviks until the eleventh hour—after Mamia C
lashvili attended a Bolshevik congress in Tbilisi in early Octoh
congress came down adamantly against organizational ties with th,
sheviks and passed a resolution demanding separate Bolshevik orj
tions in all places where Bolsheviks were united with Mens'
According to one account, the Vladikavkaz Bolsheviks broke wi
Mensheviks at a party meeting on 12 October, at which Kirov repc
spoke. By this time, the Mensheviks were in a small minority with
Social Democratic committee, so they walked out of the meet
protest. The Vladikavkaz organization then unanimously declared’
Bolshevik one.33 Another source, however puts the date of the spli
later, claiming that Vladikavkaz Bolsheviks did not create a separate
nization until November 1917.34

Given the initial weakness of the Bolsheviks in Vladikavkaz, the
in splitting from the Mensheviks was understandable. Nonetheles
policy set men like Kirov and Orakhelashvili apart from Bolshevik
Lenin and Stalin, for whom the very idea of persuasion and conciL
was anathema. By the 1930s, when the history of the revolution wat
rewritten under Stalins auspices, it became treason.
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■ THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION

Although the Terek region, as elsewhere in Russia, was seething with
revolutionary discontent, the center of events was of course Petrograd,
where Lenin and the other Bolshevik leaders were planning an insurrec­
tion. In order to legitimize their coup they decided to convene a Second
All-Russian Congress of Soviets, which, because it would be dominated by
Bolsheviks, would endorse their actions and serve as a symbolic body of
authority. Kirov was among the 650 delegates who attended the congress.
In early October he had been elected by the Vladikavkaz soviet as its repre­
sentative and was later selected to represent the Nal’chik and Piatigorsk
soviets as well.35

Kirov’s mandate, however, was not entirely clear. When he was elected
is a representative from Vladikavkaz, the Bolsheviks, while dominating
the local party committee, may not have had a majority in the local soviet.
It is not clear when they won a majority—one source claims that it was in
the first half of September, at which time Orakhelashvili was elected chair-
nan and the Bolsheviks were able to dominate the executive committee.
Phis would have meant that they were in a position to push through their
resolutions without Menshevik support.36 Other sources report, however,
rhat the Bolsheviks did not gain a majority until later, possibly not until 20
Dctober.37 This was after Kirov, accompanied by the Bolshevik delegate
rom Groznyi, N. A. Anisimov, left for Petrograd, where the historic con­
gress was scheduled to open on the 20th.The opening was then postponed
intil the 25th in order to allow all the provincial delegates time to get to
he capital. If the Bolsheviks did not gain control of the Vladikavkaz soviet
intil after Kirov left, this would explain why, when he filled out the ques-
ionnaire for delegates, Kirov described the official stance of the soviet he
epresented as “all power to democracy" (a Menshevik demand), rather
han the Leninist formula “all power to the soviets.”38

On the night of 25 October the Bolsheviks occupied all important
loints in the capital, except the Winter Palace. The congress delegates had
ieen assembled in the Smolnyi building all day, but the opening was held
iff until late in the evening to give the Bolsheviks time to seize the Winter
’alace, which they finally did a few hours after the congress began. The
ongress, in session for two days, approved the formation of a provisional
workers’ and peasants’ government, to be called the Council of People’s
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Commissars, or Sovnarkom, which would have power until the
tion of a Constituent Assembly. With Lenin as its head, the Si
was all Bolshevik in composition. The Bolshevik leaders’decisio
power was made without any consultation with the provincial
tions, which in most cases had to act on their own, without ini
from Petrograd. But within a few weeks the Bolsheviks were in <
most of the important towns and cities of Russia.3’

After Kirov arrived back in Vladikavkaz, he reported to thelo
on 4 November about events in Petrograd. Unfortunately, the ft
Kirov’s remarks was not preserved, and the only available record o:
said is from a local newspaper account, first reproduced in a 193
tion of Kirov’s speeches and writings. According to this version, B
remarkably cautious in his assessment of the Bolshevik coup..
demned the Provisional Government, which “did not hide its a;
plans toward the Congress of Soviets. . .. The ease with which tl
sional Government collapsed shows that it was sitting on sand
general it had no definite agenda, that each minister had the rig
what he wished.” And he portrayed the Bolsheviks as the true defe
the revolution, who had the solid support of the Petrograd proletai
he made no mention of the manifesto adopted at the congress and
by Lenin calling for a transfer of all power in the country to the soi

In an introduction to the 1935 edition, Boris Pozern, a former
grad colleague of Kirov, commented on this rather surprising speet
cannot consider it to be an accident or attribute to a bad manusc:
exceptional cautiousness of the wording, and at times the complc
cence.” He went on to explain that Kirov correctly understood that
tions in the North Caucasus were not yet ripe for a complete trar
power to the soviets and that, had the Vladikavkaz Bolsheviks called I
they might have alienated themselves from the workers and peasant

Kirov’s November speech was reproduced in an expanded fort
second Kirov collection in 1936, again with an introduction byPo
But by 1938, when yet another Kirov collection appeared, the purg
been going on for over a year, accompanied by a complete rewriting
olutionary history. It could not be acknowledged that Kirov, who ha
elevated to Bolshevik sainthood after his death, had such a lukewam
tion to the October coup. In the 1938 publication there was no inti
tion by Pozern, who had been arrested by the NKVD, and a newvers 
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It is essential for us to speak for the entire region, so that democracy will
be unified, to stop picking each other to pieces. If we don’t do this, we
will fall apart.... Here they say that if we recognize the authority of the

' Council of People’s Commissars [Sovnarkom], all burning issues, includ­

ing the land question, will resolve themselves. But before determining
the authority of the Council of People’s Commissars, we must establish

he speech contained fiery tirades against all who did not agree with the
Bolsheviks and unqualified endorsements of Lenin’s slogan “all power to
he soviets.”43

However much Kirov’s editors tried to cover up his heresies posthu­
mously, the fact remained that the Vladikavkaz soviet passed a resolution

Indorsing Kirov’s report and failing to advocate a takeover of power. The
eluctance of Vladikavkaz Bolsheviks to attempt an overthrow of the local

government and assert Soviet control marked a sharp contrast to the atti­

tude of Bolsheviks elsewhere. In Groznyi, after hearing a report from their
iongress delegate, Anisimov, who had returned from Petrograd with Kirov,
the soviet voted solidly in favor of supporting the new Sovnarkom in Pet­
rograd and also of transferring local power to the soviets.44
I Led by Kirov and his comrade Buachidze, Vladikavkaz Bolsheviks
;Ontinued to take a cautious policy well after Lenin forcibly dissolved the
Constituent Assembly (where the Bolsheviks were in a minority) in Petro-
yrad in early January 1918 and declared the Petrograd soviet as the sole
jrgan of power. By this time civil conflict, fueled by animosities among the
Cossacks, the Chechens and Ingushes, and the Ossetians, was spreading
..ver the Terek region, and the local government was losing control rapidly.
m Vladikavkaz itself, civil disorder and violence forced many Bolsheviks,
jicluding Kirov, to flee the city in the second week of January.45

Those who remained in Vladikavkaz, including the Bolshevik
£luachidze, decided that their only option amidst the violence of civil war
^as to form a bloc, uniting the Bolsheviks with Mensheviks, SRs, the
ationalist Kerman Party, and other socialists. Kirov readily agreed with
be idea and tried to persuade Bolsheviks in Piatigorsk, where he was
esiding at the time, to unite similarly with other socialists. At the first ses-
ion of the People’s Congress ofTcrck, convened in the Caucasian town of
/lozdok at the end of January 1918, Kirov gave an impassioned speech
ndorsing unity, despite the protests of a group of “left” Bolsheviks:
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how to create an order which will above all respond to the in
democracy. There is only one way to do this—to consolida
regime of the people. . .. Not soviets, which are far from us ri
but true democracy/6

In sharp contrast to Lenin, who had insisted that the civil<
only inevitable but desirable, Kirov emphasized the need forpe
tions to the conflicts that had beset the Terek region: “If we rec
regime of the soviets only to disperse arms among different n:
then it is better not to recognize this regime.”47

It is hardly surprising that after 1936 this speech was eithe
or omitted entirely from Kirov s collected works.48 His remarks
to an open disregard for the decrees of the Bolshevik leadership. I
by what was happening in Petrograd, Moscow, and elsewhere, k
ized that the Bolsheviks in Terek would be embarking on a hi;
venture if they attempted at this moment to seize power in them
Sovnarkom and the soviets. He also seems to have been genuim
vated by a desire to be responsive to the wishes of the different n
ties and social classes of the region.

Kirovs speech won the day for the Socialist Bloc. On 30 Janu;
the Terek Peoples Congress unanimously accepted a statement d
by Kirov on ending civil conflict in Terek. The statement called
establishment of a democratic government representing various:
delegations. According to two Menshevik delegates, Iakov Matsc
his sister Frania (both of whom later emigrated to the United
Kirov made a tremendous impression on the congress. MarschakE
Kirov some weeks earlier and judged him to be “a man of great i-
kind among friends, not overbearing, and certainly absolutely hon
the congress, according to Marschak, “Kirov was probably the most
nent. He would make very fiery speeches—even his diction was
cant. ... And then some sort of resolution would be adopter
picturesque tribesmen were so terribly enthusiastic that they actuaE
up to kiss his hands.” His sister Frania concurred, adding: “We did
get that Kirov was a Bolshevik, but we were not concerned, and 1
that he was not concerned himself. We were all interested mainly in
cation, and we felt that it had to be done and could be done.”47

Kirovs pivotal role at this congress elevated him to a new pc
stature. To be sure he was still a minor figure, little known outsia 
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jJorth Caucasus. But he was earning a reputation beyond his revolutionary
□urnalism and was becoming a politician. Perhaps befitting his new
tature, Kirov now took part in the rituals of politicians: according to
darschak, Kirov and other members of the Socialist Bloc, living in a lux-
iry train throughout the session, engaged every evening in excessive
jrinking bouts. They drank araka, a strong Caucasian liquor. Marschak’s
ister took a dim view of this ritual: “He [Kirov] was a drunkard. It doesn’t
pean much in Russia, but... after he had a success we had to celebrate. I
ras the only girl there; I had a small cup of my own and they had big cups.
Lirov drank more than anyone else.”50

Whatever his drinking habits, Kirov did not lose sight of the goal of
stablishing a Bolshevik regime in the Terek region. Realizing that the
rsue of Soviet power could not be ignored forever, Kirov and other Bol-
heviks began behind the scenes to agitate for recognition of the central
joviet government among the national groups. Once most of the other

■sues had been resolved, they called upon delegates at a second meeting of
ic Terek Peoples Congress, convened in Piatigorsk two weeks later, to
■cognize the authority of Lenin’s government. Inevitably, the moderate
□cialists objected, and the socialist coalition fell apart. After endorsing
'ie new regime in Petrograd, the congress elected delegates to a Terek
people’s Soviet, which in turn elected a Council of People’s Commissars
Sr Terek, the chairman of which was Buachidze. On 7 March the entire
bngress traveled by train to Vladikavkaz, while remnants of the local
'rovisional Government quickly evacuated the city. Two days later the
bngress declared the formation of the Terek Republic, as part of the Rus­
lan Federation, thus formally establishing Soviet power throughout
lerek.51

' CIVIL WARRIOR

Whereas the Bolsheviks’ October Revolution was relatively bloodless,
ubsequent resistance to their seizure of power led to violent conflict. Bol-
hevik support was primarily urban-based and thus secure in cities like
doscow and Petrograd, but throughout the empire social and political
?rces opposed to the new regime arose, often forming anti-Bolshevik
jgional governments. Elements dissatisfied with the Bolsheviks and their
olicies set up centers of resistance in southern Russia and in Siberia. The
3-called Whites, anti-Communist forces led by former officers from the
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tsarist army, set out to defeat the Bolsheviks’ Red Army, led by
of War Leon Trotsky. From early 1918 to the end of 1920, R1
endure one of the bloodiest civil wars in history.

Military intervention by outside powers—including Fra
Britain, the United States, and Japan—gave the Whites much n
plies and munitions. By the summer of 1918 the very survival i
shevik regime was in doubt. The Germans occupied Ukrair
western borderlands, while the Whites controlled much of
region to the east and southeast, as well as Siberia. In the words i

torian: “Russia had been reduced to a size roughly the same ar
Muscovy. Seemingly it would not be long before a foreign pow<
Moscow and overthrew the Bolsheviks.”52 With key transports
cut, the towns were deprived of crucial food supplies from the coi
The peasants in any case had little incentive to produce for urbar
the Soviet regime extracted grain by force—a policy known as i
munism, which led to even more bloodshed.

The North Caucasus was an especially volatile area, because i
home of so many non-Russians, who saw the revolution as an opf
to defend their national interests and resented the continued impc
Russian rule. The new Terek government soon began to lose its
authority when open conflict broke out between the mountain peo
the Cossacks. ByJune 1918 the area was in a state of anarchy. Accc
one source, Soviet rule in the North Caucasus “existed only in nar
ing among the population neither weight nor authority.”53

Kirovs efforts at achieving peace among the peoples of Terek 1
proved fruitless, and, from the point of view of his political career,
misguided. Although he soon showed himself a staunch defender
shevik regime, his hesitations during the early months of 1918 die
unnoticed in Moscow. A Bolshevik from Piatigorsk who had atteri
Mozdok congress complained directly to Lenin that Kirov had eno
“counterrevolutionary enemies” to form a bloc with Bolsheviks
later, in July 1921, the Bolshevik lurii Butiagin, who knew Kirov >
attended the drinking bouts that took place during the Mozdok cc
sent a damning report on Kirov to the Central Committee. E
claimed in his report that Kirov was known in the Caucasus as a
vik who was not particularly active in party work and who wrote f<B
geois newspapers in the Caucasus. Butiagin went on:
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Comrade Kirov, as an orator, enjoyed wide popularity among the masses,
but he had almost no experience in practical party and soviet work,
which he either was not able to do or carefully stayed away from, restrict­
ing himself mainly to appearances at factories and at large meetings.
Before 1918 he was a Menshevik.... He wavered and maneuvered for a
long time. He did not officially join the party until 1919.55

Butiagin, it must be said, had a falling-out with Kirov in 1920, when
iirov reprimanded him for misconduct in his capacity as a military com-
tander, thus causing his dismissal. So Butiagin had a strong motivation to
esmirch Kirovs reputation. He was of course not speaking truthfully
'hen he said that Kirov was a Menshevik before 1918. Although always
tilling to cooperate with Mensheviks, Kirov had affiliated himself with
ie Bolsheviks well before this time. But the fact that Butiagin would
take these statements about Kirov suggests that Kirov’s Social Democra-
c past was murky in the eyes of others and that his independent and flex­
ile approach to politics had early on in his career raised questions about
is commitment to Bolshevism. In other words, he had a “black spot” on
is resume.

Reinforcing the impression that he was a waverer, Kirov held no for­
mal position in the new Soviet government in Terek, when it was estab-
:shed in Vladikavkaz in March 1918, although he did serve as a
oubleshooter on its behalf, negotiating with the various nationalities to
revent warfare among them. He also started up a newspaper, Narodnaia
last’ (People’s Power), which served as the official organ for the Terek
Met.56 Kirov’s seemingly disparate local activities abruptly ceased, how­
ler, when, in May 1918, the Terek Sovnarkom dispatched him to
loscow on an important mission—to obtain money and military equip­
ment from the central Soviet government. Henceforth, a new Kirov began
> emerge—resolute and ruthless in the Leninist mold.
’ When Kirov said his goodbyes to Mariia Lvovna, who had returned to
jladikavkaz sometime in early 1918, he assumed he would be gone for
nly a few weeks. As it turned out, he would not be reunited with his wife
•>r almost two years. The trip to Moscow was tedious, taking longer than
<pected. Kirov wrote Mariia L’vovna from Tsaritsyn (Volgograd) on 20
lay, saying that he had been detained there because of a crash of two ear­
ner trains on the line to Moscow.57
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Soon after his arrival Kirov had his first meeting with St;
Commissar of Nationalities. Stalin arranged a room for him t
House of Soviets (formerly the Metropol Hotel) and issued 1
cate of identification.58 On 30 May, Lenin received Kirov pc
Kirov delivered a request from the Terek Sovnarkom for miUi
for the support of Red Army units in the North Caucasus, fi
and rebuilding of the Groznyi oil industry and the railways, a
ical care. Kirov also gave Lenin a report of his own, written aft;
in Moscow.The report pointed out that the North Caucasus^
hold of Soviet power in political, economic, and military terms
adjacent regions—Stavropol, the Kuban, the Volga Basin, a
could offer significant help to the Soviet Republic with grain, o
But the army there was desperately in need of money and suppl

After Lenin agreed to an advance of fifteen million rubles
provision of supplies and weapons, Kirov began organizing an
to the North Caucasus. This required him to remain in Moscow
weeks. During this time the Cossacks in Terek began a full-S'
precipitated by Chechen-Ingush demands for their lands. Buat
head of the new Soviet government, was assassinated in mid-Ji
was devastated by the news of Buachidze’s death and all the mo
to return to the North Caucasus. Before he left, however, he m
write an article for Pravda—making his debut as a journalist o
stature—on the situation in Terek. Kirov scoffed at those who
anarchy there and claimed that strong forces were being mo_
secure the Soviet hold on the region.60

Accompanied by the military representative of the Terek Sow
A. V. Vblogodskii, Kirov set off from Moscow on 20 July with t
loads of arms and equipment for Bolshevik troops in the Nott.
sus.61 Vblogodskii later gave a detailed description of the missic
came close to a calamitous ending.62 They got as far as Tsaritsyn,
not proceed further because the Whites, or White Guards, under
mand of General Anton Denikin, had cut off the railwaj-
Astrakhan, a city situated strategically at the mouth of the Vblg
Caspian Sea. Leaving Vblogodskii in charge of the supplies, Kiro-
for Piatigorsk to deliver the money to the Terek government. (E
not get through to Vladikavkaz, because the way was blocked
Communist forces.) In his absence, Vblogodskii went to the 
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Council of the North Caucasian district to seek help in transferring the
iipplies to barges so they could be shipped down the Volga to Astrakhan.
tie immediately ran up against Stalin, who was now in Tsaritsyn arranging
(?e transport of grain from the North Caucasus to Moscow and was
fready overstepping the bounds of his authority. Stalin had cabled to
I.enin: “I am driving and scolding everybody who needs it. Rest assured
yat we shall spare nobody, neither ourselves nor others, and that we shall
ipliver the bread.’’63 
1; Rather than helping with the transport, Stalin demanded that Vblo-
| pdskii’s cargo be handed over to a Red Army division from the Donbass
1; order to defend Tsaritsyn from Denikin’s army. Vologodskii, unaware
s:iat Tsaritsyn was threatened with imminent attack, refused. Stalin there-
t;3on issued an order to have him shot. Vologodskii was rescued by the
^itercession of a military commander, who explained the situation to him
j. id persuaded him to agree to Stalin’s demand. When Kirov returned to
i Saritsyn in early August, he was dismayed to learn that the trainloads of
^ipplies he had worked so hard to secure had been handed over, on Stalin’s
'ders, to the division defending Tsaritsyn. According to Vologodskii,
'irov managed “with great trouble” to retrieve part of the equipment and
hve it put on barges for shipment to Astrakhan.64

It is not clear whether Kirov had to confront Stalin directly in order to
“a this, but in any case they were operating at cross-purposes, and the inci­
dent probably left a lasting impression on both of them. In fact, Kirov had
-ood reason to be upset with Stalin for diverting the military materials.
oviet historians later admitted that Stalin’s actions in Tsaritsyn were

liirmful to the Bolshevik military effort in the North Caucasus. Stalin ran
jtoul of several Red Army commanders there, and Trotsky eventually
(lanagcd to have him recalled to Moscow.65
i After accomplishing his mission to Astrakhan in mid-August, Kirov
j'oved on to Piatigorsk, where he helped to form armed units against the
Vhites in the North Caucasus. Later, he was a delegate to the Sixth Con­
fess of Soviets of the Russian Republic, which convened in Moscow in
(Iovember 1918. Significantly, Kirov was accompanied to Moscow by
,leorgii Atarbekov, chief of the Cheka of the North Caucasus. The Cheka
'as Lenin’s political police, established in December 1917 to help suppress
pposition to Bolshevik rule. Its ruthless methods, which included sum­
mary justice and random executions, soon earned the Cheka a reputation



74 Who Killed Kirov?

as a notoriously savage Bolshevik institution. Atarbekov hii
to further this reputation in the next several years, but thi
Kirov from forming a close association with him that w;
Atarbekov’s sudden death in 1925.66 Indeed Kirov's friends.
bekov marked the beginning of a new stage in his career, wh
devoted all his energies to establishing Soviet power throuj
mer Russian empire but also accepted the Bolsheviks’tenet!
above the law and that anything done to further their cause, i
ing the lives of others, was justified.

While in Moscow, Kirov met with Lenin and the pre
Russian Republic, Iakov Sverdlov, to request additional mill
for the North Caucasus. His request was granted. In late Dec
Kirov left Moscow with a military supply train and fifty milli
boxes. He was accompanied by Atarbekov and two represent
Terek government. They arrived in Astrakhan on 16January.
cover that the Eleventh Army, fighting in the North Caucasu
command of Sergo Ordzhonikidze, was in disarray and wi

north toward Astrakhan.67
Kirov and his party then headed southwest toward the No

sus with their equipment on trucks, traveling across the Kahn
toward Vladikavkaz. They were forced to turn back, however, al
problems getting through the snow and encountering sick, woi
dead soldiers from the Eleventh Army along the way. When th
the Volga to return to Astrakhan the ice had already begun to m<
truck with the boxes of money sank into the river. Kirov was i
They enlisted divers to retrieve the boxes, but the task took el*
Meanwhile, the chairman of the Revolutionary Military Cour
Caspian-Caucasian Front, A. G. Shliapnikov, who was headqu
Astrakhan, accused Kirov of misappropriation of government I
held him in detention while he launched an investigation.68

Not surprisingly, the incident infuriated Kirov, who was alres
nant over the collapse of the Eleventh Army and the failure t
adequately for its retreat—for which he reportedly reproaches
nikov. Kirov was also angry at the Soviet leadership in Me
response to a telegram sent to the Revolutionary Military C-
Astrakhan from Moscow, requesting the reasons for the ElevenL
collapse, Kirov did not mince words. Addressing his comments ta 
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th a copy to Lenin, Kirov reminded Trotsky that he, Lenin and “other
>ponsible workers” in Moscow had been repeatedly warned about the
ave situation of the army in the North Caucasus and the severe problem
"th supplies. He complained that only fifteen million rubles had been
signaled for the troops and that only part of the supplies had reached

^rek because the rest had been “unloaded” at Tsaritsyn (by Stalin) and
■itrakhan. As late as December, Kirov wrote, he and his colleagues had
Id Trotsky face to face that the situation was close to a catastrophe and
;d insisted on urgent measures.69
Il We have no way of knowing what Trotsky and Lenin—or for that
letter Stalin, who bore much of the blame—thought of Kirov’s telegram.
•it, despite the fact that Kirov requested permission to return to White-
.ntrolled Terek to do underground work, the Central Committee and the
[intral Executive Committee sent him the following instructions: “In
:w of the changed circumstances we suggest remaining in Astrakhan to
ganize the defense of the city and the region.”70 Shliapnikov was recalled
d replaced by Konstantin Mekhanoshin, a member of the Revolutionary
ilitary Council of the Russian Republic.71

|
:RED TERROR IN ASTRAKHAN

' Astrakhan, both the city and the surrounding region, was in desperate
'aits. With the influx of refugees accompanying the retreating Red
rmy, food shortages had reached a critical point, typhoid gripped the city,
■d speculation was endemic. Discontent with the Bolshevik political­
military command was widespread, especially among the workers, who
rented the “tyranny of the commissars, their constant threats with their
volvers,” and the long delays in payment of wages. They began organiz-
g for a strike.72 On 25 February 1919 an extraordinary session of the city
id provincial executive and party organs was held, together with the Mil­
lry Council. Mekhanoshin proposed the creation of a body with dictato-
;d powers, a Revolutionary War Committee. As the highest power in
strakhan, it would use every means to suppress unrest. The session
iproved the proposal, and designated Kirov as the committee’s new
lairman, with lurii Butiagin his deputy.73

It soon became clear that Kirov’s high-flown speeches at workers’
eetings, where he tried to explain the class struggle and the world
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proletarian revolution, could not quell the discontent. Kirov be
tator overnight. On 4 March his war committee announced “bi
those who work,” and three days later declared martial law. V
sands of Astrakhan workers, supported by a Red Army rifle div
on strike on 10 March, waving banners that said “Down with th
nists and commissars!” Kirov ordered the punitive organs of
into action, with Atarbekov in charge. Together with Mekhonosl
commander of the Caspian-Caucasian Front, he issued a direct
ing that “all bandits, marauders, and those opposing Soviet pm
shot on the spot." Food would be distributed only to suppon
Soviet regime, and the Special Department (of the Cheka) woii
an investigation and send all those responsible to the military tri

By 11 March the rebellion had been quelled by bullets and
but this was by no means the end of the violence. Although the n
of the unrest was the desperate material circumstances of the
Kirov and the war committee portrayed it as a “White Guard co
“inspired by the gold of British imperialists,” and referred to “sc
wearing the honored shirt of the proletariat, who attacked the i
might of socialist Russia.” Reprisals began immediately, as Ar
Special Department began rounding up those suspected ofinstig
rebellion. Close to 1,500 strikers, the majority of whom wereyo
with families, were shot within a few days. Anyone suspected of
slightest disloyalty to the Soviet regime was imprisoned. By Apr
4,000 people had been killed by the Cheka’s Special Departme
shot personally by Atarbekov without any investigation or trial.75

Atarbekov’s behavior was so bloodthirsty that it raised eyebrc
in Moscow. In July 1919 he was arrested and sent to Moscow for:
tigation by the Central Committee. Kirov reportedly had to ackn
Artabekov’s outrageous deeds. But at the last moment Stalin inl­
and Atarbekov was exonerated and allowed to continue his wor
Cheka.76

Whatever Atarbekov’s crimes, Kirov unquestionably bore a gi
of responsibility for the bloodletting in Astrakhan during March ai
1919. He was issuing the orders, and there is no evidence that li
restraint upon Atarbekov or tried to limit the reprisals. On the c
the archives contain a report, dated 18 March, on the case of the
geois homeowner Pimenov,” who had been hiding his furniture
valuables (now the property of the Soviet state) at the home ofl
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lener. On the bottom of the report was an order signed by Kirov: “Send
his case to the Special Department.”77 This meant, of course, that the
infortunate Pimenov would be shot, merely for trying to hold on to his
Possessions.

How is it that Kirov, who just ten years earlier had been tormented by
he sound of an execution in a tsarist prison, could have become so inured
o people’s suffering and so contemptuous of human life? One might, of
'.ourse, ask the same question about Lenin, who had written to a Bolshevik
'ommander in December 1918: “Use all forces to hunt down and shoot
Astrakhan speculators and thieves. With this swine it is necessary to carry
Put reprisals that will be remembered for years.”78 This was the Bolshevik
hind-set, the new revolutionary morality, born of the desire to establish
lolshevik rule at any cost. We can only surmise that Kirov accepted this
horality because he had, since the beginning of 1918, seen a great deal of
doodshed and human cruelty. He was living on the edge, in charge of a
jity that was threatened by the White Army and filled with starving, hos­
tile citizens. Coercion was a condition for survival. This was not a time for
juman feelings, but a time for single-minded, resolute action.
i Yet he had not suppressed his human side entirely. Exactly a month
[fter the rebellion, on 10 April, Kirov wrote to Nadezhda Serebrennikova:

t Now lam living in Astrakhan, probably soon I will be transferred. I work
’• like a slave here, with not even a minute of free time, because the situa-
1 tion is very difficult. On 10-11 March there was a substantial White
I Guard revolt. It was liquidated successfully, but it was plenty of trouble. I

wish so much just to have one line from you. Try to send something by
1 post if you don’t find any other way.

I burn with the desire to be in Moscow, but it seems that I won’t
I manage soon. In any case I have not lost hope.
’ ... The revolution goes literally like clockwork. Earlier it seemed
i like we tried to shape events, but now events outstrip us. But we will

catch up. With my warmest greetings
\ Yours, Sergei
|, Write a few lines, without fail. I’m waiting.79

I

Although he wanted desperately to get out of Astrakhan, Kirov was
impelled to remain there for close to a year. It was during this time that
he civil war reached its climax. While Denikin’s troops were pressing
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northward, General Nikolai ludenich was marching on Petrogr
close to capturing the city in May 1919 and again in October.]
for the Bolsheviks, although the White forces were backed stroi
British and the French, with both air and naval power, their
never concerted.

At the end of April 1919, Kirov was appointed head of th
Department of the newly reconstituted Eleventh Army and the
May was named a member of its Revolutionary Military Counc
1919 Trotsky sent an order for Astrakhan to be evacuated and a
to the Whites, but Kirov resisted and appealed to Leni
Ordzhonikidze was in Astrakhan briefly and, after meeting Kin
first time, agreed to speak to Lenin on Kirov’s behalf. Denikin
Tsaritsyn at the end of June, thereby cutting Astrakhan off from
nications along the Volga; the city was threatened from the we
White Army and was bombed from the air by the British, but K
fast. Lenin finally endorsed Kirov’s decision in August when 1
message saying: “Defend Astrakhan until the end.”80

By the autumn of 1919, when the tide began to turn in favi
Bolsheviks, the Eleventh Army, now under the command of
Kuibyshev, joined forces with the Tenth Army east of Tsaritsyn tc
counterattack. Meanwhile Kirov was pressing the Bolshevik Icadt
transfer him to Terek. In early September he wrote to Central Coi
secretary Elena Stasova: “There [in Terek] my experience and kn>
oflocal conditions would bring significantly more value than here,
have stayed too long.”81

He had others plead his case for him as well. In November
member of the Political Department of the Military Council
Eleventh Army wrote to Moscow recommending that Kirov be sen
Caucasus because of his knowledge and experience in that region:

Comrade Kirov lived and worked in the Caucasus for a long time, enj-
ing popularity there, and he knows the Caucasus. He repeatedly cone
ated the warring tribes in Dagestan. In 1918 he brilliantly conducted!
Mozdok congress, creating a unified Socialist bloc. ... Although t
participating in the Terek Sovnarkom, Kirov was the main initiator
this body and its policy, which was a dictatorship of the proletariat
conformity with the special features of the Caucasus. This policy undout
edly was what preserved until now the Caucasus for Soviet Russia.81 
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Although this letter praised Kirov, it also reminded the Bolshevik leader­
hip that he had not followed Lenin’s dictum about severing ties with the
Mensheviks. This may have been one reason why Kirovs requests were
gnored.

We know for certain that Stalin opposed his transfer. In mid-September
919 a colleague of Kirov’s sent him a letter in which he told him about a
necting he had in Moscow with Lenin,Trotsky, and Stalin:

In our conversation about Astrakhan you were discussed. Stalin for some
reason was not particularly nice toward you. Of course, he did not say

i anything that was outright critical, but he thinks that you arc weak-
willed toward the Caucasus. Why he thinks this I was not able to find
out. It was not convenient because the conversation took place in front of
Il’ich [Lenin] and it concerned possible candidates for work in the Cau­
casus. ... Stalin apparently considers you not “especially strong” for work
in the Caucasus. But what this means I don’t know.83

Why would Stalin consider Kirov too weak for a job in the Caucasus,
specially after his brutal and decisive suppression of the Astrakhan revolt
nd his sponsorship of Atarbekov? Was Stalin simply getting back at Kirov
or the ruckus he raised about military supplies in the summer of 1918? It
> more likely that Stalin objected to Kirov’s tolerant views toward Cau-
asian nationalists, whom Stalin detested. While Kirov advocated a cau-
ious approach in dealing with them, Stalin pushed for a ruthless struggle
gainst all manifestations of local patriotism. Despite, or perhaps because
f, his Georgian nationality (which he saw as a political drawback), Stalin
'as aggressively pro-Russian.84

A case in point was that of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, which
ad been part of the Russian empire since the nineteenth century and had
11 declared themselves independent states in 1918. Although internation-
lism was a fundamental precept of Marxism, Social Democrats in Trans-
lucasia had strong feelings of national pride and identity. Armenian
olshevik Anastas Mikoyan, who in 1918-19 headed the illegal Bolshevik
rganization in Baku, Azerbaijan, urged Moscow to make concessions to
ationalist sentiments in Transcaucasia, if only for the purpose of quelling
:ars of Soviet domination. In principle, of course, all Bolsheviks opposed
te idea of “bourgeois autonomy" because it ran counter to the socialist
remise of internationalism. But, as Mikoyan argued, it was necessary to
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demonstrate sensitivity to the nationalists’ concerns in orde
support for the Soviet regime.85

Mikoyan had, by means of correspondence, won over Kii
acting as a go-between in communications with Moscoi
Ordzhonikidze, head of the Caucasian Regional Committee
persuaded of the necessity for adopting the slogan of i
republics for Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan as part of the
shevik program. Back in June 1919, Kirov had forwarded toLe
copy to Stalin) a report from Mikoyan laying out the basis for hi
the report, which Kirov endorsed, Mikoyan pointed out tha
Muslim Communist organization in Azerbaijan enjoyed
among the masses and that by giving it recognition and pron
idea of continued independence for Azerbaijan, Moscow would
needed support.86

In October 1919, Mikoyan met Kirov for the first time in A
He was favorablyimpressed: “A lively, inquisitive and intelligentti
a clear, precise mind, Kirov could grasp the subtleties of an iss
instant. His positive attitude toward our policy on issues was ena
and convinced me that questions of concern to us would be sue
examined in the Party Central Committee. He astonished me i
efficiency and drive, and his ability to make decisions on the spot.1'

After meeting with Mikoyan, Kirov wrote a letter to the
Committee asking its members to review their positions on theTr
casian states and to recognize nationality-based Communist Party
zations.88 Lenin and the Politburo backed Mikoyan and Kirov I
without objections from Stalin, who delayed the implementation
proposals for several months.89

It would be misleading to make too much of these disagrees
policy among Bolshevik leaders because all, including Mikoyan an!
had the same ultimate objective—the centralization of Bolshevik!
ship and the Sovietization of all three independent states of the Til

casus. Their dispute concerned only short-term strategy. WZ
Mikoyan and Kirov understood local sensitivities and wanted topiy-
sance to them, Stalin, who craved vengeance upon Caucasian natiotz
advocated a Sturm und Drang approach. But the controversy revu=
side of Kirov as a compromiser and a conciliator—that was anathss
Stalin and may have contributed to Stalins hesitations about appr—=
Kirov for a position in the Caucasus.
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At this point, however, Stalin’s opinion was not decisive. It was Lenin
yho had the final say, and he apparently overcame his reservations about
Grov. At the end of December 1919, just before the Red Army recaptured
Psaritsyn, Kirov was finally granted an appointment to the North Cauca-
,us, as deputy chairman of a special bureau, chaired by Ordzhonikidze, to
eestablish Soviet power there. When the Eleventh Army was able to
dvance into the North Caucasus in March 1920 Kirov left Astrakhan,
eturning to Vladikavkaz and to Mariia Lvovna for the first time in two
ears.90 He was a very different man.
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Comrades, we Communists are people ofa special cut. We have been
out of peculiar stuff.. . . There is no loftier title than that ofa memk
the party, of which Comrade Lenin has been founder and leader.

—Stalin, Collected Works, Vol. 6,f.

I) V the time the Bolsheviks launched an offensive against 1
D White forces in the North Caucasus, the White Army was I
on all fronts, and a Bolshevik victory in the civil war was on!)
away. As an organizer of the offensive, along with Sergo Ordzhi

Kirov, residing in Vladikavkaz, acted as liaison between the arm)
Central Committee in Moscow, passing on to Lenin and Stalii
from the front and arranging for the delivery of supplies and mon
army command. Judging from Kirov’s correspondence during this
was overwhelmed with responsibilities. Only thirty-four years old
military or national-level political experience, he had been catapul
the stage of leadership politics during a bloody civil war. Like Set
was the same age) and many other Bolsheviks who were emerging
ership roles, Kirov was suddenly feeling the intoxication of real po

According to comrades like Mikoyan, Kirov had the organi
skills, intellect, and ambition necessary to carry out his work sue
and win the respect of his colleagues. He was also able, it seems,
come moral scruples about enforcing Soviet rule with ruthless anc
repression. But in entering the arena of Bolshevik leadership he ■
tered a world of intrigue and infighting where ethnic, class, and
tional rivalries often interfered with the straightforward busi 
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nilitary and political conquest.This was a world in which men like Stalin,
vho could shift his loyalties and change his policies with the political
vind, thrived. Kirov lacked the political acumen of Stalin and he had not
:ompletely shed the earnestness and idealism that had characterized his
irerevolutionary days. He also had a tendency to form intense personal
londs, which sometimes clouded his political judgment.

One example was his relationship with lurii Butiagin, who had served
s his deputy in Astrakhan and then became a temporary commander of
he newly reconstituted Eleventh Army in the spring of 1919. Kirov and
iutiagin became close friends during the months that they worked
ogether. As a result, when the Moscow leadership decided to replace
lutiagin with an officer named M. I. Vasilenko as head of the Eleventh
Lrmy, Kirov launched an outspoken campaign to keep Butiagin on. He
ent several letters to Moscow stressing Butiagin’s exceptional qualities
nd pointing out the inefficacy of changing commanders. On 27 Novem-
er 1919, for example, he wrote to Lenin and Trotsky:

t
, Comrade Butiagin has been commander of the Eleventh Army for three
c months. It is my duty to observe that in this time the army has definitely

grown and become stronger ... Butiagin’s main virtues are energy, good
management, and organizational talents.... Unfortunately, Butiagin’s
work has not been sufficiently valued by the military leadership, since
recently the former division chief Vasilenko was appointed commander.

[ In my opinion this change is not only uncalled for, but also risky.1
i:

.I In another letter, to a member of the Revolutionary Military Council
tf the Russian Republic, Kirov wrote: “I have no formal right to criticize
ae decisions of the high command, but I nonetheless think it essential to
ote that the Eleventh Army continues to be in a state of instability, espe-
ially in terms of the command... . Unfortunately the appointment of

J asilenko as commander must be reconsidered.”2
s ■ >Kirov’s outspoken support for Butiagin not only did not sway Moscow;
3 proved to be misguided. In early 1920 Butiagin overstepped his bounds
”y not complying with the orders of his superior, Vasilenko. Kirov
’“proached him strongly for this in a letter: “lurii, a corps is completely
Aid absolutely subordinate to an army and obviously the army comman­
der bears full responsibility for the corps. Your behavior is not only
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unacceptable, it is even criminal.”-’ As it turned out, Butiagin
for an outbreak of typhus that spread through his staff and for
defeat of his corps at the hands ofDenikin’s army. Despite his
to be allowed to remain in his post, Kirov told him in no uno
that he had to go: “I personally am convinced that it is imposs
to continue with the Eleventh Army. There will be no comf
this matter.”4 Kirovs misplaced confidence in Butiagin must
raised doubts in Moscow about his judgment, although then
dence of the reaction. As for Butiagin, he was, as already ni
enough to denounce Kirov to the Central Committee a year lat<

The Butiagin incident did not deter Kirov from voicing hi
forcefully and making recommendations to the Central Coir
shown by his daily communications to Moscow. Nor did he shy
forging deep alliances with some of his fellow Bolsheviks, the mt
tant of which was with Sergo Ordzhonikidze. As a deputy to St
Bureau to Reestablish Soviet Power in Transcaucasia (later called
casian Bureau, or Kavburo), Kirov developed a close rapport with
they began to communicate almost daily. The correspondence bet
two, which continued until Kirov s death fourteen years later, cot
only politics but also personal matters. Supporting each other,
ingly on almost every issue, they became an inseparable pair in
minds.

Kirov and Sergo formed part of a group of Bolshevik politico­
commissars concerned with the affairs of the Caucasus (the North
sus and Transcaucasus), which developed into a Caucasian If
cadre that ran this area on Moscow’s behalf Kirov was one of the f
Caucasians to be a part of this group, but this was not a particula.
cap. His years in Terek had given him experience in deali-
non-Russians, especially Muslims, and his affable and approachab
ner made him popular among Caucasian Bolsheviks.

As a Georgian and Commissar of Nationalities, Stalin was tl
seer of the Caucasian group from Moscow. Whatever his rese
about Kirov in 1919, they should have been overcome afte_
embarked with the Eleventh Army on its offensive into the Can
the spring of 1920. In contrast to his earlier approach to nations
tions, Kirov showed no lack of resolve in the establishment of Sovie:
in Transcaucasia, which marked the final victoty for the Red Arm_ 
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vil war. He and Sergo took over the entire direction of the ruthless Bol-
.evik conquest of the three Transcaucasian states and their incorporation
to Soviet Russia. Azerbaijan was the first republic to fall into Soviet
inds. On 28 April 1920, after several weeks of intensive preparation, the
ed Army entered the capital, Baku. Kirov and Ordzhonikidze arrived
ere with Mikoyan on an armored train a few days later.5

Although nominally supported by the native Bolsheviks, the Soviet
:cupation of Azerbaijan was a bloody business, because of widespread
sistance on the part of the predominantly Muslim population. An upris-
g, led by the Muslim Mussavat Party, in the city of Giandzha at the end
■"May took the Bolsheviks six days to suppress and resulted in the mas-
cre of 1,000 citizens. Kirov’s role in the Giandzha affair is not entirely
ear, but we know that he and Ordzhonikidze were monitoring the situa-
an from Baku and presumably giving orders. The fact that Giandzha was
named Kirovabad in 1935 suggests that Kirov was given some credit for
ippressing the rebellion.6 In early June 1920 another rebellion occurred
i Karabakh, the Armenian enclave in Azerbaijan that has continued to be
le subject of territorial dispute to this day. Again the rebellion was quelled
ily by a fierce Red Army onslaught.7

Although Sergo’s name is most strongly associated with the repres-
ons in Azerbaijan—he reportedly had many members of the Azerbaijan
itionalist movement executed—Kirov clearly bore responsibility as well.
low did he rationalize his actions? He was not innately cruel or sadistic,
it the brutalities of World War I and over two years of civil war were
iparently enough to inure him to human suffering. As a Socialist Revolu-
onary leader later observed, such experiences “wiped out the value of
iman life—both of one’s own and of others. It hardened people not to
ire about the death of millions. The right to spill blood and take away life
:ased to be a tragic problem.”8

KIROV THE DIPLOMAT

By the time of the Karabakh rising in June, Kirov was already in
loscow, where he had been summoned suddenly and appointed Russia’s
ew ambassador to the still independent state of Georgia. Although
Irdzhonikidze had more than once cabled Lenin and told him that the
leventh Army would soon be in Georgia’s capital, Tbilisi, Lenin had
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ordered him to desist and negotiate a treaty arranging for a
nition of independent Georgia, as well as to hold back fr
Armenia. A Polish offensive against Russia that began in
the Soviet leadership to adopt temporarily a “soft”policy!
and Armenia, but it did not abandon plans for an ever
diplomatic offensive against both countries.9

Kirov must have been pleased to receive this prestig:
which involved setting up a mission of dozens of Bolshevik
preparation for his job, he visited a tailor in Moscow and oui
in appropriate diplomats attire. He had always taken specia
simple way he dressed, but now it was time to exchange hi
leather jacket, and boots for a dark blue suit, a mackintosh,!
gloves. Kirovs new status conferred upon him a diplomaticp
ten in both Russian and French, and the privilege of traveling
special lounge car, stopping along the way in Rostov-on-I
there he sent a telegram, dated 19 June, to the Soviet Comm
eign Affairs, Georgii Chicherin, with a copy to Lenin. He repo
est news about Georgia, which did not bode well for the Sot
The Georgian government, controlled by the Mensheviks, hi
diplomatic relations with Moscow and to the legalization of th
nist Party there. But, according to Kirov, the Mensheviks wa
their territory to be used as a base for subversive operations ■
new Soviet regime in Azerbaijan.11

Upon his arrival in Tbilisi a few days later, Kirov observed in
Ordzhonikidze that the Georgian government representative hi
them hospitably.12 But he found the atmosphere tense. It becanu
that the Georgians were highly distrustfill of the Bolsheviks—>
reason and were not inclined to be cooperative. Before Kiroi
the Georgian government had arrested a number of Bolsheviks a
several of their newspapers. This, of course, greatly hindered ■
efforts to spread propaganda and undermine support for the h"
government in Georgia. The suspicion and hostility of Georgian
ties were directed specifically toward the Soviet mission, which E

rov s efforts at diplomacy. He described his problems in a July
to talin. Dear Koba ... it is difficult to imagine the situate

and f° ^Ve ^Cre’to ta^c to Zhordania, Gegechkori [Georgitn
ers, to breathe the air, in order to assess completely thegoi- 
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gime here.” He went on to complain that he and his colleagues were con-
antly spied upon and that every step they took aroused suspicion.13

Kirov sent similar reports to Chicherin and Lenin, pointing out the
any obstacles that prevented him from establishing “normal” relations
ith the Georgian government. Ignoring the undeniable fact that the
plsheviks harbored plans to take over Georgia, Kirov expressed indigna-
pn over the hostility toward him. “I have given the Georgian government
p grounds for acting so aggressively toward us,” he complained to
hicherin.14 Writing to Lenin, Kirov was also ingratiating: “Dear Vladimir
ich, Your predictions about my work have been brilliantly confirmed
ith every step. Chicherin has undoubtedly told you about the position of
ir government here .. ,”15 And in another letter to Lenin: “I have fol-
wed your advice exactly... I have read an account in Pravda of your
port to the Second Conference of the Third International on our
lations to backward peoples in capitalist countries and think that this
inclosed] article would interest you. It confirms, it seems to me, your
Jtstanding analysis of the question. I will not take anymore of your
me.. ,”16
' However deferential he was toward Lenin, Kirov did not hesitate to
ress his views upon him and to make demands upon the leadership. One
latter of particular concern to him was the increasingly volatile territorial
isputes between predominantly Christian Armenia and Azerbaijan,
hich was mainly Muslim. Kirov reported in his letters to Moscow that he
ad held numerous meetings with representatives of both sides, but that
pthing had been resolved. The only solution, he insisted, was to have
loscow decide these territorial questions as soon as possible. Otherwise,
e said, the Bolsheviks would be discredited and their policies attributed
ither to weakness or to evil intentions.17

It is not clear how, if at all, Lenin and the Politburo responded to
lirov’s persistent requests, because Kirov soon set aside the problems of
ranscaucasia when he received another diplomatic mission—as part of a
elegation from Russia to Riga, Latvia, for peace talks with the Poles.
-hicherin, it seems, had been so impressed by Kirov’s diplomatic skills in
'bilisi that he insisted on including Kirov in the delegation.18 Kirov left
ar Riga in September 1920, stopping on the way in Moscow. He probably
aok the opportunity to see Nadezhda Serebrennikova, to whom he had
ratten in July, voicing his despair over not hearing from her: “I will wait
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for even the smallest bit of news from you.... Again, 11
you to write.”19 Mania Lvovna, meanwhile, was still i
apparently waiting for her husband to settle someplace;
that she might join him.

Upon arriving in Moscow, Kirov found himselfimmei
of many scandals involving his comrade Sergo Ordzhonih
quick-tempered and emotional. Sergo was dedicated to hi
able administrator, but was prone to impulsiveness and;
others’ views. Thus, although he had gained the respect ofi
other Bolshevik leaders, he also had made enemies. This
because of Sergo’s personality. The Caucasus and Transcat
his work was concentrated, were seething with ethnic stn
centuries-old grievances among the various national grou]
resentment of Russia. As Kirov himself discovered, it was dif
representative of Moscow to administer this area, even with l

the Red Army and the Cheka behind him.
Then, of course, there was the rapidly developing habit l

sheviks of denouncing colleagues and superiors behind their I
time there was a dispute. The Bolshevik Party had never been i
organization. Once in power, Bolshevik leaders became even itk
itarian and intolerant of diverse views within their midst. Ded
reached by behind-the-scenes machinations and unilateral de.
the top. There was no room for open exchange of opinions on
This situation caused resentment among the party members whc
mendations were not followed or who did not receive desired
ments. Often they vented their anger by denouncing those wli
had won out. The Moscow leadership, lacking a system of acc
objective reporting and accountability, tended to encourage such
ations as a means of following what was going in the localities anc
local leaders on their toes.

It is not entirely clear what precipitated the attack on Sergw
head of the Kavburo, was now based in Baku. Bur sometime ini
mer of 1920 a group of Communists from rhe mountain regioc
North Caucasus came to Moscow to complain about Sergo to the
Committee. He acted in a heavy-handed manner, they said, witha
ing into consideration their views. He made threatening and i
remarks about their peoples. They also claimed that Ordzhonib
protected subordinates who had stolen money.20
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Although Sergo was the main target of the attack, Kirov, as Sergos
puty in the Kavburo, also came under criticism, and he found the pres­
to difficult to withstand. Writing to Sergo on the eve of his departure for
ga, Kirov told him:

. The gossip against all of us is unbelievable. They say that many of these
fabrications come from someone in the Special Department [the secret
police in the Red Army]... .Today I had a long talk with Il'ich and put
the issue directly—it is impossible to work in the Caucasus under the
conditions that have developed. Il’ich thinks that I should return quickly

j from Riga and go to work in the Caucasus, where you, in his opinion,
' also must remain for sure. In addition Il’ich suggested that I write my
! observations about how the story concerning the Caucasus is nothing

but a White Guard plot to discredit or somehow get rid of influential
■ workers.... Il’ich says that under these conditions it is especially impor­

tant to have people in the Caucasus who know local customs. I, of course,
1 did not object?1

inin’s flattering reassurances mollified Kirov. He was persuaded to return
the Caucasus after Riga, but not without Sergo there. He ended a letter
Sergo the following day with these words: “I hope that in a month and a
If I will find you in the Caucasus. If, despite my expectations, you are not
ere, then I too will not go.”22 It may seem odd that Kirov, who since his
uth had been daring and independent, would feel that he could not
ind on his own. But the Caucasus was now dangerous political terrain,
d he needed Sergo to help him navigate. Kirov’s decision to bind his fate
Sergo’s was not without its drawbacks, however. Sergo would prove to
a loyal and devoted friend, but he would also draw Kirov into some bit-

r political controversies.

CONFLICTS IN THE CAUCASUS

Indeed, upon finishing his diplomatic stint in Riga—about which we
ow little, except that a treaty was signed with the Poles—Kirov found
mself defending Sergo at a stormy meeting of regional Caucasian party
ficials in late October 1920.23The meeting was held in Vladikavkaz to
scuss a report to the Central Committee in Moscow containing a num-
r of accusations against Sergo. Some of the charges were those Kirov had
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heard about when he was in Moscow in September, but the rep-
mentioned other things. Sergo had, it seems, placed a Georgian c
mand of a mountaineers division to fight the Whites in the NorthC;
sus some months back. This commander was then arrested for,
offense by the Special Department, but he escaped and fled to Gt
Sergo had allegedly tried to protect him only because he was a to.
man. The report went on to conclude that politics in the Cauctr.
been reduced to pettiness and “zigzags” under Sergo’s leadership.

Sergo himself was present at the meeting, but Kirov, who hd
appointed chairman of the Terek Revolutionary Committee (in ii
to being a deputy chairman of the Kavburo), led the defense. Eloqut
persuasive as always, he did a good job. He opened with an amusing
about how he himself had once been arrested in Astrakhan on thep
that he was the famous monk Iliodor, to whom he bore a rcsemblta
was released only after it was revealed that the White Army had t
the rumor as a deliberate provocation. Drawing an analogy to theac
tions against Sergo, he observed: “I see, comrades, that many of):
smiling. Unfortunately, I did not notice these smiles when Ct:
Dzhatiev [one of Sergo’s accusers] was talking." Kirov then went oat
miss the various charges against Sergo as “White Guard provocz
against a Bolshevik of the highest integrity. Because the meedt;
closed to outsiders, the local press did not report the speeches, but:
state that a resolution by Kirov “on the political situation in the)
Caucasus” was adopted by the attendees, which meant that Kirov we

cessful in his efforts to refute the charges against his friend.24
Significantly, the press also mentioned that Stalin was in atteo:

and another source had him “directing the work of the conferee
Although we have no record of what Stalin said, his mere presence
served as a sign that the charges were to be taken seriously. In fact,L
fueled the controversy by soliciting a written report from Sergos c
and then showing it to Sergo, who was highly incensed: “When I rec
this vile paper from Comrade Stalin I at first laughed. When I readi:
third time it became clear to me that we are dealing with an undo
agent of the White Guards and the Georgian Mensheviks.”26

Already at this point, Stalin had learned how to take advantage c!
trovcrsy within the party and use it to bolster his own power, r
observed what took place at this meeting, he must have learned a grei-
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about the weaknesses of his Bolshevik comrades, especially Sergo. Indeed,
according to Anastas Mikoyan, Sergo “became unrecognizable when he
came up against lies, intrigue or rank injustice. Then he would explode
with indignation and rage and was capable of things he would later sin­
cerely repent.” In this instance, Sergo had slapped the face of his accuser
and got himself into trouble with Lenin, who wanted him to be punished
for “indulging in that hot temper.”27

At the same time, however, Stalin was cultivating both Sergo and
Kirov, giving them encouragement and support so that they would feel a
sense of loyalty to him. Thus when he reported back to Lenin and the
Central Committee in Moscow about uprisings that had erupted in Terek
and neighboring Dagestan that month, he noted: “There is no doubt that
the Kavburo and Ordzhonikidze conducted our policy skillfully, uniting
the mountain people with the Soviet regime.”28

Stalin had in fact been in Vladikavkaz since 21 October and had
attended a meeting of the Vladikavkaz soviet, where Kirov reported on the
Polish peace talks. Stalin left for Baku at the end of the month but
returned on 16 November 1920, to speak at the Terek People s Congress.
Although Stalin and Kirov had met on numerous occasions and had corre­
sponded a great deal, Stalin’s visit to the North Caucasus marked the first
time that he had extended contact with Kirov. From this point onward
they became much closer, although theirs was hardly a relationship of
equals. As Commissar of Nationalities and of the Worker-Peasants Inspec­
torate, as well as a Politburo member, Stalin already wielded considerable
power. Kirov, young and ambitious, was anxious to please him, whatever
their earlier differences had been. As Trotsky later observed: “On the sur­
face relatively a second-rater himself among Bolshevik leaders, he [Stalin]
had already begun convincing a growing group of Bolshevik politicians
eager for advancement that he was able to reward the faithful with political
plums.”29

Kirov saw Stalin again in December 1920, when he attended the
Eighth Congress of Soviets in Moscow and was elected to the All-Russian
Central Executive Committee, the highest state body. This was shortly
after the Red Army had invaded Armenia, a move that Stalin and the
Kavburo had been advocating for some time, despite the reservations of
Lenin and Trotsky. In fact, one reason why Stalin had been courting Kirov
and Ordzhonikidze was that they agreed with his view on the necessity for
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the Bolsheviks to extend their power immediately and were willing
all they could to persuade Lenin to go along with them. Although
atypical of Kirov to advocate such a heavy-handed approach, i
instance he apparently felt an invasion was worth the risk of dan
Moscow s relations with non-Russian Communist nationals.

Once the “Sovietization” of Armenia had been accomplished,
and Sergo concentrated their efforts on Georgia. In early January
they sent a letter to the Central Committee outlining the reasons
was necessary for the Red Army to move in. The thrust of their arg
was that the Georgian Menshevik government was undermining d
bility of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and the North Caucasus by instigating
Soviet uprisings on their territories. Georgia, they wrote, served as
for counterrevolution in the entire area. Answering the argumentsol
sky, who wanted to delay the invasion in order to prepare an up
within Georgia, they insisted that it was pointless to wait for this tc
pen: “Georgia cannot Sovietize itself without our help.”30

Lenin responded negatively to their calls for an invasion, but,
and the Kavburo were not to be deterred. Using the pretext of an insi
tion within the republic, which had actually been organized t,
Kavburo, Ordzhonikidze summoned the Eleventh Army to march
Georgia from Baku on 11—12 February 1921. Kirov, who was st
Vladikavkaz, apparently did not know about the invasion immediate!
he wrote a letter to Ordzhonikidze on 14 February in which he said ■
ing about it.31 But once he heard the news he organized a transl
troops to Georgia from the North Caucasus and then he went toTbi
participate in the takeover. On 2 March 1921, Pravda announc*
Moscow: “The flag of the proletariat is flying over Tbilisi.’

Less than a week later Kirov was again in Moscow, this time as a
gate from Terek to the Tenth Congress of the Russian CommunistI
Probably at the instigation of Stalin, who wanted to show his gratituw
Kirovs cooperation in the matter of Georgia, he was elected a canc
member of the Central Committee, which was a significant step i
climb up the party ladder. Kirov was realizing how it could pay off (■
with Stalin. Unfortunately, however, Kirov had to listen to morecritL
of Sergo, with whom he was now closely associated in everyone’s ■
Sergo himself did not attend the congress because he could not
Georgia so soon after the Bolshevik invasion. During elections t 



Building Soviet Power 93

Central Committee (held at every congress) several delegates, military
officers from the North Caucasus, openly expressed their opposition to
Ordzhonikidze’s candidacy. According to Anastas Mikoyan, who was
present at the congress, one officer went to the podium to report that
Ordzhonikidze shouted at everyone, ordered people around, and did not
consult with local party workers. Therefore, the officer went on, he should
not be in the Central Committee.32

Speaking in a calm, soft voice, Stalin came to Sergos defense, dis­
cussing his work in the underground before the revolution and his ac­
complishments in the civil war. But this was not enough to sway the
recalcitrant delegates.Then Lenin came to the podium. He had apparently
forgiven Sergo for his earlier display of temper, for he told the delegates
that he had known Sergo for many years and considered him to be an able
and dedicated revolutionary and a talented organizer. Lenin said that he
could agree with only one of the criticisms raised against Sergo—that he
shouted at everyone. This was true, Lenin acknowledged, but he shouted
because he was deaf in his left ear and thought that people could not hear
him.Therefore this fault should not be considered. Lenin’s remarks made
everyone laugh and convinced more than the necessary majority of the
delegates to approve Sergo’s membership in the Central Committee dur­
ing the secret vote.33 But it had been a close call, and Sergo was indebted
to Stalin and Lenin for their support. As for Kirov, this incident provided
further evidence of how precarious the career of a Bolshevik politician was.

■ THE REGIME UNDER THREAT

The dispute over Ordzhonikidze, however, was minor in comparison
with the crisis that occurred during the March 1921 congress and threat­
ened the entire Bolshevik leadership—a rebellion against the government
that broke out at the Kronstadt naval base near Petrograd. The insurgents,
ofworkerand peasant origin and supporters of the Bolsheviks in 1917,
demanded an end to the Communist dictatorship and the immediate
institution of economic and political freedoms. The rising caused such
alarm among Bolshevik leaders that they interrupted the congress and sent
a cohort of its delegates, led by Trotsky, to accompany the Red Army in
storming the fortress and executing the leaders of the rebellion. The Soviet
regime was shaken to its core. As historian Leonard Schapiro observed:
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“The revolt of the proletariat against the dictatorship of the pro

something for which Marxist doctrine had made no provision.
Party Congress when it met on 8 March was dominated by the
dence of the growing unpopularity of communist rule over thus
claimed to represent, ofwhich the Kronstadt revolt was only the
ing proof As Lenin admitted to the congress, ‘we have failed tc
the broad masses.’”34

The official party propaganda line was that the Kronstadt re:
counterrevolution” instigated by “White Guardists” and foreign

But Kirov chose to be more candid in reporting to the party rani
He doubtless realized that some plausible explanation of this t
event was necessary especially since most people knew full wellv
happened and would not be convinced by feeble references to
interference. Addressing party and trade union workers in Tbilisi
April, he admitted that the peasants, who formed the bulk of the;
tion, could no longer tolerate the economic hardships and deprivao
had endured since the civil war and suggested that their discontent
its expression at Kronstadt: “As comrade Lenin correctly obsentd
the events at Kronstadt: it is difficult to say what happened the
it was from those to the left [politically] or to the right ofus.orinc
place. But one thing is clear—Kronstadt was the focus, t e su
sentiments existing in Russia.”35  . .

Kirov went on to explain that, in order to alleviate t e situ
leadership had decided to cease its policy of forcible requisition^.
from the peasants and to introduce an economic system t at,
market forces to operate in the countryside. In a military situation, -
“it was easy to conduct a grain monopoly. In peacetime things are
ent. Obviously, we have to change our economic relations in the tout

This change was reflected in what was known as the New Eco_
Policy, or NEP, which was basically a mixed economy, with freeentea
operating in agriculture and trade, while the state retained ownenls
large industry. At the same time, however, this liberalization ofecoo—
life was accompanied by tighter political control in the country andgf
discipline within the party. At Lenin’s instigation the Tenth Parly C

gress passed a resolution on party unity, which set strict limits on cn:
of policy by party members and conferred full disciplinary powers o—
Central Committee. Henceforth, debate within the party would bes= 
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icantly curtailed, while infighting and behind-the-scenes conflicts would
become more intense at all levels.

Kirov left Vladikavkaz for good in May 1921 and assumed duties in
Tbilisi as a member of the presidium of the party’s Kavburo. He spent the
next month and a half working on a railway project, meeting with Kavburo
members to discuss a range of pressing political and economic issues
affecting the Caucasus and speaking at various party and trade union
forums. By this time he had established a considerable reputation as an
orator.The leading party newspaper in Georgia, Pravda Gruzii, described
the audiences reaction when Kirov spoke at a meeting:

Kirov slowly approached the footlights. The audience settled into a dead
silence. The comrades love to listen to Comrade Kirov. They love his
always beautiful and vividly constructed speeches, with sparks of genuine
humor, but always rising to the heights of real pathos. In his speech
Comrade Kirov combines mild, purely Slavic humor with lashing scorpi­
ons of revolutionary rage.37

Kirov also had gained a reputation as a skilled organizer and a hard
worker. Thus when Lenin and the Politburo decided in June 1921 that it
was imperative to find an able official to run the party in Azerbaijan, they
chose Kirov for the job, appointing him secretary of the Azerbaijan
Communist Party. A prime consideration was the need to rescue the fal­
tering oil industry, consisting of more than 250 plants that had formerly
belonged to private companies but were now under Soviet control. Appar­
ently, the choice was made on the recommendation of Stalin, who headed
a special Central Committee commission on the oil industry, and was in
Tbilisi in June and early July, while Kirov was there.38 Kirov s technical
training and his experience with the oil fields in the North Caucasus made
him well suited for the position. Also, he had demonstrated his ability to
deal effectively with ethnic problems and mediate conflicts among non­
Russian nationals, which would be crucial in administering Azerbaijan.
Finally, and most importantly, he was Russian and thus could be counted
on to have Moscow's interests at heart.

Although the appointment was a promotion for Kirov, he can hardly
have been uplifted by his surroundings after he moved to Baku in July
1921. According to Mikoyan, Baku was “a dirty, trash-filled, litter-strewn
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f ’ WaS covered with a fine—almost microsap-
n °m f^e hurricane winds blowingin from thenorth.’11!

axim orkii had a similar impression when he saw the a
before the revolution:

The oil fields left in my memory a brilliant picture of dark bell M
joke. The impression was stunning. . .. Amidst the chaos offc
long, low workers’ barracks, built of rust-colored and graystoa
resembling very much the dwellings of prehistoric peoples, p
against the ground. I never saw so much dirt and trash aroundt
habitation, so much broken glass in windows and such miserablep
in the rooms, which looked like caves. Not a single light in the vik
and around not a piece of earth covered in grass, not a tree, not a st.

Now, after the destruction wrought by the civil war, Baku was.
. orse shape. Judging from a letter he wrote to Nadezhda Sertb.t
n August 1921, Kirov assumed that his appointment in Bahin

temporary; “I have been living in Baku for two months and prok
stay or that much longer. Then, then, I don’t know where I willle-

y in the Caucasus. I hope to be in Moscow at the first opponuf
rtunately I dont foresee that for the time being.”'11 As it nine

was deluding himself He would remain in Baku for the ta:
and a halfyears.

PARTY CHIEF in BAKU

Mariia L’vovna soon joined Kirov. She may have found Baku 2
« at least she was finally able to live with her husband, enjoyingfe

e ts of his prestigious new position. As one biographer observed E
jj , phere of eastern servility and adulation Mariia L’vovna feltin
have b° rCVerec' w|Te of an all-powerful deputy from the center. uIt»
ever T ee" Out character for her to remain at home doing nothing,
started a spirit of the “liberated” Bolshevik women of the 192i-
nized a camPa'gn to eliminate homelessness among children and
chador ”43 men’S sovlet (zhensovet), which had as its slogan “Downmr

was extreme! Saw of Kirov, whose job as Azerbaijan partyt
extremely demanding. (Atonepointhis/riend Sergo wLsocoL 
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about him that he telegraphed Stalin: “Kirov is absolutely exhausted.
Without a vacation he is not fit for any work.”4'’) World War I and the
ensuing civil war had devastated the Azeri economy. Transportation and
agriculture were in ruins; unemployment was rife; and oil production was
at about a third ofwhat it had been before 1914. The Baku oil fields were
crucial to the economy of the entire Bolshevik empire, and Lenin was thus
desperate to raise oil production. “Because of insufficient drilling, we will
perish and will destroy Baku,” he wrote to a leading Bolshevik engineer in
1921.45 Thus, for Kirov, the top priority was the “battle for oil.”

After a weeklong inspection of the oil fields, which reportedly looked
like graveyards, Kirov understood why five party secretaries had come and
gone from Azerbaijan in the past year and a half. But he rose to the chal­
lenge and threw himself into his work. Kirov’s prerevolutionary comrade
Mamia Orakhelashvili, who came from Tbilisi to visit him, commented: “I
observed Kirov in a new situation. His style of work amounted to a per­
sonal, daily involvement in every detail... .Times were difficult. He had
to develop the oil industry out of nothing, without equipment, without
money, without people.”46

A. P. Serebrovskii, head of Azneft (Azerbaijan oil), described how
Kirov approached his new job:

I remember well the day of his arrival in Baku. He didn’t call for anyone,
didn't organize any kind of ceremonial reception. He came directly to us
at Azneft and requested all the materials on the oil industry. And from
that first day, for an entire week, he did not take up his [political] duties
as secretary of the Azerbaijan Central Committee, but visited all the
enterprises and learned all the details about the oil industry. . . . We went
around with Sergei Mironovich to the enterprises. Not a bad mechanical
engineer, he quickly grasped the tremendous significance of mechanizing
oil production, of introducing rotary drilling and deep pumps, and he
became a fierce advocate of all these innovations.47

As party leader of Azerbaijan, Kirov had responsibilities for both
political and economic matters. Although the Soviet regime instituted
state structures to run economic enterprises, the party had the ultimate say.
Kirov made his top priority a complete technical renovation of Azerbai­
jan’s oil industry, exchanging antiquated methods of drilling for modern
ones within three years. In order to accomplish this, Azneft had to turn for
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help abroad. Lenin had authorized Aznefttogiveuppartofi
to foreign concessions, but Kirov discarded this plan becau
relinquishing too much control to foreign capitalists. Instead
its oil abroad and released credits in gold to pay for technical as
equipment, mainly from America. Such trade practices g
protests in Moscow about “plundering in Baku because thesu
posed to have a monopoly on foreign trade, but Lenin personal
the transactions.48

The introduction of new machinery and mechanized equif
oil production met with strong resistance from the Muslim o.
Fearing that the technology would make them redundant, they
by declaring strikes. On one such occasion Kirovan crc r
meeting of the strikers. Using a translator, because most
only Azeri, Kirov exhorted the men to go back to the oil we :
you against the deep pumps? Is it really easier for you tost
machines for eight hours? Is it not better to hold an ot can my
and press a pump, which bails for you, rather than to batlyounds

Despite assistance from abroad, the task
industry was long, arduous, and fraught with unexpecte s
after Kirov’s arrival in Baku an enormous fire broke outatafactaj
ing seven tanks of oil. The fire, which covered t e entin ty
took three days to extinguish. In November 1922, anot er
this time damaging the pumping station that provided water fo
Baku and making it inoperable. The population was in pam
teen days men worked round the clock, under Kirovs ir'c'lon'
the damage and restore water to Baku. Finally an exhauste
to telegraph Lenin: “There is water in the Baku region—and therev-

•1 . * • ”50
oil m accordance with the quota given to us.

By the autumn of 1922 oil production in Azerbaijan had intr-
substantially and was well above its prewar level. But AzneftcontnB-
experience financial crises, making it necessary for Kirov to do coni'_
battle with the Moscow center, Stalin in particular, on Aznefts bchL
archives contain numerous telegrams from Kirov to Stalin and theho
various economic agencies protesting interference from Moscc1
Aznefts trade ventures and imploring them to send money. Thus, ini.-
uary 1923 telegram to Stalin and other officials, Kirov wrote thatf.'
development of the oil industry could not be achieved without k*
trade. He went on:
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The source of money is the sale of oil products on foreign markets. Only
by means ofthis trade can dzneft and the trading organs of the oil syndicate
ensure regular and timely receipt of these monetary resources, without which
the realization of the 1922-23 production plan is inconceivable. Any
interference in such trade by various agencies and or transfer of earnings
[from Azneft] leads the oil industry back to the situation in 1921,
when...oil extraction consistently fell and the number of workers
declined.51

On 7 March 1923 Kirov wrote: “Azneft’s financial crisis is growing
everyday. Earnings from the syndicate are barely enough for the workers’
wages. There are absolutely no reserves for continuing work begun on
drilling and for purchasing equipment. . . . Either we curtail our work and
basically destroy our program or we immediately receive a loan of fifteen
million [rubles in] gold.”52 That same day Kirov sent another dramatic
message, marked “top secret,” to Stalin: “I am requesting an immediate
payment of a loan of three million for March. The money situation is so
severe that Azneft is already in agony.”53

As the desperate tone of his telegrams suggested, Kirov was under
tremendous pressure, attempting to build up Azerbaijans economy with a
backward workforce, a weak technical base, and constant interference from
Moscow. We do not have Stalin’s replies, but, judging from Kirov’s pleas,
Stalin was not being cooperative. As in the past, Kirov was encountering
Stalins intransigence. He probably did not appeal to Lenin, however,
because Lenin had just days before suffered his third stroke and was too ill
to intervene effectively. Now Stalin had the ultimate say in Moscow’s poli­
cies toward Azerbaijan. His views toward all three Transcaucasian
republics, as mentioned earlier, were strongly pro-Russian, with little
regard for regional concerns. Kirov was able to go along with Stalin’s cen­
tristapproach until he himself, by virtue of his new post, became an advo­
cate of Azerbaijans interests vis-a-vis Moscow. Now he was seeing things
in a different light.

• POLITICAL STRUGGLES

The push for centralization from Moscow also had a strong impact on
internal politics in Azerbaijan, forcing Kirov into the no-win position of
mediator between Azeri nationalists and pro-Soviet internationalists.
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Baku had been a hotbed of political conflict well before Kira.
his arrival coincided with a new round of strife among part
there. In fact, it was Ordzhonikidze, backed by Stalin, who act
itated the conflict. In August 1921, at a meeting of the Kavbui
he demanded a purge of all the “national deviauonists”from th
casian communist parties. National deviation was a pejorative ti
to those non-Russians who sought to defend the autonon
republics against the centralizing policies of Moscow. Kirov wit
with the task of implementing this purge upon his return to 1
had no choice but to follow through with orders. By early Ja
over 4,000 members had been excluded from the Azeri Comma
Not surprisingly, resentment toward Kirov ran high. Accordir

source, he even received death threats.55
The purge in Transcaucasia was carried out primarily toi

those who opposed a plan that was the brainchild of Stalin an
ikidze—the unification of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgpvw
federated Transcaucasian republic. When the plan was n yt®
a fait accompli, to the party central committees of the three rep
was great consternation among the native Bolshevik elites, w ow
all costs to preserve the national integrity of their republics as in kf
entities. The Georgian nationalists who referred to their com
Ordzhonikidze as “Stalin’s ass”—were especially vocal in their opp:
sending a letter of protest to Lenin about the federation, w o.
came into being in December 1922.56

Lenin had initially gone along with the idea of a
Federation, but when he found out how heavy handed ta_
Ordzhonikidze had been in implementing their plans, he was E
They had, in his view, run roughshod over national sensitivities al
erbated resentment toward Moscow. In early March 1923, already i_
by illness, he wrote to members of the Georgian Central Co®—
Respected comrades, I am following your affair with my entire so—

indignant at the rudeness of Ordzhonikidze and the connivancesol
and Dzerzhinskii [chief of the political police, who had headed a co.—
sion to look into the matter].”57 Lenin appealed to Trotsky to defe=
Georgian “deviationists” against Stalin and Sergo at an upcomingC«
Committee plenum, which he himself was unable to attend. TroE—
Lenin’s behest, requested that Sergo be suspended from memberstz
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the party, but the plenum, which took place at the end of March, neither
supported his request nor took any concrete measures to appease the
Georgians. Nonetheless, the affair damaged Sergo’s reputation, while at
the same time making him more beholden to Stalin, who had lent him
valuable support throughout the ordeal.58

Kirov, immersed in Azerbaijan’s economic problems, was a back­
groundplayerin the “Georgian affair,” although he was deputy chief of the
Transcaucasian Regional Party Committee, and he and Sergo sent more
than one telegram to Moscow during March 1923 regarding changes in
the Transcaucasian party leadership. In typical fashion, Kirov took a cau­
tious attitude toward the formation of a Transcaucasian Federation, com­
ing down neither for nor against the idea. He even wrote a letter to the
Central Committee in February 1922 expressing concerns about the rising
tensions over the issue in Transcaucasia.59 Unlike Stalin and Ordzhon­
ikidze, Kirov was not disposed at this point to handling his fellow Bolshe­
viks with an iron fist.

He also deeply resented the political surveillance of the Cheka, which
served as Moscow’s watchdog, over members of the Azeri party, himself
included, and complained to Stalin about it. This prompted a letter to
Kirov from the deputy chief of the Azeri Cheka, Lavrentii Beria, who
went to great lengths to defend himself.60 Beria’s chief, the notoriously
ruthless Mir Dzhafar Bagirov, was to cause Kirov even more trouble.
Kirov, who had difficulty getting him to follow orders, even tried to have
him dismissed from his post in 1925, but was unsuccessful. The police, as
he increasingly realized, were controlled from Moscow.61

Kirov’s relatively moderate stance did not prevent him from being
viewed by some Azeris as Ordzhonikidze’s lackey, willing to do his biddi ng
at any cost. This was how the prominent Azeri Bolshevik N. N. Nari­
manov saw it. Narimanov had been strongly opposed to the creation of the
Transcaucasian Federation, and, as a result, Sergo forced him out of his
post as chief of the Azeri Sovnarkom in the spring of 1922. Feeling bitter
and betrayed, Narimanov sent a long letter to Stalin in 1924, with a copy
to Trotsky, denouncing Sergo and Kirov for their duplicity and ruthless­
ness. Kirov, he claimed, had used military troops to prevent Muslims from
practicing their religion. But Sergo was the real culprit: “In all probability,
the inspirer of Kirov, Comrade Sergo, must answer for these actions, since
he [Kirov] does nothing without the latter.” Narimanov went on to say:
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“The centers representative Kirov will report to the Centr;
that the congress [in Baku] unanimouslyendorsedhispolicii

jan and the center will believe him. .. .Thus we will live ins
until a catastrophe.”62

But Narimanov’s views were apparently not widely sharec
tion [kharakteristika] of Kirov sent from an unnamed official
Party Committee to Moscow in early January 1924 presented;
different picture:

Comrade Kirov is a strong political worker, virtually directing th
tions of party, soviet, and economic organizations alike. He hasp
dition in Marxism. He quickly grasps political situations and
himself splendidly in the most difficult political circumstances
completely firm politically. Energetic, forceful in implementinj
sions. Has tremendous initiative. Even-tempered, with greatp
tact, completely composed. A first-class, outstanding orator. Good
nizer and administrator. Relations with others are correct, comrade
When mistakes arc made he quickly recognizes them and draws o
conclusions. He is not one of those who, because of egoism, is std
and does not want to admit mistakes.63

In Moscow, Kirov’s political star was shining, despite t
that surrounded his mentor, Sergo. At the Twelfth Party ongr
1923 he was promoted to full membership in the Centr o
gaining nationwide party stature. It was reportedly St in w op
Kirov’s candidacy. Stalin had done another one of his a out
openly cordial to Kirov. In May 1924, he gave Kirov a oo 1
inscription “to my beloved brother and friend. And two mont s
under the stewardship of Stalin, who, as head of the party Sccretan'a
trolled party appointments in the regions Kirov was designate
secretary of Azerbaijan, thus formalizing his de facto leadership
Azeri Communist Party.

the succession issue

Stalin had good reason to be courting Kirov, as he was other reg
leaders, for he was engaged in an intense struggle over the successic
the party leadership, which began after Lenin’s third and final stro!
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!. March 1923. With Lenin no longer physically able to govern, a “troika” of
< Stalin, Grigorii Zinoviev, and Lev Kamenev emerged to take up the reins

of power and blockTrotsky. But Lenin now had serious reservations about
!. Stalin, not only because of the Georgian affair but also because of an inci-
j. dent in late 1922 when Stalin had called Lenin's wife, Krupskaia, on the
; telephone and berated her in a rude and offensive manner. In fact, in late

December 1922 Lenin had dictated a letter to the party, harshly criticizing
Stalin. In early January 1923 Lenin added a postscript in which he said:

’ “Stalin is too rude, and this fault... becomes unbearable in the office of
6 General Secretary. Therefore, I propose to the comrades to find a way to
- remove Stalin from that position and appoint another man.”64
ti The contents of what came to be called Lenin’s testament were kept
:■ secret, but members of the leadership, including Stalin and Sergo, learned
it about it. Realizing that he was now highly vulnerable, Stalin pushed ahead
j with his vigorous drive to gather the party apparatus in his hands while the

Soviet leader languished on his deathbed. As General Secretary, Stalin was
; able to marshal forces by extending throughout the country a network of
• party personnel branches with the power of making appointments, not

only of provincial party leaders like Kirov but of all government posts.
When he described the work of the personnel department in the Secre­
tariat to theTwelfth Party Congress, it was clear how many delegates there

: depended on him for their political careers.65
As Stalin began to stack the cards in his favor, even his closest Bolshe­

vik allies became worried. In July 1923, Politburo members Zinoviev and
! Bukharin, vacationing together in Kislovodsk, a resort in the North Cau­

casus, decided to limit Stalins power by proposing a reorganization of the
party leadership: the Orgburo, a powerful Central Committee subcommit­
tee that Stalin served on, would be abolished, and Zinoviev and Trotsky
would join the Secretariat. Their plan was supported by several members
of the Central Committee who were in Kislovodsk at the time, including
Sergo Ordzhonikidze, who agreed to tell Stalin and Kamenev about their
decision. As Zinoviev observed in a letter to Kamenev, Sergo’s support for
the proposal was surprising, especially since the reorganization was so
clearly intended as a move against Stalin’s authority:

If the party is destined to go through a period (doubtless very short) of
absolute mle by Stalin, then so be it. But I, at the very least, do not intend
to cover up all these swinish tricks. ... In fact, there is no troika, but 
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rather a dictatorship of Stalin. Il’ich was a thousand times rigi
we find a serious way out, a period of struggle is inevitable. For)
nothing new. You yourself have said the same thing more than t
what surprises me is that Voroshilov, Frunze [a military come
and Sergo think almost the same.64

It is difficult to say what motivated Sergo to participate c
move against his mentor, except that he had come to realize

growing powers were a detriment to the party. Behin ergos .
ters to “Dear Koba,” his brotherly embraces and warm toy

distrust was simmering. Did Kirov share Sergos m.sgmngs
nately, there is no record of who else was in atten ance
ings of Central Committee members in Kislovods . u
habit of spending all his free time with at fe*
In any case, he was in constant waste.
was apprised of what had happened, r i atacMr
Sergo told him about the plan. He raised sue a ™ Zintw
was reached: the Orgburo was retained with Bukharm

Trotsky becoming members. In backing a mistakctlulf
lost a crucial opportunity to limit his powe .
have tragic consequences for all of them. „„nimn of 1923s

A sharp conflict with Trotsky that beganan(J
porarily brought the troika members Stalin,
together again, and their disagreement was patchedup (d
forgotten). Trotsky, for all his brilliance as a theoretician -
leader, was an unequal match for Stalin in the succession st^te-
testament had given Trotsky plenty of ammunition for an
at the Twelfth Party Congress in April 1923. ButtTrotsly’ d.d -
apparently because he did not want to endanger the stabi ityo f
apparatus. He also was loath to create the impression that he was step
into Lenin’s shoes. Later, when Trotsky began to voice his cnncismic.
troika publicly, carrying the debate into the press, Stalin forced
retreat and vacillate time and again. In response to Trotsky s cite
Party bureaucracy was stifling the freedom of its members and supprt-
legitimate criticism, Stalin and the other triumvirs accused him of tri
to revoke the very principles of parry unity that Lenin had introduced'

Lenin’s sudden death on 21 January 1924 temporarily dampened:
conflict with I rotsky, who, apparently because of illness, /idled to it:- 
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the prolonged funeral ceremonies. Stalin and the other triumvirs used the
occasion to inaugurate an elaborate cult of Lenin, while at the same time
presenting themselves as the heirs of the great leader. This was especially
true of Stalin, who was in the limelight throughout the several days of offi­
cial mourning and who was pictured alone with Lenin in many published
photographs. As Leonard Schapiro observed: “The purpose of the new
cult was clear to all: if Lenin was Allah, then Stalin was his prophet.”68

Although Kirov attended the funeral in Moscow, he either did not get
the message of the new cult or did not wish to convey it. At a memorial
meeting in honor of Lenin in Baku, Kirov discussed the political leader­
shipinconjunction with an upcoming party congress, but he failed to offer
even the slightest hint of Stalin’s superior standing: “You know that, before
every one of our congresses, everywhere the European bourgeoisie begins
to guess who will be elected to the government, who to the Central Com-
mittee.They cannot in any way understand that for us this has no signifi­
cance, that among us there is no difference whatsoever among Stalin,
Rykov, Zinoviev, Kamenev. We elect into our leading organs only those
whom the Communist world has anointed.”69

Lenin’s deathbed views of Stalin were still a closely guarded secret, but
Kirov had doubtless heard about the testament from Sergo and thus knew
that Stalin’s status was in jeopardy. Indeed, in May 1924, the testament
was read aloud at a plenary session of the Central Committee that took
place before the Thirteenth Party Congress. It was a close call for Stalin.
He was saved by the appeals of Zinoviev and Kamenev, who managed to
convince the Central Committee members that Lenin’s fears about Stalin
had proved groundless and that he should remain General Secretary. Over
Krupskaia’s objections, the plenum decided not to publish Lenin’s testa­
ment, but only to communicate it confidentially to selected congress dele­
gates. Stalin now had an unshakable grip on the levers of power.

Trotsky sat through the plenum proceedings in silence. Although he
was to continue opposing the triumvirs, he would be resoundingly
denounced at the congress and by the end of the year removed from his
post as Commissar of War. During 1924 the attacks against Trotsky rose
to such a fever pitch that Kirov himself felt compelled to join the fray. He
had never had cordial relations with Trotsky, and, along with the other
regional party secretaries, Kirov owed his position to Stalin, so he had to
lend his voice to the chorus of Trotsky’s detractors. But he did so with
strong reservations. Thus, in one speech to party activists he remarked: “It



106 Who Killed Kirov?

is important to appoint experienced and responsible comrad
we say that Trotsky has more than once been capricious with
this does not mean that he should not be in the Central Com

not right. I would be the first, who louder than everyone wo
here; I would be the first to protest against his exclusion Iron
Committee. He has played a great role in our party.”70

In February 1925, Kirov reported to a party conference in
results of a Central Committee plenum in Moscow. Trotsky hi
demned yet again at the plenum, held in mid-January 1925, t
his publication of an essay called “Lessons of October, in whi
cized Zinoviev and Kamenev for opposing Lenin’s plan form
1917. He was also denounced for his doctrine of permanentn
which said that, in order to succeed, Russia’s revolution could n
fined to Russia, but had to spread to Western Europe. This ram
Stalin’s recently developed theory of “socialism in one county,
forth the idea that the Russian revolution was self-sufficient
socialism could be developed in a single isolated state such as Rib

Kirov told the Baku party elite that Trotsky had been the main
discussion at the plenum. The dispute, he explained, had muchm.
theoretical significance: “If we accept the view of Trotsky on so-ca!
manent revolution, then we would suffer the defeat of every revot
uprising in every country. ... It must be said that, unless Tract
pletely renounces his position, we will not have peace with him
party.” Kirov criticized Trotsky’s theories point by point, but he.'
that Trotsky himself was still a loyal Bolshevik: It would be a gn>
take to say that Comrade Trotsky gives voice to all the feeble imp-
these [anti-party] elements. Comrade Trotsky, like all of us, isprtp-
serve the revolution, but it has turned out in practice that all those v-
against Bolshevism, against Leninism, and against the Communi:!
have grouped around Trotsky, and people will resort to unbefe
things. Although Kirov claimed that the Mensheviks were
Trotsky’s writings and using them for their an ti-Bolshevikpropsp'-
emphasized more than once that Trotsky bore “not the slightest dtp=
responsibility for this.”72

Did Kirov’s hesitations rankle Stalin? It must be said that Stalin*1
self in an effort to appear above the unseemly harsh and strident bet’
0 t e two other triumvirs, against whom he was about to turn, wart:
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. a fairly moderate stand toward Trotsky in public at this point. At theJanu-
: ary 1925 plenum, he resisted the demands of Zinoviev and Kamenev that

Trotsky be expelled from the party. So in this sense Kirov was not going out
■ on a limb. Nonetheless, Kirov’s defense of Trotsky was apparently deemed

so inappropriate by those who edited Kirov’s speeches for publication after
he died that they deleted the positive remarks he made about Trotsky.73

I ■ MORE TROUBLES FOR KIROV

Soon after the February 1925 Baku party conference a terrible blow
befell Kirov. His close comrade, Alesha Miasnikov, a secretary of the
Transcaucasian Party Committee, was killed in a plane accident along with
Kirov’s notorious friend Georgii Atarbekov, who had worked with him in
Astrakhan, and another police official. The plane blew up in midair not far

' from Tbilisi. Judging from his emotional speech at the official memorial
ceremony, Kirov was devastated by the tragedy:

I don't know how nature will choose in the future to play with the life of
party members, but for all our Bolshevik steadfastness, all our battle
scars, experienced through long, difficult agonizing decades, it is hard for
us to speak, to repeat the names of those so precious to us. In Transcauca­
sia we experience this loss for the whole party twice as much. If terrible
things happen in the life of the people, the state, the political party, then
just such a terrible event took place on 22 March beneath the skies of the
capital ofTranscaucasia—Tbilisi.74

As Kirov told his audience, the cause of the crash was a mystery, and it
remained so after three separate investigations. Rumors circulated that
Beria, who had moved from Azerbaijan to become deputy chairman of the
Georgian GPU, had plotted to have the plane blown up, possibly on behalf
of Stalin. Adding to the mystery, Trotsky later revealed that the three men
were on their way to see him.7S Although Trotsky never questioned the
assumption that the crash was an accident, Kirov himself suspected foul
play. In a letter to Sergo, he observed: “The more I think about it, the more
1 think that it was not an accident. There was an interesting conversation
between [name unclear] and one of the airport mechanics. Aleksian
[apparently a party comrade] knows about it. Probably he told you.”76



Kirov was clearly unnerved by the crash. Even at thisear

bolshevik regime, accidents and deaths of public officials mi

secrecy, so no one could be sure what really happened. Wl
cions Kirov may have had, they did not outwardly affecthisi
Stalin, which became increasingly close in 1925. Nor long afte
talin sent a telegram to Kirov in Baku: “with warm greetings

Bakuite in honor of the fifth anniversary of the successful Bol
sion of the city. Stalin expressed his confidence in Kirovs It
have no doubt that the Communist Party of Azerbaijan will
transform the republic into a model for oppressed peoples oft!
a standard-bearer for their freedom from the imperialist yoke."'

In the summer of 1925, Stalin wrote Sergo, who was tog
Kirov at Kislovodsk, known for its mineral baths: “And Kirov,
doing there? Is he recovering from his stomach ulcer with Nan

mineral water]? That is the way to do it. What quack is tra
Will you be in Kislovodsk for a long time?”78 Stalin was ahvaysi
ous about the health of his subordinates. Both Kirov and Sergo
from a variety of chronic health problems—probably exacerbated
working and eating habits, heavy smoking, and stress which®
StaUn’s interest. As it turned out, Stalin, who was in Sochi art!
decided to Join Sergo and Kirov in Kislovodsk for several days n.

All the while, Stalin was focusing his attention on his reh:
Zinoviev and Kamenev. The and-Trotsky campaign had !•

g ue that held the triumvirate together. Once Trotsky was forcedla
s post as Commissar of War, the alliance with Stalin fell apart. Zi

an Kamenev began to realize that Stalin was tightening his grip
Party and excluding them from control. Stalin was taking steps to

e. fLClr ,n^uence> while forming a new tactical alliance with roc
c^^^ f Wlng Po^hcal spectrum: Nikolai Bukharin, Sow
rightists f ^e^Sei Rykov, and trade union leader Mikhail Tomsha
tory poli^V°rC<^ s^owerPacc of industrialization together with act*
toward the' Peasantry, with the party abandoning its he
denounced thi ^armers> r^c so-called kulaks. Zinoviev and Ki_
resurgence ofcap't°y^eaSant c^a'm,ng {hat it would given's

■December 1925 Zino^*0 3 ^‘Ca^ at ^le fourteenth Party Congo-
dictatorial policies ‘ofrl^r^ Kamcncv made strong protests agiir—

e eneral Secretary and tried, unsuccessfu 
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bring up the issue of Lenin’s testament. But it was too late. Although
Zinoviev controlled the Leningrad party organization, Stalin had the rest
of the party apparatus in his hands. He leveled against Zinoviev and
Kamenev the same accusations that his enemy Trotsky had earlier made
against them and managed a reorganization of the top leadership that
reflected the decisive defeat of their left opposition. Kamenev was demoted
to candidate membership in the Politburo, and three new members loyal to
Stalin were brought in—Molotov, Voroshilov, and Mikhail Kalinin.80

The Fourteenth Congress was Stalin’s launching pad to a dictatorship.
The term “leader” was applied to him for the first time, and some speakers,
including Control Commission chairman Valerian Kuibyshev, who would
later have misgivings about Stalin, flattered him unashamedly. Kirov, who
headed the delegation from Azerbaijan and was elected to the presidium
of the congress, was not among the overt flatterers. But he did recognize

1 Stalin’s wisdom in his report to the congress delegates: “Comrade Stalin
correctly said that whoever has oil predominates.” And, not surprisingly,
Kirov sided openly with the anti-Zinoviev group, calling for “an end to all

: that is going on in the first Soviet capital, the birthplace of the Communist
Party, Leningrad.”81

Kirov, unwillingly it turns out, was to play a key role in Stalin’s drive to
eliminate Zinoviev’s fiefdom in Leningrad. During the congress, on 29
December, the Central Committee sent him to Leningrad with Ordzhon­
ikidze and Mikoyan to campaign against the left opposition. Kirov gave a
speech to Communists in the Vyborg section of Leningrad, returning to
Moscow the next day. There was already talk of his being sent to
Leningrad on a permanent basis, but Kirov was trying his best to prevent
this from happening. He wrote to Mariia L’vovna during the congress:

1 was expecting more from you than just a telegram. As I was leaving, I
asked if there was anything you wanted me to buy, but you didn't answer.
I wanted to get you a knitted jacket like the one you have, but a hundred
times better. Not knowing the size and color, 1 decided against it. Our
mood here is very bad. As you know from the newspapers, a terrible fight
is going on here, as never before. Read Pravda closely and you will be
able to follow the events. In connection with this conflict, they are talk­
ing about sending me to Leningrad on a permanent job. Today they
spoke about it quite definitely. Of course, I categorically refused. Sergo is
also against sending me there. I cannot predict the final result.82
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Unfortunately for Kirov, Stalin overruled his objectioi
Sergo. Kirov was thrown into despair. On 4Januaryhtwn
wife:

They are transferring me from Baku to Leningrad, where ir
able squabble is going on now.... I tried everything to re
nothing helped. I don’t know if I will be able to hold out the
dismiss me I shall return to Baku. My mood is awful. I have nr
badly. I am ready to do the devil knows what. Now concerning
for the time being stay in Baku. I will write to you from Lenin;
we will decide about your coming.... Maybe you should £r
without any luggage to have a look at Petersburg [sic] (which),
not seen) and then we will return together to Baku and rake our 1
ings. All of this on the condition that I shall be able to hold
Leningrad, in which I have no faith. Dear Marusa, howdifficuhi
realize that 1 am going to an awful world, to Petersburg! Howl.
like you to be near, I am absolutely alone! Well, lets sec vdul

pens. . . . Many kisses, Sergei.83

Why was Kirov so reluctant to make a move to Leningrad, a nr
would have been a significant step up for him in his career?Aid:
was ambitious and wanted to play an influential role in the pirn
dreaded Leningrad because he knew that he would be in the rr.L
political tempest, under fire from all sides. He was loath toengig:
kind of factional conflict that Stalin would demand ofhimaspntj
there. Baku, for better or worse, was now his home, where he. had.
economic success and forged close relationships wit °s e
and he did not want to leave. Kirov managed to e ert a promise
Stalin that his stint in Leningrad would last for only a ew mon
long enough for him to eliminate the opposition. But Sta in aterrt
on his word. Remaining in Leningrad until his death, almost nine
later, Kirov would gradually realize the fateful implications of his.'-
for Stalin, but it would be too late.
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I love you, Peter’s creation, I love your stem
Harmonious look, the Neva’s majesticflow
Her granite banks, the iron tracery
Of your railings, the transparent twilight and
The moonless glitter of your pensive nights.

—Pushkin, “The Bronze Horseman’

A Ithough the bitter factional disputes within the party leadership in
1 Athe mid-1920s centered on power politics, pressing economic issues

formed the backdrop for these conflicts. By 1926 the country was coming
close to returning to its prewar production levels, and the New Eco­
nomic Policy (NEP), so enthusiastically endorsed by party leaders like
Nikolai Bukharin, seemed to offer an alternative to the policies that had
been promoted by Trotsky and the left opposition. Whereas the latter
opposed concessions to the peasantry and advocated rapid industrializa­
tion, Bukharin wanted the Soviet Union to pursue a gradualist approach to
building socialism. As a result of encouraging the peasants to produce
more through economic incentives and thus expanding the consumer mar­
ket, the necessary capital for industrial growth would be generated, but at a
slow pace.

But the NEP never really operated as a full-fledged mixed economy.
Increasingly the regime harassed the small private sector of entrepre­
neurs—along with the more productive kulaks in the countryside—with
new taxes and regulations, thus discouraging market mechanisms. Faced
with a decline in the supply of market goods and a lowering of grain pro­
curement prices by the state, the peasants produced less, and by 1927 grain
supplies to the urban areas had dropped precipitously. Bukharin’s response
to the crisis was to argue that further concessions should be granted to the 



aerictff^ 1° °r?r tO encourase confidence in theSovie

n Production. Initially, this seemed to be Str

. Ver over, he condemned the policies of the
om e managed to hound out of the party leadership b]

no sooner had he disposed of Trotsky, Zinoviev, andKamti
an about-face. In 1928 he embraced the theories ofthei

opposition and advocated forced requisitioningofgrainfm
side, which meant, in effect, a war against the peasants. The
were Bukharin and the so-called rightists.

When Kirov was sent to Leningrad in early 1926 total
opposition on Stalin’s behalf he of course had no way oft
events would take this turn. He had every reason to assume
would continue to advocate the NEP and the policies of the tij
which Kirov himself favored. But this did not make him any.
hensive about his mission.

Kirov’s worst premonitions about Leningrad were borne out
arrival on 5 January 1926, accompanied by a delegation from th
Committee, he was immediately plunged into a torrent ofpolitk
Although Zinoviev’s left opposition had been outmaneuveredby.
the Fourteenth Congress in December, he still had a substantiilf.
lowing in his former home base of Leningrad. Kirovs task, sctfcr
Stalin, was to rout out Zinoviev’s supporters there as soon as [#_
speaking at meetings of workers and party activists all over the
Urg>ng his audience to adhere to the decisions of the congress.

Living in the Evropeiskaia Hotel, just off Nevskii Prospect
^ent all his waking hours visiting factories and campaigning apt

opportunity to appreciate thcsplendil
spersed0^3^’ 3 C,t^ surnptuous palaces and magnificent churchs
Peter the'c^ Cana^s‘ Leningrad was founded as St. Petersburg in 1

the Eur rCar’ wh° conceived the city as a gateway connecting
shore ofd^^r~,W°r^' Located along the winding Neva Riverontkes
the West both °^^nLnd, it had remained a symbol of Russia’stie=
city in Russia ^CU!tura^ and economic, ever since. As the second-iZZ
hub rfintellcctua^rr^ad WaS nOt on^ a major industrial center but
tnents and count!,- t’ ,lousing at least sixty higher educationalestiS

Stahn, with 17sS;?eatersa"d museums?
toward Leni„grad whiT^™^ xenoPh°bia, felt nothing but htss

’ he saw as a breeding ground for foreign 

JVA° Kil/e^ Kirov?
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and oppositional tendencies. He refused even to visit the city. Instead he
sent Kirov, one of his faithful, to do the dirty work of getting rid of his ene­
mies there. Kirov was a persuasive speaker and, with his humble back­
ground and lack of pretensions, he was less likely than some of the other
Bolshevik politicians to be enticed by the subversive Westernizing influ­
ences of Leningrad. Indeed, Kirov found Leningrad inhospitable and
unpleasant from the start. In contrast to the balmy, primitive Baku, with its
predominantly Muslim population, Leningrad was European and sophis­
ticated. It was also harshly cold and, with a northern latitude of almost 60
degrees, under the cover of night much of the time during the winter.

All of this might have been bearable, however, if it had not been for
the overwhelming stress of his new assignment. On 7 January, Kirov wrote
to Madia Lvovna in Baku: “We were received with extreme hostility. . . .
The situation here is very difficult, and enough work for 24 hours a day. I
am not sure about the future. 1 feel horrible.”2 And several days later: “The
situation here is desperate, such as I have never seen before. I live in a
hotel, together with members of the Central Committee, of which there
are quite a few. Every day I am at meetings. And what meetings there are
here!The party cells have 1,500 to 2,000 people!”3 Kirov conveyed similar
impressions to Sergo Ordzhonikidze in Tbilisi: “The provincial and dis­
trictcommittee members are climbing up the walls. They want us to drive
them away. But we think that this would destroy the basic principles of
party democracy. In general the atmosphere is heated. I have to work a lot
and shout even more.’’4

Sergo had done his best to make Kirov’s reception in the city hos­
pitable, writing from Tbilisi to his comrades in the Leningrad Party Com­
mittee with requests for them to help his friend. Thus, in a letter to Nikolai
Komarov, S. S. Lobov, and I. M. Moskvin (all of whom were opposed to
the Zinoviev group, which had run Leningrad), he wrote:

Your row [with Zinoviev] has cost us dearly: they have taken Comrade
Kirov from us. This is a very great loss for us, but as a result you will be
reinforced. I have not the slightest doubt that you will manage there and
that within a month or two everything will be finished. Kirov is a splen­
did fellow, except that, aside from you, he knows no one. I am sure that
you will surround him with friendly confidence. From my soul I wish you
full success... Boys, settle our Kirov in, otherwise he will knock about
without an apartment and food.5
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■ OVERCOMING OBSTACLES

or K,™ M

,z“z'±-were impressed by Kirov’s unpretentiousness an 1 ----
manner. And, by all accounts, his oratory skills were unsurpasse . •
trast to his Bolshevik colleagues, he had the unique abi ity to cep 

Although they were anxious to defeat the Zinovies
friends were not well disposed toward Kirov. As Old.

considered themselves the rightful heirs to the city's f

and resented the imposition of an outsider. Thus, they tn
tolerating him as a necessary evil but not beingparticulai
words of Leningrad party official Mikhail Rosliakov, w
purges of 1937—38 to write memoirs: “They saw him asi'
of the Norsemen who ravaged the Baltic area in the nin
imposed their rule on Russia], although they personally.

him on account of his qualities as a political fighter. But th
stuck to their position: 'Kirov is a Varangian, who has com
to help establish order; after that, we ourselves will lead our n

zation.’”6
The Zinoviev people, by contrast, were blatantly to

whom they considered, not without justification, tobe osco
man. When the Central Committee in Moscow put forth htm
first secretary of the Leningrad Provincial Party Committee
replace Zinoviev’s man, G. E. Evdokimov, they mustered en^
tion to prevent the nomination from being confirmed, delete
Evdokimov had already been dismissed. Kirov was rougunto
tariat, but was not formally elected first secretary until mtd-F^

Zinovievites tried to shout him down at meetings an ma ct 6-
ficult for him that he appealed to the Central ornnuttec -
envoys to help him. They also spread rumors about Kirovs pas,t-
that he was never a Bolshevik revolutionary, but had only beein

journalist. And they sneered at him, referring to him as pockmirLt-
had teeth,” as “one who smokes cheap tobacco and wearsacortfc

coarse cloth.”7
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tenets captivated, to convey his message in terms that they could under­
stand. Mikhail Rosliakov, who heard Kirov the first time he spoke in
Leningrad, recalled that he was “passionate, convincing, inspiring.” In his
view, “Kirov conducted the meetings with Leningraders brilliantly. His
speeches were full of fire, reasoned argumentation, and conviction that the
party’s decisions were correct.” Zinoviev, according to Rosliakov, “tended
to get hysterical when he spoke, as well as didactic and preachy. Kirov tried
to convince and reason with his audience.”8

For all his doubts about his ability to cope, Kirov was a success in
Leningrad. It was a herculean achievement. Day in and day out he
addressed meetings of party members, winning them over to Stalin’s line.
As he implied in a letter to Mariia L’vovna, he was against the idea of forc­
ing the Zinovievites out of the party. He wanted to put the question to a
democratic vote. Thus, after over a month of “campaigning,” he called a
special conference of the provincial party organization and was finally con­
firmed by a solid majority as chief of both the Leningrad Gubkom and the
Northwest Regional Party Bureau, which incorporated Leningrad and
four other provinces. The supporters of Zinoviev, who had already lost his
post as head of the Leningrad soviet, had suffered a resounding defeat.

On 13 February, Kirov wrote to Sergo Ordzhonikidze that the confer­
ence had been a success, although he added that a new conflict had arisen
with the Old Leningraders, and as a result one of them, Lobov, had been
transferred to Moscow. “I am swamped with work,” he went on. “Not even
time for a good sleep. In general, of course, now it is a little easier. ... I am
bored with all the discussion. If you wake me up in the night I will produce
a speech about building socialism.”9

Kirov’s efforts took their toll. He grew exhausted and ill from over­
work. In a late February 1926 letter to his close friend Levon Mirzoian, a
secretary of the Azerbaijan Communist Party, Kirov wrote:

Dear Levon, Thank you very much for your letters and I apologize even
more for not responding to you in the necessary detail. But you must
understand me and the real situation that I am in. As an illustration: I am
writing these lines at 3 o'clock in the morning. And this is no exception,
since I am busy the whole day. But 1 won’t complain, since it will not
cause you to burst into tears, right? . . . Everything has settled down
now. The entire apparatus is in our hands. As a result, I have lost my 
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voice and my chest hurts. I have to chatter and be on
have never had to before.10

to Baku. Not only did hi [-
Kirov was still hoping to *'etur" Mirzoian had comply

Leningrad; his friends needed m jntrigues, which had kj1
about financial problems and po t,c j [o ^elp, there was idti
Kirovs departure. Although Kirov wantc’ . “1 undent
could do from Leningrad, except try to f are noteSpeoib>
situation,” he had written to Mirzoian. BaJtucouW^
for you either. The changes that have ta en
foreseen and should have been foreseen. ■ • ■
there, Baku is better. Good brother, you have an orS ,
all respects. You must protect it, no matter w at, to .
fol - - "12 At Mirzoian's request, he had asked the Central Com.-
500,000 rubles to be sent to Baku, but the request had appirtu-.
turned down. “J think," Kirov wrote to Mirzoian about the mon?
you are destined to fail.’’13

Kirov was not in a position to influence things in Baku. Once •
eft, new political forces began to take over, and those who hadbttn 

A few weeks later Kirov reported to Sergo: '1 wis
week because of the Hu. A crazy sickness. Tempcntunf
have not completely recovered. This is a very fashiond
Kirov wen t on to tell Sergo that he had been in Mosmi
and had found Stalin also laid up with the du. They hid di

future plans:
Stalin talked, probably on the basis of your information, ite.
who he should send there. I said for the time being no or;;
problem will be resolved by itself when the terms of as it
[about Kirov’s temporary stay in Leningrad] are compMU
he said that Sergo must also be taken by force from the Cwosb .
which, in his opinion, give nothing to the heart and mindofapr

just sap his strength.... We talked a lot about the economyidh
Many interesting things emerged, but it is better to hcaidxui.
the chief. According to Soso [Stalin], things will definitely bee.
ened out. Of course we will have to struggle, but it is not thebe
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o Kirov fell out of favor with Moscow. “Moscow doesn’t have a high opin-
on of us,” Mirzoian had observed in one letter to Kirov.14 Such was the
lature of the Soviet system, devised by Stalin, a master strategist, who
ould move regional party officials about like pieces on a chessboard. It
uited Stalin's purposes to operate this way. If an official was allowed to
etnain in one region for too long, he might develop too much power and
nfluence there, creating for himself a sort of mini-fiefdom. The way to
educe the threat was to transfer him after a few years.

This was probably one reason why Stalin decided to move Sergo
lidzhonikidze, who, as first secretary of the Transcaucasian Party Com-
nittee, had become a powerful, if controversial, political force in the Cau­
cus. In July 1926, Stalin proposed to Sergo that he come to Moscow to
lead the Central Control Commission and the Worker-Peasants Inspec­
torate, two powerful watchdog agencies. Despite the fact that Stalin had
vamed him, “Don’t kick up a fuss, it won’t do any good,” Sergo refused flat
mt to come to Moscow. As a native Georgian, Sergo was at home in the
Caucasus and, even given the internecine feuds among his subordinates,
le lived a good life there. He knew full well that the chairmanship of the
Central Control Commission, which disciplined party members, would
Iraw him into the struggle between Stalin and the opposition. Stalin
dearly wanted someone who was loyal to him to be in this key post when
ae delivered his final blow to Zinoviev and Kamenev.15

Stalin devised a clever maneuver to get Sergo to comply with his
■equest. In August the Politburo announced that Sergo would replace
Anastas Mikoyan as first secretary of the North Caucasian party organiza-
ion, a dear demotion. As Stalin had intended, Sergo was in a bind. He
could either accept the Moscow job or be relegated to this lesser post. He
med to defend himself by having his supporters in Tbilisi appeal to the
Central Committee for him to remain there, but to no avail.

Stalin saw Sergo in early September while he was vacationing in the
Caucasus. He wrote to Molotov in Moscow that Sergo was deeply
offended by the wording of the Politburo decree, which implied that he
was inferior to Mikoyan politically. At Stalin’s suggestion, the Politburo
then issued another announcement, stating that it agreed with members of
the Transcaucasian party organization in their high assessment of
Ordzhonikidze’s work, but that their request to have him remain as their
leader was denied. In mid-September, Stalin wrote to Molotov: “I didn’t
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tell you the details about Sergo the last time. Nowlmusti
both Sergo and Nazaretian fa colleague of Sergo’s in Trans
a very bad impression on me in connection with this ini
recall’ from Transcaucasia. I had a stormy quarrel with So;

petty, and stopped seeing him.”16 Sergo was finally pressure
ing the job in Moscow. Like Kirov, he had been outmintme
and it would not be the last time. The quarrel between Sal
was patched up, but not forgotten, at least on Stalins part.

- LIFE IN LENINGRAD
For Kirov, Sergo’s transfer from the South was a go^

that they could communicate more «J^an ^velopedth

They spoke on the telephone daily, Mosc(W, which
staying at Sergo’s apartment on his ™
frequent after July 1926 when ' * devotion to each other la
Politburo. They never faltered in d

Kirov’s death, Sergo told his wife, 2
he never once said a harsh word to Kirov' reward

Kirov’s Politburo position was presuy,
efforts against the left opposition. ( n dented visit to Wp
his gratitude to Kirov by making an p e-nlr Avorablyafoi

to Leningrad’s party elite.) As a «ndi poljtburo ra«i:
not have a vote, and he certainly did n him a hitter
Moscow regularly. Nonetheless, his appointment gave cntnlCor'
within the party hierarchy. Formally electe y While th'X
the Politburo was the top leadership body o t e Par^' .
tariat was the main center of party administration, t e
center of decision making, deciding issues in t e nam
Committee, which was convened only a few times a year.

At the time of Kirov’s promotion, Stalin manage to ave
voted out of the Politburo, which now had a Stalinist majority. Zi:'
main asset had been his control of the Leningrad party apparatus/
thanks to Kirov and the Central Committee members from Moss'
had lost. Trotsky, who had earlier followed Stalin’s battle against Zif
and Kamenev with detached contempt, now allied himself with lb 
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whit was called the United Opposition. They declared their program at
the July 1926 plenum, but by this time they had lost too much influence
within the party to be a serious threat to Stalin. By October 1926 the Cen­
tral Committee had ousted Trotsky from the Politburo and Kamenev from
candidate membership in that body.

Meanwhile Mariia L’vovna had joined her husband in Leningrad,
since it was clear that Kirov was there to stay. They moved into a spacious
apartment at numbers 26-28 Krasnykh Zor, a major street running across
one of the city's large islands. Mariia L’vovna soon took, up a new cause, a
campaign against prostitution, and established the Women’s Labor Center
for Disease Prevention. She ran the center herself until 1930, when she
became Kirov’s full-time personal secretary.18

The Kirovs’ fourth-floor apartment reflected Sergei Kirov’s preoccu­
pations. In addition to a study, with pictures of Lenin and Kirov’s deceased
Caucasian friend Miasnikov hanging on the wall, the apartment had a spe­
cial “man’s room,” where Kirov kept his tools and made hunting equip­
ment. With his love of the outdoors, Kirov discovered a new avocation in
Leningrad—duck hunting, for which the marshes outside the city were
ideal. He soon became a keen hunter, going on expeditions whenever he
had free time and arranging his vacations to coincide with the opening of
the spring and autumn hunting seasons. Sometimes he would go for sev­
eral days, taking with him Leningrad party or government colleagues.19

Kirov also had a large library, which housed his massive book collec­
tion-dose to 20,000 volumes at the time of his death. The collection
included writings on science, politics, history, economics, finance, litera­
ture, and art, as well as a set of the works of Marx and Engels, which
Mariia L’vovna had bound in leather and engraved as a gift for Kirov. Kirov
was an avid reader, despite the long hours he spent working. An insom­
niac—and a chain smoker, like many Bolshevik leaders—Kirov would
often stay up reading much of the night, a pack of cigarettes by his side.

Taking advantage of his privileged status, Kirov took home banned
cmigrf literature from the party’s special collection—which included jour­
nals published by Mensheviks and former liberals in the Provisional Gov­
ernment, as well as a history of the Russian Civil War by the White
general Anton Denikin. (Later, he also obtained a Russian translation of
Hitler's Mtin Kamjf) The emigre publications, of course, condemned the
Soviet government. The authors were in constant communication with
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comrades back home and followed events in Russia dose!
ing that the system would collapse and they could return. 1
were incisive—they could say things that could never bet
Soviet press.20 One wonders what Kirov thought when
Stalins accumulation of power and his dictatorial methods,
growing reliance on the secret police. Kirov had, after all, beet
to liberal democratic views when he was a journalist in pre
times.

If Kirov had any doubts about his mission in Leningnt
show it publicly. He continued his energetic campaign to win t
Leningraders on the General Secretary’s behalf In all, he mi
against the opposition at factories and party conclaves du
Although he appeared to speak extemporaneously, he in factpt
speeches with the utmost care, painstakingly going over the fc
ures that he used to illustrate his points. Kirov kept a noteboot
wherever he went, so that he could record information and in,
He did not read his speeches word for word, but would glanced.
sionally at notes. The result was always impressive. Speaking.
assurance and commitment, he rarely hesitated. He used a
colorful language and often asked rhetorical questions tomakeL-
raising and lowering his voice at intervals so as to keep his i
engaged.21

As Kirov spoke, a stenographer would record his words t=
Later Kirov would go over the stenogram carefolly, checkinghitf.
tion for accuracy and correcting the phrasing before it appei
press. The published versions of Kirovs speeches were c> tens.
different from the originals, which are in the archives. it

spontaneously to party activists was often not suitable for public cc—
t,on and thus his speeches had to be “sanitized.” Sometimes1—
schedule prevented him from going over the text, in which case d—
paper editors would make corrections. Not surprisingly, Kirovas
1920 theY ,m:lde changes of which he disapproved. By the erd
traj c’ P^'^cal discussions had become tightly constrained, andt.'®
what °n?mittces Ideological Department was keeping a closevew
Anv d ^.,O?a^ politicians said, to make sure they adhered to thepr=
lation of31'00 that ImC’tlowevcr slight, could be interprelcdtss

of party d.scipline. In 1931> tQ
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Leningrad Party Committee issue an order saying that the press could not
publish any speeches by members of the committees secretariat without
prior approval of the speaker.22

Kirov's speeches that appeared in the press gave no hint of unortho­
doxy, adhering to the dictates of the Central Committee, which were in
fact those of Stalin. Although Kirov had dreaded the vicious mudslinging
campaign against the Zinoviev supporters that he knew was in store for
him when he first went to Leningrad, after a few months he fell into his
role as the scourge of the opposition. Indeed he became a leading advocate
of strong sanctions against Stalin’s critics. “I forgo my modesty,” he had
said proudly to a group of Leningrad party activists in October 1926. “I
was that Central Committee member ... who introduced the proposal to
exclude Trotsky from the Politburo and Kamenev from candidate mem­
bership, and also the proposal to remove Zinoviev from his work in the
Communist International [Comintern, an organization of Soviet and for­
eign Communist parties].”23 By the next year Kirovs denunciations of
Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev had reached a fever pitch. At a series of
regional party meetings in late October 1927, Kirov recited over and over
the evil deeds of the opposition:

This is without doubt an underground, oppositional center of leadership.
They have their own discipline, not just that of a faction but already of a
party. They have an illegal publication, illegal presses, regular illegal
meetings, taking place parallel to our legal meetings, in Moscow and-
wherever else. In Moscow there are meetings of the collective, where
serious questions arc discussed. But Trotsky has illegal meetings, inviting
all his supporters. Ina word, all the elements of a separate party are pres­
ent in the Trotsky faction.24

A joint plenum of the Central Committee and the Central Control
Commission held in October 1927 had just passed a resolution expelling
Trotsky and Zinoviev from the Central Committee, an action that caused
consternation within the party as a whole. Some members opined that
Lenin would not have approved of such severe sanctions if he were still
alive,but Kirov hastened to defend the plenum’s decision: “If this had hap­
pened when Lenin was leader, then neither Zinoviev, Trotsky, nor
Kamenev would have a single political rib left. And when they try to paint
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Lenin as some sort of an internal party liberal, this, co.
slander against Lenin.”25 In one speech Kirov even sug;
Trotsky and Zinoviev from the party entirely. A month

opposition had organized street demonstrations in Moso
grad on the tenth anniversary of the Bolshevik Revoluw
Committee did just that.26

At the Fifteenth Congress in December 1927,theoppos
jected to a virtual kangaroo court, with delegates hurling ins

sations at them and cutting them offwhenevertheytriedton
was Stalins golden boy. From the speakers rostrum he modi
Bolsheviks who had sided with the opposition, Bolsheviks ti
he had been deferential when he was serving under them dui
war. He aroused laughter, for example, when he heaped«
respected diplomat Kh. G. Rakovskii, demeaning his motives!
to his “deceitful, oppositionist tears. Citing Comrade Stalin
his speech, Kirov backed Stalin’s demand that the opposiom
completely and urged that those who did not agree wit t epo.
General Secretary be “cut off in the most decisive, rm,

Why had Kirov so willingly become a mouthpiece forStalini
tor’s struggle with his opponents? Did he not realize t cimp
suppressing the opposition to Stalin so ruthless y an easne
agreed with Stalin and the rightists in their endorsement of the.
nomic Policy (NEP) and a gradualist approach to ec°n0'nlcdt'=
But the disagreements with the left opposition exten e ejon e
policy or debates about “socialism in one countiy. A eyo jcct
oppositionists centered on the accumulation of political pop­
hands ofone man, Stalin, and his destruction of party democrat).
pling on the oppositionists, Kirov and his party colleagues set al-
precedent, ensuring that they too would be trampled upon if the)
agreed with the General Secretary.

KIROV AND BUKHARIN

Unfortunately, we have no record of Kirov's private thoughts
matter of Stalin’s power. But some insight on his motivations
g caned by looking at Nikolai Bukharin’s reaction to the attackoiM 
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and at Kirov’s attitude toward Bukharin. Although Kirov and Bukharin
were not especially close, they respected each other and were on friendly
terms. More significantly, their views on the country’s economic develop­
ment were at this point quite similar. Although their paths later diverged,
their fates, both tragic, would remain intertwined.

As only a second-ranking politician, Kirov was hardly in a position to
resist the overwhelming momentum of the campaign to crush the opposi­
tion, especially when such respected figures as Bukharin were actively tak­
ing part. Although he was not yet forty years old, Bukharin, the party’s
leading theoretician, was already editor of Pravda and head of the Com­
intern. Bukharin had been strongly in favor of appointing Kirov to run the
Leningrad party. He went to Leningrad in October 1927 to justify to the
party apparatus there the Central Committee’s decision to expel Trotsky
and Zinoviev. In tones similar to Kirov’s, he denounced his former friends
in the most scathing terms, saying that the opposition had gone over to the
“liberal and Menshevik camp” and announcing that “we will fight with all
our might against those who try to drag our comrades into the Menshevik
swamp.”28

Bukharin reportedly did all this with a heavy heart, however. One
source relates how he called Trotsky on the telephone one day and
moaned: “Lev Davydovich, it is not possible that they expelled you from
the party. Do something.”29 According to Bukharin’s biographer Stephen
Cohen, “he participated in this final dance of vengeance undoubtedly still
not 'relishing it’ and ‘trembling from head to foot.’.. . Bukharin was not
without some empathy for ‘this tragedy of the opposition leaders.’
Nonetheless, he lent his authority to and abetted their destruction.”30

Cohen attributes Bukharin’s actions to his firm belief that the left
opposition’s economic policies would destroy all that the Bolsheviks had
worked so hard to achieve. But also, as Cohen points out, Bukharin made
“the perilous equation that persistent dissent augured a faction, a second
party, and ultimately counter-revolution.”31 Although Bukharin had mis­
givings about Stalin and recognized his driving ambition to accumulate
power, he believed that if party members opposed the decisions of the
leadership they would threaten the party’s very existence. But he should
have know better. By this time, ominously, Stalin had already unleashed
the political police, the OGPU, against the opposition, listening in on
their telephone conversations and opening their mail. Indeed, the OGPU 
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had set up a special department for uncovering “dev
party.32

Kirovs reasoning was probably similar to that
hated dissension and factional strife, preferring to mt

did not enjoy his role as a “civil executioner” ofTrots!
the Fifteenth Congress. In the words of one Soviet bi
“The Soviet people, applauding the fiery defender oft

not realize how exhausting, how repugnant this conflict
But Kirov felt obliged to act out his part for the sake of
unity.

Had he realized how quickly Stalin would reverse bin
an attack on Bukharin and the other rightists, Kirov might
strident in his condemnation of the opposition. Soon het
polled to enter into a new conflict on Stalins behalf, andt
logic of Stalin’s ruthless strategy of destroying any possible
impossible to ignore. Indeed, already at the Fifteenth Congm
signs of tension behind the smiles of Politburo leaders a
together for photographs. And a protege of Stalin even nudei
which he criticized Bukharin’s handling of the Comintern?

The tension soon erupted into open disagreement, predp-
sudden drop in grain collection and a consequent decision If
buro in January 1928 to take “emergency measures” in the «■-
Bukharin and the rightists had gone along with the dene-
assumption that the measures would be temporary and invohef-
tive confiscation of hoarded grain. But Stalin took charge of thetg
and it soon turned into an all-out war against the peasants, v—
spread arrests and arbitrary grain seizures. In this context, th: 1“
meaningless. By May 1928, Stalin was calling for the rapid devt!:~
industry and for the amalgamation of individual peasant ho!—
state-owned collective farms, without any mention of collect
being voluntary.

At a stormy Central Committee meeting in July 1928, But1;
his allies, Politburo members Mikhail Tomskii and Aleksei Ryte*
campaigned for support by claiming that Stalin’s policies offomf
tivization would cause a complete break with the countryside.!.
. ° m^rectly challenged Stalin’s leadership of the party by brir:

to wh- r°r° Subiect °f Anin’s testament, although not referringsf -'
to what Lenin had said about Stalin.
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The Bukharin group had the backing of the Moscow party organiza­
tion, headed by Nikolai Uglanov, and strong support among the heads of
various commissariats, but, as before, Stalin’s total control over the Secre­
tariat proved the decisive factor. In theory the elective principle still
applied to party organizations, but in practice the Secretariat decided who
would be “elected” to key party posts throughout the country. This meant
that Stalin, as head of the Secretariat, could ensure that regional secre­
taries—who formed a large portion of the Central Committee—were loyal
to him. Stalin's persuasive arguments also had an influence: he told Central
Committee members that, unpleasant as it was, the Bolsheviks had no
choice but to exact a tribute from the peasants. This was the only way that
the Soviet Union could industrialize.35

By the end of the July plenum the right opposition had been reduced
to minority status within the leadership and had lost its struggle for a pol­
icy of compromise with the peasantry. Bukharin was so alarmed by this
turn of events that he took the unusual step of turning to Kamenev, his
erstwhile leftist enemy, in an attempt to strike an alliance with him and
Zinoviev against Stalin. In the course of their conversation, which Kamenev
later recorded in notes that ended up in the Trotsky archives, Bukharin
revealed how he had tried to win over members of the leadership but they
had succumbed to pressure from Stalin and had changed sides. Speaking
specifically of Ordzhonikidze, he said: “Sergo is not a knight. He came to
me, cursed Stalin violently, but in the decisive moment betrayed us.”36

Significantly, Bukharin also told Kamenev that they had counted on
support from the Leningrad delegation. Among Kirovs subordinates in
Leningrad were several outspoken Bukharinites, including Aleksei Stets-
kii, head of the agitprop (agitation and propaganda) department in the
Leningrad party apparatus, and the editor of Leningradskaia pravda, Petr
Petrovskii. Stctskii had given a speech criticizing Stalin at the July plenum,
and Petrovskii had infuriated Stalin by publishing several editorials—one
immediately after the July plenum—that endorsed Bukharins economic
program.37 Bukharin reportedly said: “The Pitertsy [Petersburgers] on the
whole were behind us, but they became scared when the talk turned to a
possible replacement for Stalin."38

As for Kirov, his views on economic policy continued to be more in
tunc with those of Bukharin than with those of Stalin. Like all provincial
party leaders, he was concerned about the crisis in the countryside and the
crucial problem of grain supply, but he did not advocate using force to
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requisition grain. In a secret “informational" letter to the Centn
tee written in July 1927, Kirov had described in detail their
workers and peasants in the Leningrad region. He noted that
sentiments had increased markedly in the countryside and that
mood among the peasants was dependent on their economic)
In stressing that the party in Leningrad was doing its utmost
shortages of crucial products among the peasants, he clearly in
he favored the carrot to the stick in dealing with the peasantry.1’

Interestingly, by the summer of 1928, just as Stalin was but
onslaught against the peasants, Kirov seemed to think that the
did not require drastic measures. He reported to Sergo that th
rhe factories has improved since the food problem improved, th.
of bread and a lot of potatoes ... the bread is 2% to 37. times
wheat 4% times more than in many years past! 40

■ PRESSURE FROM STALIN
Stalin was determined to bring the wavering Kirov and his

ordinates in Leningrad into his camp. On 13 July 1928, the ayi.
stormy Central Committee plenum ended, Stalin accomp -
Leningrad and stayed at his apartment for two days. St nwassois
about the failure of Petrovskii, Stetskii, and other Leningra erstot.
proper line that he took the unusual step of reporting person j-
party organization there on what had occurred at the plenum.
stay Stalin also accompanied Kirov on a visit to a newh)
tion. Kirov mentioned Stalin’s visit with little enthusiasm inik=
Mariia L’vovna, who was vacationing in Sochi: DearMarusa,
your letter and telegraphed an answer. Things are not working;.
well. But it is useless to talk about it. Stalin was here with me ft.
three days. I took him to the Volkhov [the hydroelectric power pin:.
day before yesterday he left.”42

On the same day he wrote to Sergo, who was recuperating in W
casus from yet another illness and had been unable to attend tt
plenum: “Dear Sergo, I heard about your health, of course, not fc
but from Moscow. You prefer to keep quiet about it. limflonjnt'-
■what the doctors have Jinally determined and what they recommtrJk-—
The devil take them all. . . . You have doubtless already been toldiK- 
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plenum. After the plenum Stalin was here in Leningrad. I went with him
to Volkhov (he had never seen it before). Things here are generally in
order... [1 will tell you] about the rest when we meet, which I hope will
be soon.’41 .

Kirov often implied in his letters to Mariia Lvovna and Sergo during
this period that he preferred to say what he had to say in person, rather
than in writing. He doubtless was aware that his letters might fall into
unfriendly hands, probably those of the OGPU. Sergo’s communications
reflected the same guardedness. He wrote Kirov later in the summer:
'Greetings, my Dear Kirov! How did your hunt go? Did you kill a lot of
midfowl? 1 feel nothing, except my lungs ache almost all the time. I will
soon return to Moscow and we will decide what to do further. ... I want
awfully to have a chat with you on very many questions, but you can’t say
everything in a letter, so it is better to wait until our meeting.”44

Clearly, both Kirov and Sergo had an intense need to share their
impressions about what was happening in the party leadership. By this
time, they could trust almost no one, and the internal political situation
was becoming unbearably tense. One wonders whether Sergo’s illness,
which allowed him to avoid the confrontation with the Bukharin opposi­
tion at the July plenum, might have been exaggerated, or at least brought
on by emotional distress. According to the doctors’ reports, which were
duly sent to the Secret Department of the Central Control Commission
and always carefully scrutinized by Stalin, Sergo was suffering from an
inflammation of the right kidney and the urinary tract. The doctors sus­
pected tuberculosis, but in the end they found no evidence of it.45 This was
not the first time that Sergo missed an important plenum on account of ill­
ness and it would not be the last.

Whatever the case, Stalin was not going to put up with Sergo’s
ambivalence for long. Having successfully marshaled his forces against the
Bukharinites, Stalin was proceeding full speed ahead with his determined
campaign to oust them from all positions of influence in the party and also
with his war against the countryside. As head of the Central Control
Commission, which disciplined party members, Sergo was a key figure in
Stalin's plans, and Stalin made every effort to secure his support. “1 was
over at Sergo’s,” Stalin wrote Molotov in August 1928. “His mood was
good. He is standing firmly and decisively for the party line, against the
waverers and hesitaters.”46
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As for Kirov, Stalin’s victory at the July 1928 plenum pull
great pressure to enforce the Central Committee’s demit
Leningrad apparatus be brought into line. But Kirov did note
pletely. He did his best, for example, to persuade Stalin
Leningrad visit not to have Petrovskii removed from the ed
Leningradskaia pravda, reminding Stalin how talented Petri
Stalin let matters ride for a while, but after Petrovskiis paper
further endorsements of Bukharin’s program in early October 1
decided to take action. He telephoned Kirov and announci
before hanging up the receiver: “Petrovskii was the chief
Leningradskaia pravda', now he will be editor of the journal KI
posed satirical publication that never materialized]!” Kirov im
sent a telegram to Moscow requesting that the question of Leni>
pravdas editorship be postponed until the next Central C
plenum. The response was a reproach from the Politburo, ask
why he “did not take measures to clean up the leadership of Lenir.
pravda," and a telegram from Molotov ordering him to dismiss!
on 15 October.47

Kirov had no choice but to obey Moscow and fire Petrovskii.
had to go along with a Central Committee directive to regional
calling upon them to step up the process of self-criticism (ramt
What this meant was endless party meetings where officials»
through the motions of confessing their shortcomings and prorr
correct them. Such confessional processes were often a forerunnei
stantial dismissals, or even to a complete changing of the guard. 1
what happened in the Moscow organization, where the self-cririds
paign—orchestrated by the Central Committee—ended up in ths
in October and November, of the Bukharinite party chief there,I
(replaced by Molotov), and several of his deputies. The Moscow ci
tion had been a large stumbling block for Stalin in his drive aga_
right opposition, so these dismissals were an importantvictoryforhii
not only deprived Bukharin, Tomskii, and Rykovofan important
support. They also served as an example to other party organizr
what might happen to them if they neglected to give Stalin supper

This message cannot have been lost on Kirov and his collet-
they witnessed. Stalin’s open hostility toward the Bukharin’s righto
tion. Powerless against Stalin’s superior organizational politics, lb
saw public protest as their only alternative. Bukharin attacked Stalls 
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ml line in several articles and speeches, the most sensational of which was
published in Pravda and other leading newspapers on 24 January 1929, to
mult the fifth anniversary of Lenin’s death. Significantly, the speech was
entitled “Lenin's Political Testament.” Although Bukharin was prudent
enough to restrict his comments to an analysis of Lenin’s policies toward
the end of his life, which ran directly counter to those of Stalin, this piece
brought to mind Lenin’s other, unpublished “testament,” which recom­
mended Stalin’s dismissal.48

Livid, Stalin hauled the right opposition leaders before a joint session
of the Politburo and the presidium of Sergo Ordzhonikidze’s Central
Control Commission to face charges of “factionalism.” He wanted them
out of the Politburo, but in the end, even though they refused to recant
their errors, they only received a censure. A year later Sergo, who had tried
to get them to compromise, was reported to have said to a group of
unnamed party members: “We did everything possible to keep comrades
Rykov, Bukharin, Tomskii, and Uglanov in leading posts within the
party.”1’Whatever Sergo’s efforts, the die was cast against the right oppo­
sition, and he went along with it.The final blow for the right came during
an April 1929 Central Committee meeting, at which Stalin delivered a
long attack on the Bukharin group, and the indictment of them on charges
of factionalism was approved. Although the oppositionists were allowed to
remain in the Politburo for a time, they were all demoted to lesser posts.

Ordzhonikidze's tolerance for the right oppositionists and his reluc­
tance to attack them—which numerous historians have remarked upon—
was sincere. But it was not politically viable for a man in his position,
which is doubtless why he joined the offensive against Bukharin at the
plenum. Kirov, however, continued to give mixed signals. On 20 January
1929, shortly before Bukharin made his daring speech against Stalin, a
long article by Kirov, also devoted to the fifth anniversary of Lenin’s death,
appeared in Leningradskaia pravda.30 Kirov discussed Lenin’s views on the
importance of preserving the smychka (union) between the city and the
countryside and stressed the need for helping the peasants with technical
resources and educational work. This remarkable article was a far cry from
Stalin’s “extraordinary measures” and his advocacy of an all-out offensive
against the peasantry. Indeed Kirov sounded like Bukharin, who had been
urging the party to give meaningful aid to peasant farmers and establish
civil peace between town and country.

Kirov attended the April plenum and probably was among the over-
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whelming majority of delegates who voted in favo
Bukharin group. But he still had doubts. The Kirovarc
that he jotted down during the plenum: “Regarding f.

warn t any. . . . Perhaps the opposition is justified. Ad
at the heart of the Party? I should fight against Tom
opposite?”51

Kirov made no public statements criticizing the righ
of 1929, around the time that other Bukharinites in 1
defecting from the Bukharin camp. (This may explain wl
gap for the year 1928 in the collections of Kirov’s spe
posthumously.) And there is little evidence that Kirov was
demn the right oppositionists wholeheartedly until June
launched a scathing invective against them at the Sixteen
gress. In fact, at a stormy Central Committee plenum in 14
at which Stalin threatened the opposition with expulsion!
unless they recanted their views, and others hurled insult
Kirov reportedly attempted to quell the uproar. At one point
Tomskii and said softly: “Misha., after all, you are not cone
tried to persuade him to renounce his political platform.®
Kirov finally did speak out publicly against him, Bukharin r
friendly terms with Kirov. He continued coming to Leningrt
no fewer than eight letters to him during the early 1930s,'u*
asking for his help. He would hardly have made these overture
he did not think of him in some way as a kindred spirit.

» SELF-CRITICISM IN LENINGRAD

Kirov’s ambivalence about the Bukharin group and hissyt~
their economic views may have contributed to the unfortunate
he went through in the autumn of1929, an ordeal that created:i_
in the Leningrad party organization and seriously threats:
career. It all began on the first of September, while Kirov was o=
trip outside Leningrad. On that day a group of articles appear::'
under the rubric: "Let us direct real self-criticism against distort—Z
party s proletarian line, against concrete manifestationsofright-
ism. The authors claimed that suppression of criticism, “crintir—
cratism and other negative developments were occurring in her.
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Lest there be any doubt about who was to blame, Pravda noted point­
edly that the problems were a result of weaknesses in the chain of com­
mand of the Leningrad party leadership. And, in a direct reference to
Kirov, the paper observed: “There is of course a colossal difference between
eradicating the suppression of self-criticism in Astrakhan (Kirov’s location
during the civil war], where workers with undeveloped class consciousness
bring wreaths to the grave of a dead speculator and saboteur, and the Bol­
shevikproletariat of Leningrad. We are certain that the proletarian cadre
of the Leningrad organization, uniting around its leadership . . . can
quickly and energetically uncover and liquidate the branches that gave rise

' to these cases.”
However mild the criticisms might have appeared to a reader un­

schooled in party parlance, Pravda’s commentary was a direct threat to
Kirov, conveniently timed to appear in his absence. Kirov immediately cut
his vacation short and returned to Leningrad, where he hastily convened a
plenum of the Leningrad Regional Party Committee, the Obkom.* Dam-

' age control went into action. The next day Leningradskaia pravda, no
■ longer under the editorship of Kirov’s friend Petrovskii, duly reprinted the
■ Pravda articles, under the rubric “Correct Mistakes,” and reported on the
- plenum’s results.The plenum passed a resolution saying that three separate
j commissions had been formed to investigate the charges made in Pravda
' and that the Leningrad proletariat would stand firmly behind the “general

line” (Stalin’s policies), making every effort to correct its mistakes. In the
days that followed, party meetings were held all over Leningrad to discuss
the charges made by Pravda. Leningradskaiapravda featured banner head­
lines about developing “Bolshevik self-criticism,” and some papers even
called for a “renewal [i.e., a purge] of the party leadership.” The Leningrad
party apparatus was thrown into a tailspin.53

Not surprisingly, when Kirov addressed the Leningrad Obkom on 7
September, he was on the defensive.54 It cannot have been far from his
mind that a year earlier similar charges about suppression of criticism had

' In late 1927 a new administrative district, called the Leningrad Oblast was created,
incorporating the five provinces of the Northwest Region, so the Leningrad Gubkom
was replaced by a new, larger Obkom (regional party committee). 



been leveled against Uglanovand the Moscow party orgi

result being mass dismissals. Although Uglanov and 1
been outspoken Bukharinites, Kirovs organization stillh;
of right sympathizers and he himself had been a wave.
Pravda had specifically mentioned that the mistakes were
deviationism.”

Kirov began his address by disagreeing with the sugges
dinate that the Central Committee in Moscow had been
expose for six months and had kept it a secret: If [the Centr
wants to drag us through the swamp then it doesnt need
think about it, but can do it at one stroke. This was a grin
how vulnerable they all were. Kirovrepeatedlyassertedthatt
Obkom and he personally were to blame for not paying mon
problems. But he was not prepared to cave in completely h
against going too far with self-criticism: If there are d
they must be exposed, but in my opinion it doesntpay toenx
sort of a competition.”

These comments, from the original stenogram,*
the published version of his speech, which appeare a ew ;
this version, not surprisingly, Kirov was quick to
organization had paid insufficient attention
downplayed the problem: “So it seems, well, that self-cnm
little weak. Was that a big misfortune? Not true comrade
because developing self-criticism lies at the basis of all ourwotk
out of his way to emphasize the positive achievements 01 Lent
allowed how there were still rightist elements in te
but to put the problem in perspective he remin e s a
Bukharin and his comrades were still Central Committee m.—
fact Bukharin had not yet been ousted from the Politburo). rt(
fives of right deviationism can be found in the Central Conun:
easy to understand how they can also be at every factory and enters
every commercial establishment."55

Kirov was not taking the criticisms lying down. But there was
could do to stop the repercussions. In the immediate aftemut—-
scandal, G. A. Desov, chairman of the Leningrad Control Cotter
which had borne the brunt of the attack, was fired and replacedl
tory worker. Phis appointment reflected a new policy, dictated by 1-
to all the regional organizations, of replacing officials from th: 
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gentsiawith those from the proletarian class and signaled the beginning of
a nationwide purge or “cleansing” of party ranks. By 1931 thousands of
party members in Leningrad and elsewhere would lose their jobs.56 But
the self-criticism campaign, which the press relentlessly waged, added
momentum to the process.

Why had Leningrad been singled out suddenly for an attack by
Prawidl Bukharin, it will be recalled, had lost the editorship of Pravda
some months previously.The paper was now run by an editorial board that
had been handpicked by Stalin. Judging from personal letters to at Kirov
and Ordzhonikidze written by party journalists who were closely involved
in the affair, Pravda had been gathering materials on wrongdoings in
Leningrad for some time. When Petr Chagin, editor of the Leningrad
paper Krasnaia gazeta, complained to some workers in the Central Com­
mittee Agitprop Department about how the Old Leningraders controlled
the press and were stifling criticism, Pravda smelled blood and pressured
Chagin and his colleagues to come up with incriminating information.57

Chagin, a longtime Kirov ally, who had edited the party’s official paper
in Baku before following Kirov to Leningrad, was naturally reluctant to get
involved in any type of a smear campaign. But, according to a letter that he
sent to Kirov in early September, an agitprop official threatened him with
reprisals if he did not comply. This official, the author of one of the critical
articles in Pravda, complained later to Ordzhonikidze that he too had
been pressured, by none other than the editorial staff of Pravda. Kirov
then wrote to Molotov, a member of the CC Secretariat, sending him
copies of the various letters. He told Molotov that the agitprop official
could not have acted alone and asked him to investigate this “absolutely
disgusting story.”58

What was Stalin’s role in the affair? Vacationing in the South at the
time, he had apparently been caught off guard by the Pravda article and
the ensuing tempest in Leningrad. But when Sergo and Molotov proposed
to Stalin that the Central Committee issue a decree putting a stop to the
self-criticism frenzy, he did not agree. Stalin’s response on 13 September is
worth quoting in full because it reveals the unique subtlety of his approach
to controlling his subordinates:

Received your coded telegram about self-criticism. Your proposal is
incorrect since a special decree from the Central Committee plus a speech
by Molotov may be understood (will be understood!) by the party 
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organizations as a new course backward, as in tppei
criticism, which is of course not desirable and which»
undermine the authority of the Central Committeefandl
eyes of the best elements of the party in favor ofallandsund

The article in Pravda attacking the Leningrad lai
means Kirov-Komarov) was a grave error (especially th
done). Someone (that is, an enemy of the party) winttdtc
top officials in Leningrad as opposing thecorrectionofthtf
(that’s not true!). But those bunglers from Pravdaswillmtii
now “everything’s in a commotion," to the delight oftheptitji
They forgot that the Leningrad organization isn’t justjra.

Astrakhan or Baku organization.Theyforgotthitablowtoiti
the Leningrad organization, which represents the mostkEl.'.
of the Central Committee, is a blow to the very heart of th C
Committee. ...The Central Committee’s fault consists ofrfc-
the rudder for a moment to Pravda's editorial collegium.

Stalin’s reaction is instructive. Although he voiced dispk-r.
Pravda article, it was not because Pravda criticized theLemcp!:
zation, but because the criticism was carried too far. Grat.'
himself had been instrumental in selecting Pravdas newt
doubtful that they would have deliberately gone against s
likely is that they got a message from Stalin that it was tint c< ■
criticize Leningrad, but then, as Stalin observed, they butj...
played into the hands of Kirov’s enemies. Stalin may hive be
shake up the Leningrad organization and cause Kirov some
but he did not want the party leadership there to be serious!) v^.
because he depended on its support.

’ More ATTACKS ON KIROV

Despite his professed disapproval of the Pravda letter, Stilish
intention of remedying the situation by calling a halt to thesdf-ai-
nmpaign. He was not about to relinquish one of his most eft.

njjaf30115 against potential opposition. He had launched the or,'-
1928^51^!^ cru^ade against "bureaucratism," on the basis of the tier

ty case. This case involved trumped-up charges ofsf
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gainst a group of engineers in the Shakhty mines in the Donbass and
ffered Stalin the excuse to look for internal enemies everywhere under the
vise of self-criticism. Nonetheless, the Central Committee did make
ome effort to contain the campaign in Leningrad. On 15 September,
eningradsiaia fmida reprinted an article from Pravda entitled “The
.eningrad Press and Self-criticism,” which conveyed a message of caution.
Vhile congratulating the local press for uncovering all the problems that
nd arisen because of the suppression of self-criticism, the article noted
hat there had been exaggerations and “sensational tones” in the reporting,
rhich might interfere with the positive aspects of the campaign.

After a few weeks Kirov decided to weigh in more forcefully on the
ssue. In early November 1929, in a speech to the Leningrad Obkom and
Control Commission, Kirov asserted boldly that the press had printed a lot
){false accusations. To be sure, Kirov said, self-criticism was essential for
the party. But there was a right and a wrong kind of self-criticism. In the
wrong hands self-criticism could do a lot of harm and even destroy the
very individual or institution being criticized: “We, for example, are now
expanding a struggle against bureaucratism. Bureaucratism is, of course a
very harmful, dangerous thing. Every institution has elements of bureau­
cratism. And here self-criticism must be used to fight bureaucratism, to
improve the work of the institution. At the same time, in struggling
against bureaucratism to strike at the institution, at all the people, mixing
everyone together in the same porridge and sending them all to labor
camps—this cannot be done.”60

Kirovwent on: “This is not only our opinion. This is also the opinion
oftheCentral Committee of our party. The majority of you probably know
about the decision of the CC Secretariat on this question. The CC said
that, although the Leningrad press had elaborated this and that fact and
raised this and that issue, nonetheless it had exhibited sensationalism and
so forth. The CC said this, although of course expressing it more mildly
than we have at this plenum.”61

Although Kirov apparently had the consent of the Central Committee
inputting the lid on the orgy of self-criticism in Leningrad, his vehement
speech (only a sanitized version of which was published) cannot have
pleased Stalin. Kirov's warnings about arresting people and sending them
to camps without considering the facts was a direct refutation of what
Stalin and the people around him had been doing for over a year.
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The “muckraking” press campaign finally died down, buti
Kirov vulnerable. It was not just that the quality of his leadenSJ
called into question. There was also the problem of resentment!
on the part of the Old Leningraders, such as Leningrad Soda
Nikolai Komarov, against whom much of the press criticism
directed. Several of them lost their jobs, and they blamed Ki
result, they embarked on a plan to have Kirov removed from
Besov, the former Leningrad Control Commission chief who
unemployed, spent several days in the Leningrad publiclibrarypo
old issues of the newspaper Terrain search of articles by Kirwlk
incriminate him. With the help of “friends”in Moscow,Desovsui
at the end of November to the Central Committee saying that
materials proving that Kirov had been a bourgeois liberal journals
1917. He had even written a patriotic article on the occasion of th
anniversary of the Romanov dynasty in February 1913.°

In a more rational world, a denunciation on such flimsy, sec
irrelevant charges would have been dismissed out of hand as theblai
of revenge that it was. But this was a world where everything cc-;
where any rumor or unfavorable report, no matter how baseless, wise

seriously. By operating on the assumption that smoke meant fre,.'
was able to stir people up and make them vulnerable. Thus, Kirs
summoned to Moscow on 10 December, along with the enure Lee;
Party Committee, to attend a session of the Politburo and the press! -
the Central Control Commission on the subject ofDesovs charge..

Judging from accounts of the two-day session, it was a real «da
Kirov, who was subjected to hostile remarks from his detract...-
reportedly showed great restraint. Predictably, Sergo came to I.
defense, writing a special report for the session, in which he desalt-
circumstances surrounding Desov’s denunciation. Besov, he said, L.
quoted accurately from Kirov’s writings for Terek, and he had tilt
quotations out of context. Furthermore, while he, Sergo, by no &>
wanted to justify Kirov’s participation on a bourgeois paper, Kirr —
never made any attempt to keep it a secret. And, he went on, aftc-
October Revolution, Kirov “never showed even the slightest sign of*.
ing from the Leninist line of our party.” (Apparently Sergo wasunav~
Kirov’s continued ambivalence toward the Mensheviks in early 191?

Stalin sat in silence for most of the session, asking only the octal
question. Finally he said: “Kirov committed mistakes while workingc i 
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paper link, but he has admitted them. And he did have the right to con­
tribute to a liberal paper.”64 Stalin thus aided in Kirov’s defense by alluding
to the prerevolutionary Bolshevik regulation that allowed party members
to write for liberal papers under certain circumstances. But he did not let
Kirov off the hook completely. In concluding that Kirov had made mis­
takes, he left Kirov with a black mark on his record.

The final resolution, written by Stalin, Sergo, and others and adopted
by the session on 11 December, reinforced the impression that Kirovs rep­
utation was tainted.The resolution criticized Desov for slandering Kirov
and also ordered that Komarov and other comrades who had assisted
Desov be dismissed from their posts in Leningrad. But it repeatedly made
reference to Kirov’s mistakes, and, even worse, it compared Kirov to mem­
bers of the opposition:

The party has a complete justification for proceeding in this way toward
Comrade Kirov [defending him], for it knows of the famous precedents
in the history of our party, when Lenin, despite the grossest errors of
Zinoviev and Kamenev before October, of Rykov on the day after Octo­
ber and Bukharin during the Brest peace [talks], found it possible and
reasonable to allow these comrades to remain in the Central Committee
and to appoint them to the Politburo. The party has the right to proceed
in the same manner with Kirov, especially since the mistake of Comrade
Kirov, which he never defended or tried to justify, does not even compare
with the gross political errors committed by Kamenev, Zinoviev, Rykov,
and Bukharin.65

Why such a convoluted justification for exonerating Kirov? Why com-
parehis case to those of the oppositionists? After all, no one could miss the
point that, yes, Lenin had overlooked the sins of his comrades, but in retro-
spect it had beenawrong decision because they ended up betraying the party
line.To say that Kirov’s errors were not nearly so serious was not to say that
he would never betray the party line as well. Far from defending Kirov, the
resolution actually raised more doubts about his political reliability.

■ KIROV'S SECRET SPEECH
Shortly after his return to Leningrad, according to the recollections

of Kirov's subordinate Mikhail Rosliakov, Kirov appeared before the
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Leningrad Obkom, which discussed the meeting in Most®

agitated and silent, the second secretary of the Obkom, M
went over the details and quoted Stalin’s comments verbatim
ing was not reported in the press. It may have been part
Leningrad Obkom plenum, on 17 December 1929, called I
spring sowing campaign. Kirov gave a speech on the subjec
reprinted in Leningradskaiapravda on the next day, in “cond
At the end of the reprinted address, i t was mentioned that Kin
in honor of Stalin’s fiftieth birthday, 21 December 1929.

With Stalin emerging as the single, all-powerful leaderd
Union, his fiftieth birthday was used to develop his personal'
thus became a major public event. In historian Robert Tuck
“Stalin was lauded in press articles as Lenin’s supremelygiftedi
rightful successor. The event was made into a symbolic coronai
as the party’s new vodzh [leader].”67 Kirov attended the celebra
Stalin in Moscow on 21 December, but he was not among the to:
to a special book published in honor of Stalin’s birthday at th
1929.68

More significantly, Kirov’s 17 December speech about Sta!
never published. A typewritten copy of this speech in the Kits;
makes the reason for this strange lapse abundantly clear. Kiiwt.
damned Stalin with faint praise but also made several unflattui".
subtle, references to his revolutionary past and his qualities am
Thus, while others attached great significance to Stalins tai) e
activities in Tbilisi, Kirov noted that “Tiflis [Tbilisi] was not nd
workers’ center, but the activity of Comrade Stalin began in tta=
small workers’ circles.” Speaking of Stalin’s writings at the time of u
Revolution, Kirov made a point of saying that his brochures weitsz
in Georgian and later translated into Russian, thus emphasize;
Stahn was not a native Russian speaker. As for Stalins role in Lt—
Revolution, which was now portrayed officially as pivotal, Kirovds—
only that “Stalin was one of a group of five who led the insuntdo
Leningrad.”

Going on to discuss the opposition within the party, Kirovnott—
its leaders always struck out at Stalin: "and this is not because he hr—
tain character traits, that he is not always easy to get along with and;
That is rubbish. The blow goes in his direction because he is ther—



The reason why this complete copy of Kirov’s speech had been hidden is
dean it was sheer heresy on Kirov’s part to bring up what Lenin said about
Stalin in his testament. Never mind that Kirov feigned an effort to down­
play Lenin's observation and defend Stalin. At the very time that Stalin
had been raised to an infallible hero, Kirov was reminding his audience in
no uncertain terms that Lenin, far from designating Stalin as his successor,
had serious doubts about him.

Did Stalin find out about Kirov’s speech? Typewritten stenograms of
regional party committee meetings were typically forwarded to Moscow
for inspection and storage. This may explain why a copy without Kirov’s
reference to Lenin’s testament was prepared, although even this copy con­
tained remarks that would have angered Stalin. Assuming that only an 

guard and a fierce guard at Lenin’s post.” Kirov also mentioned that Rus­
sia (migres abroad characterized Stalin as “none other than a dictator.”
Although he added that they were exaggerating, he gave credence to their
new by noting: "The White Guards see what role in the life of our party,
of our country, 1 would say, Stalin plays now. Although they are abroad,
they too understand the significance of this man’s role.”

If this had been the extent of Kirov’s comments, they might be dis­
missed as a disgruntled gesture of protest after the ordeal he had just been
through in Moscow. But Kirov, it turns out, actually said more to the par­
ticipants at the 17 December plenum. Buried in the archive under a cover
sheet that says “stenogram of speech of S. M. Kirov on the spring sowing
campaign” is another typewritten copy of his address to commemorate
Stalin’s birthday. This copy is identical to the other, except that it includes

: the following additional paragraph:

And, finally, I don’t think that it would be wrong for me to bring up what
everyone is speculating about, specifically Lenin’s testament, in which he
characterized individual leading comrades. Illich, for example, talks
about Stalin, discussing what arises from all his activity. The one negative
trait that Lenin saw in Stalin was that he is rude. True, he added that the
rudeness was of such a quality that in certain circumstances it could lead
to something. This, of course, is a minus. But aside from this minus, even
Lenin, who could sec through people (he knew his assistants especially
well), didn’t observe anything.70
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incomplete text of Kirov’s remarks was sent, it is high!

someone reported Kirovs statements to Moscow and that
ally heard about it. If this was the case, Stalin would havi
Highly sensi five and insecure about his image, he could not
According to his daughter, Svetlana Allilueva, if he was told

was saying bad things about him, a “psychological metamoq
take place. That person would become his enemy, never to
“Once he had cast out of his heart someone he had known
once he had mentally relegated that someone to the ranksofhi
was impossible to talk to him about that person anymore. Hew
tionally incapable of the reversal that would turn a landede
into a friend.”71

But Stalin was also skilled at keeping his feelings hidden.
hold a grudge for years, displaying such outward affection that I
of his animosity would have no suspicion of wrath. If he was
Kirov, he would not have shown it. Stalin had cultivated Kirov arc
proteges, just as he had Ordzhonikidze, and he depended upco
support in Leningrad to build up his position as leader and tocanj
economic policies. Kirov had just survived a major upheaval in bin
zation, along with a personal attack on his revolutionary credtrOL:
ing shown exceptional resilience in the face of these troubles,!!
actually gained in popularity among his subordinates, a fact tbit Sa.
well aware of. At the end of December 1929, Stalin made theft­
observation to Molotov:

The nasty business (Desov-Komarov) against Kirov helped to accurs
the purge of bureaucratized elements from the Leningrad orgamui
There s no cloud without a silver lining! The Leningrad Provinddb—
Party Committee passed the Central Committee resolution—a:
according to witnesses, not without a certain enthusiasm. Its i Lzz
Komarov s bureaucratism played a role here, and the Central Corned"*

tees authority and the fact that Kirov has apparently earned thep=
respect of the Leningrad organization in recent times.71

If Stalin had plans to move against Kirov, this was not the time toit=
ment them.
, . 'A5 ^or Kirovs motivations, it is difficult to understand why hr——

•cmingly rash attack on Stalin behind his back. To be sure, k
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reison to be angry with Stalin for allowing a kangaroo court to find him
guilty of compromising with liberalism before the revolution. But why
would he risk incurring Stalin's wrath by retaliating in this way? Either
Kirov assumed that his comments would not reach Stalin or he did not
understand how severe the repercussions might be. Whatever the case, he
was playing a dangerous game. In fighting back against Stalin, he had
resorted to Stalins tactics, but he was no match for the General Secretary.



Kirov and Stalin’s Revolution

The plan is not an abstract thing, thought up by aonmiili, ha
essential element of socialist construction. Without the plan, sridi
cannot be built.

—Sirgti Pimjfi!

By early 1930 Stalins “revolution from above” rapiduxksd
tion, carried out according to an ambitious “five-year pin, *

forced collectivization—was in full swing. In essence, this rcwhts'
another version of war communism, a program of draconian tctc
measures dictated by the Kremlin and often enforced by police rep.t
These measures were designed to transform Russia from a peasant:.'.
to an industrial one in the shortest possible time.

As might have been expected, the new direction in Soviet tit­
policy put extreme pressure on Kirov and his Leningrad party
tion, which oversaw the economy of both the city and the much -
Leningrad region. The first economic five-year plan, approved h
Leningrad Obkom in March 1929 but actually already in operatiwl
1928, set forth a goal of industrialization at breakneck speed. Tber
real output of Leningrad industry was to increase by 276 pertentr-
next five years. As an important industrial center, producing disc
machine tools, tractors, turbines, generators, and a host of other inis'
products, Leningrad was a focal point of the ambitious drive to ini.'
ize. But it was woefully unprepared for its new economic role.That
not enough skilled workers, technicians, and engineers. The tin1
receiving only a third of the fuel supplies necessary to run its fc -
Supplies of grain were also down, largely as a result of the chaos caK- 
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the emergency measures introduced in the countryside in 1928, and
Leningrad was experiencing severe food shortages.1

Working sixteen hours a day, Kirov visited factories and spoke to
rorkers and party officials, exhorting them to do all they could to speed up
aroduction, while at the same time conserving energy. In his third-floor
office at the Smolnyi, Kirov consulted with economic officials and factory
directors and lobbied Moscow to come up with more supplies to keep the
factories going. His nerves were on edge, and everyone around him felt the
pressure. "Sergei Mironovich was terribly exacting,” recalls one subordi-
nate.“lfyou just once did not fillfill your obligation or let him down, you
could expect no mercy."2 Another source observed: “Demanding of him­
self, he was demanding of others. He would not tolerate it when a worker
who was needed could not be found.... He would not put up with even
thesmallest inaccuracies, including a rare mistake on a typewritten paper,
which had to be corrected immediately. He could not stand it when a
paper got lost, however insignificant. He himself never lost anything,
everything of his was in its place.’’3

Inn Kodatskii, chairman of the Leningrad City Executive Commit­
tee and Kirov’s close friend, noted that, while Kirov was a pleasure to work
with, he drove himself very hard and insisted on following every detail:
'Kirov loved to check on how his instructions were carried out at the very
bottom. With this goal, he often called the shops, talked to the foreman or
superintendent to see how things were going.”4 As a technician himself
anda'manofthe people,” Kirov took an interest in the details of economic
production and sought out contacts with lower-level employees.

In fact, he had a reputation for valuing technical expertise above all
the. When Zinoviev ran Leningrad he had rewarded people for their
party loyalty and their support for the Bolsheviks during the revolution
and civil war by placing them in positions for which they were often
unqualified. Kirov reversed all this. He shifted people who lacked skills
into party-political positions and replaced them with experienced tech­
nicians. On one occasion, when he was visiting Khibinogorsk, a vast
mining complex on the Kola Peninsula, Kirov surprised local officials
by insisting on inviting nonparty specialists to a banquet held in his
honor. ‘Here we arc all Bolsheviks, all party and nonparty builders of
socialism," he reportedly said. Kirov also insisted that the banquet include
cognac and vodka, which had to be obtained from the coffers of the
localGl’U.1
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In being such a hands-on administrator, Kirov of course put addition!
demands upon himself. But he was working under the watchful eyes o,
Moscow, and he could ill afford to make mistakes. Compounding th
pressure was the steady stream of directives from the Supreme Economi:
Council (VSNKh) in Moscow: 100 new factories had to be built; the Rd
Putilovets plant had to produce 10,000 tractors in one year; and then th:
announcement that the production goals set for five years had to h
reached in four! Because of insufficient electricity and oil, factories in
Leningrad operated in shifts. Kirov had trouble maintaining the party's
credibility in these circumstances and met with local resistance to whit
many saw as unrealistic goals. In early 1930 a factory director had the
audacity to write an article, which appeared in Leningradskaia fnvih,
complaining about the “fantastic” directives, which would be impossible to
fulfill. He was later arrested by the OGPU for this heresy, but his senti­
ments were doubtless shared by many.6

Support for the Kremlins hyperaccelerated program of industrializa­
tion had to be extracted from the countryside. Peasants provided the
means for investment, but often at machine-gun point. The more prosper­
ous peasant farmers were the initial target of the regimes offensive. Local
Communists, assisted by the OGPU, were ordered to confiscate their
property and banish them to far-off regions. But the “war against the
kulaks” soon became an assault against the entire peasantry when individ­
ual peasant households of all economic strata were forced into collective
farms. Collectivization was well underway by the second half of 1929, but
the real push came after Stalin’s speech to commemorate the Bolshevik
Revolution on 7 November 1929. Stalin declared 1929 to be the year of
the “great turning point,” because, he said, peasants were joining collective
farms en masse. Although this was far from the truth, Stalins statement
was interpreted as a directive to step up collectivization. The human tollof
what was basically an operation of terror was tremendous: there were mass
deportations, and millions died of starvation or were killed for resisting
collectivization.7

At the time of Stalin’s “great turning point” speech, the Leningrad dis­
trict had made little progress in collectivizing its peasants and was far
behind other regions. Only 2 percent of peasant households had been col­
lectivized there. One reason for Leningrad’s laggard performance was that
its poor climate and marshy or heavily forested land made agriculture less 
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productive than in other areas and hence less conducive to collectivization.
la sddition, Kirov was opposed to using repressive measures against the
peasants. He had continued throughout the first half of 1929 to emphasize
the importance of giving economic assistance to the countryside rather
thin using force.8 Prodded by Stalin toward the end of the year to step up
collectivization, Kirov urged Leningrad district party and government
officials to make a stronger effort to collectivize. But he warned against
‘chasing after percentages” and maintained that the use of repressive mea-
sures was inappropriate.9

Kirov was well aware of the mood of the peasants and the fact that
excessive force in the countryside could be counterproductive. A letter sent
in October 1929 by a group of peasants from the Luzhesk region of
Leningrad to Ordzhonikidze, then head of the Worker-Peasants Inspec­
torate, probably expressed the way most peasants viewed collectivization:

Do you know that in the Luzhesk region of Leningrad they are taking
my bread by force from the middle-level peasants. Do you know that in
this same region they are forcibly driving us peasants into collectives, say­
ing that if we don’t go they will confiscate the land of a former landowner
that we have had since 1920. . . . But we will not go into a collective,
because we do not want to be slaves for someone to exhaust. . . . We did
not count on the fall of the autocratic regime of Nicholas to become
slaves and serfs of Comrade Stalin and his accomplices. Comrade
Bukharin is right to stand for free development of agriculture and free
sale of agricultural products and wc congratulate him.10

In the peasants’ view, the collective farm system was just another form
of serfdom. All over the country, including the Leningrad region, the peas­
ants responded to confiscation of their grain and their forced relocation
into collective farms with mass uprisings. In 1929 at least 1,300 peasant
revolts were recorded in the Soviet union, and by early 1930 there was talk
of civil war. Stalin responded in March 1930 with his famous “Dizzy with
Success” article in Pravda, in which he criticized local authorities for being
ovcrzealous in their efforts to collectivize peasants and warned them
against “excesses.” The party sent out directives to ease up on the collec­
tivization process, but the revolts continued. In the end, the regime
brought the situation under control only with the help of the army and the
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OGPU, which sent hundreds of thousands of peasants to camps in Site
and shot thousands of others.11

Through 1934, Kirov continued to insist publicly that repressive me
sures should not be used against the peasants, despite the fact that coDe
tivization in Leningrad lagged behind other regions. By January 1931 k
around 6 percent of peasant households were collectivized. To be sir
local party and OGPU officials in the Leningrad region drove the peasu:
into collectives, just as they did elsewhere. But, following the publicstk:
of Stalin’s article in March 1930, Kirov launched a campaign against arbi
trary violence against peasants and fired officials guilty of such repress!®
The pace of collectivization in Leningrad eventually was stepped up, so
that by January 1934, 54 percent of peasant households had been collec­
tivized.12 But in general the process was conducted with less ruthlessness
and brute force than in other regions. As Robert Tucker observed: This
was an implicit indictment of Stalin’s blitzkrieg collectivization and ia
consequences.”13

■ KIROV THE STALINIST

Although he was open-minded in making economic appointment
and hesitant about using excessive force against the peasants, Kirov hd
not become softhearted. On the contrary, there were instances when
Kirov’s ruthlessness called into question his reputation as a voice ofmoder-
ation against the growing police dictatorship. Already during the civil war,
Kirov had demonstrated that he was capable of being cruel when he
deemed it necessary. Now, after ten years of imposing Bolshevik rule on a
recalcitrant citizenry, he was even more hardened to human suffering.

Kirov’s role in the “Case of the Academy of Sciences” is a good exam­
ple of his acquiescing to repressive measures. Beginning with the notorious
Shakhty case in 1928, the OGPU had been fabricating cases against
“bourgeois specialists” and members of the old intelligentsia. In the |
autumn of 1929, the OGPU turned its attention to the highly esteemed
Academy of Sciences, headquartered in Leningrad. There a government !
commission to investigate the academy, headed by the old Bolshevik lurii
Figatner, found that a large number of “historically and politically signifi­
cant documents were being illegally retained by academy historians. A 

L
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scindil erupted. At the end of October, Figatner and Kirov sent a series of
cxnmunications to Stalin and Ordzhonikidze detailing how they had used
secret agents to find out about these documents and recommending that
sereral of the academy’s leading historians be dismissed.14

Although hundreds of academy employees, including the renowned
historian S. F. Platonov, lost their jobs, this was not the end of the affair.
Predictably, the OGPU was called in to launch a criminal investigation,
nd many scholars were arrested on the familiar charges of “wrecking” (a
form of economic sabotage). Confined in an isolation cell in a Leningrad
prison, historian Platonov confessed under duress that he was a monar­
chist. The investigation lasted for over a year before the case went to trial
and the sentences were pronounced in February 1931. Although Platonov
himself was “only” sentenced to exile in Siberia, five of the defendants were
shot and over seventy sent to labor camps.15 As a result of this case, the
Academy of Sciences was decimated, and the scholarly study of Russian
history came to an abrupt end. Now party hacks and propagandists would
step in to fill the void and rewrite that history to suit the needs of the Stal­
inist regime.

Kirov may not have intended that his participation in the vigilant
investigation of the Academy of Sciences would lead to such a tragic end.
There is no record of his involvement in the case beyond his initial com­
munications to Moscow in October 1929.This was precisely when he was
under fire from Moscow as a result of the self-criticism campaign, and thus
he was not in a position to stand up to the OGPU. Rut he showed no signs
of remorse when he mentioned Platonov at the Sixteenth Party Congress,
which took place in June and July 1930.

At this congress, during which he was elected a full member of the
Politburo, Kirov gave a rousing, demagogic speech against Bukharin’s right
opposition, a speech that bore no traces of the cautious moderation that he
exhibited earlier. He observed that “a victory of the right in the party
would lead in the end to a rebirth of capitalism” and that “armed with this
opportunistic ideology, the right opposition has the goal of gaining the
leadership of our Communist Party,” thus suggesting, ominously, that the
right wanted to seize power illegally. Kirov also compared the right group
with the historian Platonov, at this time already under arrest: “I would rec­
ommend that Rykov and Tomskii at least read the testimony of aca­
demician Platonov. He describes the platform of the right even better than
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Ibmskii does. . .. The thing is, the program of the right is closely reh
by spirit, by ideology, by blood to the circle of all these Platonovs,'11

Toward the end of his speech Kirov asserted that “every extra bii
speed in our industrialization, every extra collective farm—all this will
achieved not only in the struggle against the kulak and other counters
lutionary elements in our country. It will [also] be achieved in the strug
against Bukharin, Rykov, Tomskii, and Uglanov.” In general Kirov»
milder toward Bukharin, who was absent from the congress, than the otl
ers, restricting his criticisms to Bukharin’s failure to answer questions th.
the party had raised. But in suggesting that the right opposition as a who!
was little different from critics of the regime who had been arrested,Kiro
was taking the battle against the opposition to a new level. Of course,!
was not the only speaker to make such suggestions at the congress. On:
speaker even accused the opposition of terrorism.17 Nonetheless, Kiron
stance was an about-face from his earlier position.

Kirov’s role in the construction of the Baltic-White Sea Canal further
demonstrates that he did not shrink from draconian measures when he
saw the need for them. The canal was constructed with prison camp labor,
at great human cost. The project was under the control of the OGPU, but
as party chief of the region, Kirov took an active role. The 227-kilometer-
long canal, begun in December 1931, required the excavation of twenty
million cubic meters of earth, much of it rock. Close to 100,000 of the
280,000 prison laborers are said to have lost their lives working in
unspeakably harsh conditions to finish the canal in a year and a half11

A local Leningrad journalist later recalled that he heard Kirov say in
the early 1930s that he was opposed to the use of forced labor.19 If this was
the case, however, Kirov did not reveal his views to his superiors in
Moscow. In July 1933, Stalin came to Leningrad for the canals official
opening, traveling by ship along the canal for several days with Kirov, Kli­
ment Voroshilov, Commissar of Defense, Genrikh lagoda, deputy chief of
the OGPU, and M. D. Berman, chief of the GULAG, the notorious labor
camp system. Smiling and relaxed, the proud leaders gave no hint of the
suffering that was behind this “glorious Soviet achievement.”20

At the Seventeenth Party Congress in 1934, delegates received copies
of the book The Stalin Baltic—White Sea Canal, which Kirov declared in his
speech very useful and full of insights,” although it made no reference to
the fact that the canal was built with forced labor. Voroshilov made a spe- 
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till mention at the congress of Kirov’s role in the canal’s construction: In
[tent years we have not only built up and strengthened our naval forces in

Baltic and Black seas. Benefiting from the fact that Comrade Kirov,
together with Comrade lagoda, at the head of a heroic army of White Sea
construction workers, united the White and Baltic seas, we have trans-
fared a few ships to the new canal in the N orth in order not to be defense­
fess in this area."21 As for Kirov, he gave most of the credit to the OGPU:
To build such a canal in such a short time, in such a place—it is truly
heroic work and we must give justice to our Chekists [original name of the
political police in 1917], who led this business and who literally achieved a
miracle."22

There are other examples of Kirov’s Stalinist ruthlessness. In August
1912, as part of a propaganda campaign surrounding the introduction of a
hw on “misappropriating socialist property,” Pravda reprinted a speech
that Kirov delivered in Leningrad:

It must be said frankly that our punitive policies arc very liberal. We must
correct this. If we condemn some embezzler ... he is usually given
amnesty quickly, and a trial never takes place. We consider cooperative
and kolkhoz property to be public property. It seems to me that
kolkhozes and cooperatives must be put on the same footing as govern­
ment organizations, and if a person is caught stealing kolkhoz or cooper­
ative property, then he must be sentenced to the highest form of
punishment [death]. And if the punishment is mitigated, then it cannot
be less than ten years' imprisonment.25

According to one of his biographers, Kirov was later angry that the police
were applying the new law indiscriminately in the Leningrad region and
chastised a group of legal authorities for “putting half of Russia into jail.”24

Was the speech published in Pravda just rhetoric that Kirov did not
believe? It is hard to say, because we have another example of repressive
measures on his direct orders. In April 1932 Kirov signed a decree autho­
rizing the Leningrad police to “remove” 2,000 “criminal, alien class ele­
ments” (those from the intelligentsia and former merchant and noble
families) and send them to an OGPU lumber camp.25 As in other areas of
the country, Leningrad authorities “cleansed” their region of these groups
in late 1932 and early 1933, in connection with the introduction of
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man atory passports. Thousands were forced out of their homer
riven rom the city to make housing available for the proletariat. A It

rom a fifty-seven-year-old Leningrad engineer to Molotov, by this t
c airman of the Council of People’s Commissars, offers a glimpsed
tragic impact of this process: “The most terrible thing about whan
done to me and my family and apparently to many other people litem.
is that such important decisions, like ones on exile, on future work,#
piece of bread for very old and sick people, such as me—these arc Lien
questions of life and death—are made secretly, irresponsibly, without co
suiting the interested parties.”26 To be sure, Kirov received such letters
well, but they probably lay unanswered on his desk.

• MORE INTRAPARTY DISSENT

Although he was consumed with administering Leningrad, Kin
could not ignore higher party politics, which continued to be fraught
intrigue and conflict, even after the decisive defeat of the right in 191
Stalin had outmaneuvered members of the top leadership who oppose.'
him, but he had not managed to quell discontent at lower levels ofta
party bureaucracy. As a result, the early 1930s witnessed a series of dn-
matre confrontations between Stalin and real or perceived opponeis
Indeed, Stalin became so obsessed with ferreting out any vestiges oft£s
loyalty to him that it is hard to imagine how he managed with the dry-tv
day governing of the country.

Kirov doubtless would have preferred to avoid the infighting and k
c t alone to pursue his job in Leningrad. That he quickly put the Stalia-
ukharin conflict behind him shows how little all the polemics meantu

p>esp‘te Bukharin’s disgraced status, Kirov continued on good terms
wit im, even inviting him on a hunting trip.27 Bukharin’s second wife;

j.. na ,.ar'na’ reca^ed that her husband always had strong affection fe
w- i / ^en S^e Was exded after Bukharin’s arrest in 1937, she brought
wit her a photograph of Bukharin and Kirov, which was then confiscated
and s V H^ht^band with his arm around Kirov; both men were happy
see th e Astrakhan official who found it was clearly surprisedt»
sense m h’ 'rri'1 t°®et'lcr *n a friendly pose; it would have made mon
(Larina wa” * f U- a”” bcen snaPPed pointing a revolver at Kirov.’-1

was referring to the fact that, among the many false charges lev 
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ijiinst Bukharin after his arrest, was the charge of helping to murder
it.) After Kirov died, Bukharin sent Mariia L’vovna a telegram: “I
vewithyou over the loss of the unforgettable Mironich. 1 embrace you
mly.'3’
Bukharin probably assumed, as he did with Ordzhonikidze, that
ov's public statements about him were not necessarily a reflection of his
tonal views. And he seems to have been right. Although both Kirov
iSergo became outspoken defenders of Stalin’s “general line” by 1930,
ither had much of an appetite for going after party comrades who ques-
aed that line. This was clearly the case with the so-called left-rightist
oc, which was organized against Stalin in 1930 by Sergei Syrtsov and
mLominadze and created a furor within the party.

Syrtsov, a candidate member of the Politburo and an influential econ-
aist,hadbeen a strong supporter of Stalin during the 1920s. But Stalins
[tutorial methods and the disastrous consequences of the collectivization
campaign led Syrtsov to form a group of colleagues with the aim of ousting
Stalin.30 In the autumn of 1930, Beso Lominadze, a Georgian and first
rattary of the Transcaucasian party, met with Syrtsov and became an
iJherent of the group. Beso, who had worked for many years in the Cauca-
risandwas personally close to both Sergo and Kirov, had already apprised
Sergo of his dissenting views in the summer of 1929, in a letter that caused
Sergo a great deal of disquiet because it placed him in an awkward position
with Stalin. Sergo responded to the letter with admonishments to Beso
ibout his disloyalty, but to no avail.31

Events came to a head in late October 1930, when a member of
the Syrtsov-Lominadze group denounced them to Stalin. Syrtsov was
arrested, along with several others, and Lominadze was called to Moscow
to appear before Ordzhonikidze’s Central Control Commission. Both
Syrtsov and Lominadze denied that they had intended to get rid of Stalin,
but admitted being dissatisfied with some aspects of his leadership. Unfor­
tunately, however, the OGPU had managed to elicit testimony from others
confirming the charges. In early November 1930, Sergo duly reported on
the case to a joint session of the Politburo and the presidium of the Central
Control Commission. Given his close association with Beso, this was not
easy. But Sergo nonetheless did what was required of him. He condemned
Syrtsov and the others for “double-dealing" and “fractionalism." Of course,
he said, party members could have doubts about the general line and even
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voice their doubts to the Central Committee. The sin of Syrtsov and 1
minadze was that they kept their disagreements secret—which amount
to antiparty activity.32

Sergo did not mention, of course, that he knew about Lominii
heretical views and did not report them to the Central Committee. Bun
know that Stalin found out, because much later, shortly after Sergo's det
in 1937, Stalin told a Central Committee plenum that Sergo had ream
several anti-party” letters from Lominadze before the discovery oft!
group in 1930, but had kept them a secret. If they had known aboutL
minadze s letters, said Stalin, they never would have appointed him seer;
tary of the Transcaucasian Regional Committee. Thus, as Stalin presente
it, Sergo was guilty of deception. Indeed, although Sergo madeashowt
demanding that Lominadze be expelled from the party, he continued toh
his friend and even supported him in his career, which cannot have mil
Stalin happy. In the words of one historian: “Stalin placed Lominadze:
the ranks of his enemies and harbored enmity toward Ordzhonikidze, wie
had dared to protect Lominadze.”33

How did Kirov figure in this controversy? Lominadze was notexpelH
from the party, but lost his post in Transcaucasia, as did a number ofhj
associates. The unpleasant task of presiding over the shake-up in Trans-
caucasia fell to Kirov, presumably because he had been a party leader in lb
region until 1926. Although he had been in Leningrad for over fouryean,
Transcaucasia was still considered his bailiwick, and the fact that he mi
sent there to discipline his former colleagues carried with it the implica­
tion that he was somehow responsible for their failings.

This was the impression that Kirov conveyed in an apologetic speed
to a party assembly in Tbilisi in mid-November 1930.34 Explaining wkj
many officials would lose their jobs, Kirov emphasized that they were
responsible for failing to stop Lominadze’s “deviations.” Even though the
Politburo sent Lominadze to Transcaucasia, said Kirov, the regional com­
mittee there must answer for his wrongdoings, because they were not
watching him with both eyes.” Lominadze had openly expressed his criti­

cisms of Moscow s policies at a regional party congress and “no one
s apped his hands. Significantly, Kirov added that he himself was “half

aucasian and understood how this could have happened in a place when
t ere was such a strong family spirit.” Lominadze had grown up in the
Caucasus, and everyone knew and trusted him. Now they would have to
pay the price for this misguided trust
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la Biku, where major dismissals were underway, Kirov told his party
aides:“There is no doubt that the Azerbaijan and Baku organizations
pifailir have to endure great ordeals, for Lominadze understood well
hitit meant to secure his influence in Baku, what it meant to win over
eAtubaijan organization.” But again he accepted part of the blame:
icffiinidze was our chap, one hundred percent Caucasian, we knew him
sn the time he began to climb the political ladder ... he was such a
pdfellow... and we see how it turned out.”35

This was not the first purge for the Azerbaijan leadership. A year and a
tfuilier Kirov’s close friend and protege Levon Mirzoian had lost his
fb is party secretary in Baku, despite Kirov’s efforts to protect him. It is
d dear why he was fired, but, judging from Stalin’s reaction to a letter
tens Mirzoian after he lost the Baku post, his malfeasance was fairly seri-
ns.ln September 1929, Stalin wrote to Molotov: “I am sending you a let­
ter 1 just got from Mirzoian. You know that I’m not a supporter of the
pouty of ’tolerance’ regarding comrades who have committed grievous
non from the perspective of the party’s interests.! must say, however, that
iisnotin the party’s interests to finish off Mirzoian.”36 Instead of finish-
bjMinoian off, Stalin sent him to the Urals to develop the oil industry
id later to Kazakhstan. Mirzoian’s stay of execution would last until
1938, when he would die at the hands of the secret police.

What must have caused Stalin particular concern in the case of Syrtsov
and Lominadze was that their views had gained considerable sympathy
within the party.Thus, the announcements of dismissals in Transcaucasia
were accompanied by references to “double-dealing” and “conciliatory atti­
tudes’toward the Syrtsov-Lominadze group. The affair made it clear that
there was still dissent in the party ranks, despite Stalin’s efforts to suppress
ill opposition and create a monolithic organization. In fact, it was precisely
because dissent could not be expressed openly that “double-dealing”
toward superiors arose. Officials who were forced to comply with decisions
they disagreed with would express their disapproval secretly. As one histo­
rian observed: “In the Soviet Union under Stalin this phenomenon
appeared in extreme form, and the charge of‘double-dealing’ was brought
against many later critics of the leadership. It was countered by the devel­
opment of the system of informers, within as well as outside the party; and
its counterpart, or mirror image, was paranoid behavior at the top.”37

As for Kirov and Sergo, they were now full members of the Politburo
and hence objects of the illegal criticism directed at the leadership. At the 
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same time, given their close personal relations with many second-tier pin)
officials and the propensity among members of the party hierarchy to fat
patron-client relationships, they were often at the receiving end oftj.
secret complaints and appeals for help from those out of favor. In the eti;
1930s Sergo continued to receive letters from the disgraced Lominathe;
the Urals, and Kirov kept up an active correspondence with Mirzoiin.lj
this time, however, the OGPU was most certainly monitoring all nj
communications and informing Stalin, whose watchword was guilt b
association.”

course, Stalin himself remained on outwardly cordial terms with
sgraced party members like Bukharin, for example. Anna Larina recalls

ow talin petted” her husband well into the 1930s, by which timek
most certainly was planning Bukharin’s demise. On one occasion in 193i,
at a banquet for military officers, Stalin gave a toast: “Let us drink, con?
a es, to Nikolai Ivanovich, and let bygones be bygones.” But whereas boi
ergo and Kirov seem to have felt genuine compassion for their falk

comrades, in Stalins case it was all an act. As Larina points out; “Wit:
everything was calculated, every step—no, every inch of every step

course, this is obvious noTu, but then no one, including my busbar:
lnJseJ€ suspected a thing. The toast was considered a sincere expression^
t ns attitude toward Bukharin.”38 Stalin could trust himself and knro
r o>Wn m°rivarions, but he had no way of knowing what was in the mini

° ergo and Kirov, and he was not inclined to Rive his subordinates the
benefit of the doubt.

Whatever suspicions Stalin might have had, they did not reflect upon
s outward relations with Kirov. On the contrary, Stalin sought out bis

companionship, inviting him to vacation with him at Sochi on the Black
ea in 1931. Kirov, who loved to By, had asked Stalin for permission to

come to Sochi by plane, but Stalin, apparently considering such travel dan­
gerous, telegrammed him a refusal: “I have no right and I would not advise
4/°°^° authorize flights. I most humbly request you to come by train.,J’

NJ kjr°V arr*ved sometime in mid-September, Stalin wrote to his wife,
, CZ . a’ *n Moscow: Here the weather is good for the time being. Yes-

p ni& f at ° cl°ck Kirov and I tested the temperature at the bottom
I 3 an<^ ak°vc> where I live. ... I was in the sea once (only once)!
With Kirov ^oVXCC1,,Cnt’1 thlnk 1 wiU go again-1 am having a good time

- Two days later Nadezhda wrote to Stalin from Moscow: "It
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.raygood that Kirov is staying with you and also that it is warm there at
jurphce. Be careful with swimming.”41 It was as if Stalin and Kirov were
at ordinary comrades, having a good time. But the deepening tensions
rithin the party leadership cannot have been far from their minds.

.THE RIUT1N AFFAIR

If the Syrtsov-Lominadze dissent presented a challenge to Stalin, the
mergence of an opposition group around Matem’ian Riutin in 1932
shook the Stalin regime to its foundations. Kirov’s role in the affair is still a
rutter of dispute, but some see this episode as a turning point in Kirov’s
relationship with Stalin. Riutin was a Moscow party official who lost his
job in 1928 because he spoke out against Stalin’s leadership. Although
Kutin soon gained another post and continued to be a candidate member
ofthe Central Committee, he was under a shadow. In the autumn of 1930,
when the Central Committee received a secret denunciation, claiming that
Kutin had again criticized the General Secretary, Stalin seized upon the
opportunity for vengeance. He wrote to Molotov from Sochi: “With
regard to Riutin, it seems to me that it’s impossible to limit ourselves to
expelling him from the party. When some time has passed after his expul­
sion, he will have to be exiled somewhere as far as possible from Moscow.
This counterrevolutionary scum should be completely disarmed.”42

Shortly after Riutin was expelled from the party, the OGPU arrested
him on charges of counterrevolutionary activity. Typically, however, Stalin
decided to play games with Riutin. In early 1931, with Stalin’s personal
sanction, the OGPU released him because of lack, of evidence, and he
began working as a government economist. He also continued his opposi­
tion to Stalin’s rule. In 1932, Riutin joined a group of disgruntled Old Bol­
sheviks called the Union of Marxists-Leninists. On behalf of the group, he
wrote a lengthy brochure, “Stalin and the Crisis of the Proletarian Dicta­
torship,” which set forth their platform, and an “Appeal to All Party Mem­
bers,” calling for their participation. The platform was a scathing criticism
of Stalin, describing him an as unprincipled politician, capable of only
intrigue and hypocrisy. Stalin, the brochure said, was not a leader, but a
dictator, whose rule was disastrous for the country.43

As might have been expected, the OGPU’s discovery of the group led
to the immediate arrest of Riutin and other members in September 1932.
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Their case was discussed at a Central Committee plenum called in hs
September, which Kirov attended. The Central Committee passed a reso­
lution condemning the group and approving their exclusion from the
Communist Party. The case was then handed back to the OGPU,
passed sentences on the accused. Riutin received ten years
while the other members of his group were sentenced to exile in i eni

The rest of the story remains unclear, but several sources c aim
Stalin had tried to have the Politburo approve the death sent
Riutin (the first time a party official would receive such a punrs men
met with resistance. Kirov was reportedly the first to object, s y> g
mustn’t do this. Ryutin is not a hopeless case, hes merely gon
Who the hell knows how many hands wrote that letter t PF'
We’ll be misunderstood.”"'5 Sergo and Valerian Kuibys ev t °
Kirov’s objections and others abstained, thus forcing^ta n g
his plan to have the OGPU sentence Riutin to death.

With records of what transpired at Politburo meetings s
secret, it is impossible to confirm this oft-repeated
what we know about Kirov, it is perhaps surprising t at
taken the risky step of opposing Stalin’s plans so open y. ° ,
ing seen what Stalin was doing to men like Mirzoian an t|ic taboo
Kirov might have realized the dangerous implications o
on executing party members. Also, Kirov’s friend Petr etr0V® j
mer editor of Leningradskaia pravda, was among those a
police for membership in the group. Kirov may have been anxi
tect him from a more severe punishment."'7 ...

Adding to the mystery is the fact that the Riutin Plat orm, t
text of which disappeared, actually singled out Kirov, 0 ..
members, for special criticism. Thus, the platform read. e ca
fhe genuine, most inveterate opportunists at the present time rig t in 11
ranks of Stalin’s ruling clique! [names of several secondary o ci s .
Kirov, a member of the Politburo, former Kadet [a liberal party] an e itor
of a Kadet newspaper in Vladikavkaz. All, one might say, are pillars of the
Stalinist regime. And all represent the definitive type of opportunist
These people will attach themselves to any regime, to any political sys­
tem. 48 And later, in reference to "self-criticism,” the platform noted: It is
well known how the efforts of the Leningraders to expose Kirov as i
former Kadet and editor of a Kadet paper in Vladikavkaz turned out. 
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jley were muzzled and told to be quiet. Stalin . . . protects his own
Kowdrels."”

It is odd, to say the least, that Riutin’s platform would attack Karov in
this manner. If he and his colleagues were looking for scoundrels and
opportunists, there were more obvious candidates in the Politburo and in
the Central Committee than Kirov. Indeed, Kirov had defended one
w.T.ber of Riutin’s group, Petrovskii, when Stalin ordered him to be fired
fa his job in 1928. And why, if Riutin was truly interested in restoring
democracy to the party, would he bring up the Leningrad self-criticism
campaign, which was a ritual scare tactic employed by Moscow in order to
shake up the regional party apparatus and possibly discredit Kirov? Yes,
Kirov survived, but with a large “black spot” on his record, which Stalin
and the Politburo made no attempt to erase.

There is a possible explanation for the negative comments about
Kirov. What emerged as the Riutin Platform was a typewritten version
produced by the OGPU allegedly on the basis of copies or fragments the
police had unearthed after Riutin was imprisoned. Thus, the OGPU may
well have altered the original version.50 Perhaps, then, the references to
Kirovwerc a result of OGPU tampering.

If Riutin really did have it in for Kirov, it is hard to imagine that he
would have the reaction he had to Kirov’s murder in December 1934. He
displayed no trace of contempt for Kirov in a letter written to his family
(tom prison: “Has lightning again flashed there with you? . . . Only yester­
day they brought the papers with the news that Kirov was killed! For the
time being everything remains unclear and puzzling. But I can already say
that this is the most powerful and significant political event, full of deep
meaning, which everyone must think about seriously.”51 Riutin, who was
to be charged with terrorism in 1937 and later shot, understood already at
this point that Stalin would use the Kirov murder as a pretext for the
purges.

Whatever Kirov’s involvement was, the importance of the Riutin affair
cannot be underestimated. Not only did Stalin realize that there was still
significant opposition to him within the party; he also was thwarted by
members of the party leadership in his efforts to execute the leader of that
opposition. Whether or not Kirov himself resisted the execution of a party
member,the fact remains that Stalin had been restrained, which was intol­
erable for him.
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■ THE DEATH OF NADEZHDA ALLILUEVA

Just as the Riutin case was coming to a close, another event occu
that had an even more traumatic effect on Stalin—the suicide of his v
Nadezhda Allilueva, on 9 November 1932. According to Stalin’s daugf
Svetlana, her mother, who was almost twenty years younger than Sti
had become increasingly unhappy in the marriage and was suffering a't
rible, devastating disillusionment” with her husband. When her deject
became unbearable after Stalin was verbally abusive to her at a dint
party, she went home and shot herself with a small revolver. Stalin net
got over his shock. In Svetlana’s words: “Inwardly things had changed ca
astrophically. Something had snapped inside my father.”52

There can be little doubt that Nadezhda Alliluevas death contribute
greatly to Stalin’s growing paranoia. But it was not just a question of hi
grief over the loss of his wife and the mother of his two young children
Her suicide, brought on as it was by her obvious unhappiness with Stalin.
was a blow to his prestige. Although the newspapers did not mention hot
she died, everyone knew that it was not by natural causes. And Stalins
close colleagues, including Kirov, were informed of the details. According
to Mikhail Rosliakov’s memoirs, Stalin was so humiliated that he talked
of resigning, but was persuaded not to by other Politburo membea
Although Stalin apparently had no doubts about the loyalty of yes-mtn
like Molotov and Kaganovich, it made him uncomfortable that Ordzho­
nikidze, Kuibyshev, and Kirov knew his secret and had witnessed his dis­
play of weakness.53 In fact, says Rosliakov, Kirov may have known mon
about Stalin’s relationship with his wife than Stalin realized. Kirov wasi
dose friend of Nadezhda’s father, Sergei Alliluev, who wrote him seven!
letters in the early 1930s. In one of these letters, written in 1931, Alliluev
reportedly discussed how upset he was over the difficult situation of poor
Nadia.”54

Kirov, as a Politburo member, of course attended the official funeral of
Nadezhda Allilueva, although perhaps without Mariia L’vovna, whore

the signatories to the obituary in Pravdi
except the wife of Kuibyshev were listed.)
a Allilueva’s death, Kirov made five visits 

Stalins office, which was unusual for him, despite his frequent trips to
oscow.55 Not only Stalin’s sister-in-law Mariia Svanidze but also Mariia

vovnas sister Sof’ia Markus recall that Stalin became exceptional!)'

ame was curiously absent from
(All of the other Politburo wives
During the week after Nadezhd
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jttiched to Kirov after his wife’s death. Markus has been quoted as saying
iut, when Kirov went to Moscow, he began staying overnight with Stalin
instead of Sergo, as he had in the past.56

Others, however, including Ordzhonikidze’s wife, tell us that Kirov
continued his custom of staying the night with Sergo until the very end:
Kirov always stayed with us in Moscow. Usually he would let us know in

the evening that he was coming the next morning. Sergo always waited for
him, so that they could breakfast together. Then they went off to work and
met again late in the evening. After eating a little, they would settle in the
dining room or in [Sergo’s] office. Sergo would rest on the couch, Kirov
would sit down next to him, and they would begin a long, heart-to-heart
ulk Zinaida Ordzhonikidze recalled one time when Sergo could not
beartohave Kirov go back to Leningrad, so he had his driver stage a minor
automobile accident on the way to the railway station, thus causing Kirov
lo miss his train.58 A close colleague of Sergo’s, Sofia Ginzburg, confirms
that Kirov habitually stayed with the Ordzhonikidzes during his Moscow
nsits, adding that the friendship of Sergo and Sergei Mironovich Kirov
made Stalin especially suspicious.”59

Although Kirov may have resisted Stalin’s pressuring him to stay the
night, it probably was not easy. Stalin wanted Kirov at his beck and call. By
this time there were two telephones installed in Kirov’s Leningrad apart­
ment, one in his office and the other just outside his bedroom with a direct
line to Moscow. This allowed Kirov to answer promptly when Stalin called
him in the middle of the night, which he often did. Stalin was a demand­
ing and impatient taskmaster; no subordinate would risk not answering his
telephone calls, no matter what the hour.

Like his colleagues in the Politburo, Kirov now had little choice but to
submit to Stalin’s demands. Stalin had become a tyrant. Kirov had seen
this situation coming for a long time, as his old comrade Petr Chagin later
recalled. Once, at a dinner held in Kirov’s apartment on the occasion of
Stalins visit to Leningrad back in 1926, Kirov gave a short speech. He said
that it was difficult without Lenin, but Bolsheviks could be confident in
their success because they had the Central Committee and the Politburo.
Stalin then rejoined with a “tirade”: the Central Committee and the Polit­
buro were fine, he said, but the Russian people were used to having a tsar,
to having only one person leading the country. According to Chagin, Kirov
never again mentioned Stalin’s tirade, but the meaning was clear and Kirov
realized the extent of Stalin’s ambitions.60



160 Who Killed Kirov?

Later, Kirov would joke to comrades about Stalin’s sensitive ego. On
one occasion, in 1933, when Kirov was in Moscow with Rosliakov and
other Leningraders, he recounted how Stalin had reacted when an inept
official had addressed him as khoziain (master). Laughing, and imitating
Stalins accent and his scowl, Kirov said: “Stalin did not answer him, but
was noticeably irritated, saying to me, 'Khoziain—that sounds like a rich
landowner in Central Asia. Fool!’”61 Kirov understood that Stalin had his
own vision of himself as a leader, a vision that was sacrosanct.

Significantly, Stalin never accompanied Kirov on his hunting trips, as
crgo and Kuibyshev did, but Kirov often sent him the wildfowl that he

caught. Kirovs passion for hunting, with his beloved dog Strelka at his
e> did not let up. Hunting gave him a connection with the world of
tare that he was so close to in his childhood and allowed him to forget

houlnCreaS'n& Pressures °f Lis job. Before 1934, when Kirov built a small
tri V*1 th0 countryside where he could reside comfortably during his

? ’ e stayed in peasant huts or in a tent. Kirov loved to cook outside and
expect ?aV'nS a srnaU feast with his friends after a day’s hunt. As mightbe
Kirov b ’ ^ere was always plenty of cognac, vodka, and merriment, with
times wheaking 'nt° arlas ^rom L’s favorite operas.62 These were the rare

en Kirov could forget about Stalin and the Kremlin.

K|ROV Carries ON

chief pRj °^!^rovs favorite hunting companions was Leningrad GPU
nism and^ edvcd> who once declared: “We are constructing commu-
and howe 6 budd it until we attain our goal, whatever the difficulties
Chekist Cr gFeat nurr|ber of victims.”63 Medved, a professional
of time with 'n LeninSrad in 1929 and soon was spending a great deal
he and Ma •• ,v" ^rov was very fond of Medved’s little son Misha, and
their apartm' 3 ^Vovna doted on him when Medved brought him to visit
also, accord’ Cnt' many Chekists, Medved was a heavy drinker. He
Cles- (At a pa|.g t0 bdikhail Rosliakov, displayed some homosexual tenden-
d>d not attend |u° Cc'e*’rate fLe police’s fifteenth anniversary, which Kirov
‘ng affection ’ Ct'vcd 50t drunk and created a bit of a scandal by Javish-

Medved nr °ne °^^'S ma^e g^sts.)64
tnjsted him, ”ot have been a very effective police chief, but Kirov

t at was important. The job of the Leningrad NKVD, 



Kirov later told Rosliakov that the Central Committee was pressuring him
to have Zaporozhets replace Medved.68

While he was in the city Kirov was always surrounded by NKVD
guards and thus had no privacy, so it is understandable that he broke
away as often as circumstances allowed. Occasionally the outings to the
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after all, was not just to protect party officials and hunt down spies. Like
other regional NKVD branches, the Leningrad office sent secret reports to
Moscow on what the local party bosses were up to. It was natural that
Kirov would want a local NKVD chief who was on his side. But this was
not what Moscow wanted. Indeed, from Moscow’s point of view, Medved
was too close to Kirov to do an effective job of reporting. Medved’s
brother-in-law, D. B. Sorokin, recalled that in 1933 or 1934, while Kirov
aas out of town, either the police or the party leadership in Moscow actu-
illy sent a replacement for Medved to Leningrad—one E. G. Evdokimov.
Evdokimov, who had a ruthless reputation in the secret police, had risen in
its ranks during the 1920s to become police chief in the North Caucasus.
He got to know Stalin well, spending time with him when Stalin vaca­
tioned in the South. According to Sorokin, when Kirov returned to
Leningrad he called Stalin and insisted that Evdokimov be recalled.65

In fact, Moscow secret police headquarters was already “covered” in
Leningrad, having managed to send one of its officers, Ivan Zaporozhets,
to serve as a first deputy to Medved in April 1932. Described as “a joker
and a wit, the life of the party at picnics and outings, and a connoisseur of
wine and women,” Zaporozhets had been a trusted aide to Genrikh
lagoda.66 He would later become a key figure in the controversy surround­
ing the Kirov murder. According to Rosliakov, Zaporozhets quickly insin­
uated himself into a prominent role in Leningrad politics, overstepping
the hapless Medved:

He always attended the meetings of the obkom bureau, although he was
not a member, and Medved himself was there. Some of us were surprised
at this duplication of roles, but it did not bother Zaporozhets. During
discussions, he took the floor to express his own views, despite the pres­
ence of Medved.... We noticed that Zaporozhets actively established
himself in the apparatus, as if pushing Medved aside. Medved allowed
the reins of administration to be taken from his hands.67
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countryside included women, although apparently not Mariia L’vovni
One of several photographs taken of Kirov and his comrades shows;
group of six, with Kirov lying relaxed, smiling, and shoeless on a hillsidi
next to a pretty young woman, who could not be identified.6’

Was Kirov a womanizer? He probably would have had little trouble
attracting women. Although he was short, stocky, and slightly pod-
marked, he still had his youthful, almost boyish good looks and energy. He
was also the most powerful man in Leningrad. Rumors abounded about
Kirovs attraction to the young ballerinas at the Mariinskii Theater (named
the Kirov Theater in his honor after 1934) in Leningrad, and at the time of
his death there were also stories about an affair between Kirov and Mildi
Draule, the wife of his assassin, Nikolaev.70

By all accounts, Kirov continued to be devoted to Mariia Lvovna,
writing to her almost daily when they were separated. But they were
separated much of the time. Mariia L’vovna suffered from ill health, and
in the 1930s was often at sanatoriums and rest homes. By 1934, stricken
By an unnamed affliction that caused headaches, difficulties with speech,
and lapses of memory, she could no longer act as Kirov’s personal sec­
retary.71

With no concrete evidence, we can only speculate about whether
Kirov had extramarital affairs while in Leningrad. But it is entirely possi
ble> given that he probably had an intimate relationship with Nadezhda
Serebrennikova in the years of the revolution and civil war. By this time
Nadezhda Serebrennikova seems to have disappeared from Kirovs life,
which was now so very different from his days as a revolutionary and a ris-
,ng Bolshevik activist. Kirov had also lost touch with his two sisters. They
dld not correspond at all from 1911 until December 1932, when Kirov
received a letter from his younger sister, Elizaveta, who was by then mar-
"cd and had children. The letter opened thus: “Greetings dear brother
hTJ2^3 bave been intending to write you for a hundred years, but I

back from doing so because I wasn’t sure whether my letters would
Merest you and whether you would be interested in our life. 77 Elizaveta

7enton t0 tell Kirov about herself and her children, passing on greetings
r°m their older sister, Anna.

Apparently Kirov never responded to Elizaveta’s letter. Just days before
W'as killed, another letter from her, dated 18 November 1934, arrived at
0Vs apartment. Kirov never opened it:
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Wum greetings from your two sisters Aniuta and Liza and from your
ntphew and niece Kostia and Emma: The last letter I received from you
ins in 1911 from Vladikavkaz, and then we all became confused. We
thought that the government finished you off and you were no longer
alive. Last summer, knowing your address, 1 had a strong impulse to
tnvel to Leningrad, but business matters prevented me. . . .If I live until
this summer, that is until 1935,1 will come, together with Aniuta.

You speak, argue furiously to kolkhozniki [collective farm peasants]
at meetings about our achievements and our better lives in the future. In
our little comer, when you come home, it is vexing how godforsaken, at
times wild, it is. Last year we saw an automobile in our village for the first
time.... My son has finished technical school, has been working for a
year and has never had the chance to see a train.

[signed] Elizaveta Mironovna Verkhotina73

Had Kirov read Elizaveta’s letter, he would have understood the
implicit reproach about the discrepancy between his lofty words and the
jrim reality. Here he was a leading party official who spoke publicly about
tkc great successes of his government, while life was still miserable for
people like his sisters, who lived in the countryside. And he had never
bothered to contact them, not even to let them know that he was still alive.
Kirov had clearly chosen to put his past behind him and to cut all ties with
Hs family. Perhaps it would have been too difficult to reconcile his way of
life now with the ideals and emotions he had shared with his sisters in his
youth. Perhaps the letters from Elizaveta were a painful reminder of his
pist and how he had betrayed it.

In fact, Kirov blocked from his mind many details of his earlier life.
According to one of his biographers: “It was as if everything that related to
his past had been covered by a fog, although Kirov’s memory for faces,
books, music, facts, figures and dates was tremendous."74 Kirov’s former
revolutionary comrade Mikhail Popov, who visited him in Leningrad,
observed that he had completely forgotten everything that they did during
his years in Tomsk. Significantly, when Kirov wrote a brief autobiography
for publication by the party back in 1926, he made several mistakes. He
wrote that his last arrest by tsarist police had been in 1915, when in fact it
occurred in 1911, and in several questionnaires he gave his year of birth as
1888 instead of 1886, apparently forgetting that his comrades in Tomsk
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had changed his date of birth on his passport in order to make his sentence
less severe.75 These were curious lapses in a man with such a good memory,
so it is possible that Kirov was actually trying to hide something that he
thought his enemies might use against him.

■ ECONOMIC BATTLES

Kirov had little time to think about the past anyway, heoau^ ' i
Leningrad party leader during Stalin’s “revolution rom a ove
to be all-consuming, even after the successful completion o t
Year Plan.The pressure for Leningrad to produce
nomic goals did not let up, while bread and basic foo s
scarce, as were supplies offiiel for the factories. In fact, the s a
*ng in the Soviet Union had been declining rapidly since •
-orkers’real wages were less than half their 1928 level. Ac?
P«y reports, members of the working-class population in .
“ngry and resentful, voicing among themselves their sen5 markeda
? regime. The official rhetoric about progress and the go
s^arp contrast wifh thdr deteriorating economic situation and then gnm
mood.76

As the city and regional party chief, Kirov was directly responsible for
^Piight. And he knew whaXas like to be hungry. Yet he was notin
P0S1&°" to oppose the goals of Stalin’s industrialization program- So
lead1 alOng W‘th the c>nical Propaganda campaign that P°rtraJ

as benefactors of the people By 1933, Kirov was referred to. the
^P^sasthe-beloved-fW/^ Kirov, at the same time that the «m
m* ’PP11^ t° Stalin. This reflected the Soviet practice of crean
m*?cults of regional lcaders below thc cult of Stalin, which had

by this^me. The aim of these carefully staged propa-
„ 'ffcrls Was ,0 discontent by arousing feelings of venera non

toward the political leadership.77 It is difficult to say how
declined Strategy was, but clearly the more the economic situation

j\jo ’ e fewer people would consider Kirov “beloved.
Kirov did k-e^eSS> whilc operating within the constraints impose on m,
Moscow *S beSt t0 C0Pe’ sPcnt a great deal of time struggling wit
uous conflVer eCOnomic issues. The early 1930s were a period of contin-
statc fund Cp-.°VCr allocation of resources and the disbursement of

rov himself attended Politburo meetings only infrequently 
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{cause of the long distance between Leningrad and Moscow). But the
protocols for Politburo meetings in 1932—33 show that requests from
Leningrad for more supplies from the center and for reductions in pro­
curement plans dominated the agenda. Sometimes the requests were
granted and sometimes not. Thus, Leningrad was allowed 5,000 addi­
tional tons of bread (over that set in the plan) during the third and fourth
quarters of 1933. But on the same day that this request was granted Stalin
refused Kirov’s request to bu’dd a department store in the city for selling
high-quality goods.78

In defending the interests of Leningrad, Kirov ran up against opposi­
tion from Politburo member and Moscow party chief Lazar Kaganovich,
who competed against Kirov in the battle for resources. More than once,
Kirov complained to Molotov and Stalin about Kaganovich’s heavy-
binded methods. Valerian Kuibyshev, on the other hand, who was head
of Gosplan (the state planning commission), was an advocate of the
Leningrad leadership. Rosliakov recalls one occasion in the early 1930s
when he and Ivan Kodatskii attended a meeting in Moscow to discuss
their request to raise Leningrad’s budget. Kirov had been unable to attend,
but they had counted on Kuibyshev’s support. Unexpectedly, Kuibyshev
did not show up at the meeting, so they faced Kaganovich alone. They
made a quick call to Kirov, who then contacted Kuibyshev. When the latter
arrived, they were able to get their budget request approved.79

On another occasion a conflict arose with Molotov. The Leningrad
government had received from Moscow several extra tons of food prod­
ucts, which they sold for a profit.They then diverted the extra money to a
find for developing pig farms. Although their actions were technically
illegal, such diversions of funds were a common practice, without which
theotherwise inflexible economic system could not function. Nonetheless,
when Molotov found out about the transaction, he decided to crack down.
In early 1934 he sent a telegram to Ivan Kodatskii demanding that the
Leningrad Executive Committee reverse the decision to divert the funds
and punish those responsible for it. Kodatskii had the decision reversed,
but he prevaricated on punishing those involved, despite another angry
telegram from Molotov. Presumably, Kodatskii would not have risked such
insubordination without consulting Kirov. Finally, at Molotov s insistence,
Kodatskii was called before the Council of People’s Commissars in
Moscow to account for his behavior, but in the end there were no punish­

ments.80
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In another case, Kirov reportedly used reserve supplies designated for
the Leningrad Military District without permission from Moscow. Wic
Commissar of Defense Kliment Voroshilov expressed displeasure abou
this at a Politburo meeting, Kirov responded that he had been obliged to
resort to these reserves because of extreme shortages and that supplies
would be returned to the warehouse as soon as new deliveries arrival
Voroshilov is said to have retorted that Kirov “was looking for cheap popu­

larity among the workers.”81
Kirov was responsible for overseeing military production in th

Leningrad district and was a member of the Leningrad Military Council
He was also a friend of Mikhail Tukhachcvskii, commander of the
Leningrad Military District from 1928 to 1931 and a civil war hero. Dur­
ing that war, Tukhachevskii had commanded the Eleventh Army for i
time and had worked closely with Kirov. This was another dangerous
friendship for Kirov. Despite his exceptional talents as a strategist,
Tukhachevskii, a former tsarist army officer who joined the Bolsheviks in
1918, had never gotten on well with the General Secretary. In fact, in the
autumn of 1930, while he was serving in Leningrad and seeing Kirov on a
daily basis, Tukhachevskii was almost arrested as a participant in an alleged
military plot to kill Stalin and seize power. After a cursory examination of
the barges against Tukhachevskii, which Stalin must have known had
been fabricated by the OGPU, Stalin decided to drop the matter and
Wrote t0 Molotov: “As for the T-chevskii affair, he turns out to be 100per-
cent dean. That’s very good.”82 Tukhachevskii later returned to Moscow
nd played a leading role in developing new weapons for the Red Army,

Stab '° be i“rested in 1937 and executed on charges of treason, as part of
"s keeping purge of the Soviet military command.

rov did his best to meet the needs of the Soviet military in Lenin-
*’”d’ where much of the defense construction was centered. But it presented

m with a constant challenge. Requests such as this from Tukhachevskii
teJe'h^*0^ “^ear ^ergei Mironovich, I did not manage to reach you by
state f116 and hnow that you asked Uborevich to inform you of the
facto ° tbe ^^ment °four orders for aircraft at the Krasnyi Vyborjet
£or nes' order for aluminum is very late and we have an urgent need

y^ur strongest support in this matter.”83
raw WaS a'S° under continuous pressure to develop new sources of

enals within the Leningrad district, but was not successful. Several 
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<11 scientists had told him that there were rich deposits of iron ore on the
Wa Peninsula, north of the city. After considerable publicity in the press
rd optimistic projections of vast supplies of iron ore, the excavations
xjin in early 1933. To the great disappointment of Kirov, the deposits
proved practically worthless.84

By the autumn of 1933 Kirov was so shaken by the failure of this iron-
ore venture that he fell ill. Other problems may have contributed to his
stress. Aside from those who opposed him openly in Moscow over finan-
dil and budgetary issues, he had secret political enemies who were plot-
nng against him. In the summer of 1933, a report reached Kirov about a
group of Leningraders who were planning to have him removed from his
post. At the center of the group was a person named Rekstyn, who had
close ties with some of Kirov’s old enemies in Moscow, such as Nikolai
Komarov. Rekstyn was quoted as saying: “We will soon cut the throat of
this leader Kirov. We will arrest him. We will destroy him because we have
the majority of the masses on our side.”85

Of course, denunciations, threats, and backstabbing were by now an
integral feature of the Stalinist political system. All Soviet political leaders,
including of course Stalin, had enemies. As for Kirov’s economic troubles,
he was not alone among the regional officials who had to fight battles with
Moscow. Nonetheless, Kirov felt beleaguered, and this affected his health.
He began suffering from severe insomnia and then nervous spasms and
heart problems. He was also uncharacteristically short-tempered and more
intolerant of others’ mistakes than usual—all symptoms of nervous strain.
In late November 1933, after Kirov returned from a trip to Moscow, dur-
ing which he had a four-hour visit with Stalin in his office, his nerves were
shattered.86

Kirov was seen by Professor G. F. Lang on 20-22 November. In his
report, which was duly sent to the Kremlin, Professor Lang noted that
Kirov complained of “irregular heartbeat, occurring for the last month,
severe irritability, and very poor sleep.” Tests, including an electrocardio­
gram, revealed no abnormalities, except for an enlarged aorta, which indi­
cated sclerosis. Noting that Kirov’s nervous system showed signs of strain,
doctors recommended a month of complete rest.87

Kirov agreed to go to a rest home at Tolmachevo, a village outside
Leningrad, on the condition that he would not have further examinations
by doctors. Mariia L’vovna accompanied him on 23 November and they
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stayed until the end of the year. Viktor Val’dman, a Leningrad physiaan,
related how he was deployed to Tolmachevo to observe rovs e
erectly. By the end of the month Kirov was much improve , ut
suffered a bout of ill health in early 1934, following the Seventeenth ty

Congress in Moscow.88 . . r m.
There can be no doubt that Stalin was fully apprised of rovs

nesses, since all the medical reports reached him- Indee , ta n
took intense interest in the health of his subordinates, e ro
his prerogative to tell them what to do about their pro cms.
1930s, for example, Sergo Ordzhonikidze began to suffer from

and heart complaints-pains in the chest, weak Puls^°CtCha^°"ne occasion
The doctors' reports recommended rest, and on m M
the Politburo, and Stalin personally, ordered Sergo to ta
exhibiting such solicitous concern, Stalin was not .JsubordinaKS'
altruism. Stalins knowledge of intimate detai s a = ,moncthem
health reinforced his power over them. Moreover, any i ne
carried with it the possibility of incapacitation an a con u nchallenged
"lent of the forces that Stalin was manipulating to assure
authority. There can be no doubt that Kirov's health problems ma

"lore vulnerable politically.  , w|,„n Kirov
Stalin’s revolution had taken its toll on Kirov, n t e pa the(-aceof

set himself goals, he had always shown tremendous re8,hf.nC^ ear.
^taeles, but his goals had changed, as he had himS=lf.?*e"an idealistic

Russia was^about to enter^ world war, Kirov had been^mdealis^

rjdical, healthy enough to scale a mountain peak and full
pobtical future of his country. Now, with his physical condmon ch J

had become the very bureaucrat whom he had crit.c.zed so mdign rdf
h« writings for Terei. Words like “democracy’’ and “freedom had dsap

£eared from his vocabulary, replaced by the rhetoric of party slogans
five-year plans.

Although Kirov recovered and was back on the job by the end of 1933
t' tenTS,ons that doubtless contributed to his health problems did not
Jate. Indeed, from the very beginning of 1934, the last year of his life,
K-r°v found himself at the center of controversies and intrigues that would

Se ,n on him like the dark clouds that enshrouded Leningrad before a
summer storm.
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I repeat to Thee, this very morrow Thou shalt see that obedient
had, which at a mere sign from me, will rush to heap up hot coals
opamt that stake at which I shall bum Thee for having come to hinder
m. For, if ever there was one who deserved ourfire, it is Thou. Tomor­
row I shall bum Thee.

—The Grand Inquisitor in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov

It might be easier to understand the events of the year 1934 if we had a

clear picture of where Kirov stood in relation to the Stalinist establish­
ment. But Kirov’s position at the beginning of this year, looked at from the
outside, seemed highly ambiguous. On the one hand, Kirov’s hesitations
ibout endorsing Stalin’s general line and condemning the Bukharin group,
bis dishes with the Politburo, and his covert slurs against Stalin suggest
that he was not a “team player,” that he could not be classified as a loyal
Stalinist. On the other hand, his willing participation in the building of
the Baltic-White Sea Canal, his acceptance of the OGPU as a pillar of the
state, and his slavish public praise of Stalin make it difficult to portray him
as a dissident.

Kirov was not the only Bolshevik leader to vacillate in his politics.
Ordzhonikidze also gave conflicting signals. Indeed, his fluctuations
between aggressive advocacy of Stalinist principles and hesitation about
hard-line methods led one historian to ask: “Which of the two Ordzho­
nikidzes is the real one?”1

The apparent ambivalence ofbothmen was a reflection of the “Asiatic
politics” of the Stalinist system. Nothing was what it seemed anymore. By
1934 the peasantry had been vanquished -and was under state control, and
the worst extremes of the push to industrialize were over. But the pressures
inherent in political life continued to mount. Controversy over policy had
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come a struggle for power and position. Few dared to speak frankly, aap
to trusted friends. Alone together, Sergo and Kirov could share their

oug ts, which doubtless included concerns about Stalin’s dictatorial
me ods. But if Sergo and Kirov were reluctant actors in the Stalinist drum

at un olded in the 1930s, they could nor get off the stage. By 1934 sup­
port or talins line had become a condition for not only political but also
wase^h SUJV'V^’ Whatever private reservations they had about Stalin,it
nation f^^ 01 to tbe Bolshevik cause—or some complex combi-

0 e two that kept Kirov and Sergo from expressing them openly.
Kirov1 d Mikoyan, who became a full member of the Politburo afar
in his m remainecl there throughout the Khrushchev era, offered
the time- m°*rS SOmc *ns'ght into the thinking of Stalin’s subordinates at

whom a^°Ut myseK I can say that I knew two Stalins. The first,
ten year ^UCt^a great deal and respected as an old comrade, for rhe first
was able’tben a completely diffcrentperson in the later period. ...I
action rcalize the full measure of Stalin’s dictatorial tendencies and
acuons only wh ■ • , •Ordzhonildd "Cn WaS ^r^y ro° late to struggle against him.
tudes I n j M ^irov' with whom I was very close and whose atti-
deceived b ended up in the same position [as I did] of being

yt e first” appearance of Stalin.2

Was it really tOo)
was that he, QrH t0 stru6gle-'> Mikoyan does not tell us exactly when it
“second” Stalin k °n’kidze, and Kirov came to realize the existence of the
events of thc g’ Ut T ^34 others were drawing attention to it. As the
figures were so Cntecntb Party Congress showed, several leading party
wanted torcmOv ?Cerne£l about Stalin’s negative characteristics that they

c him.

■ THE congress
Pravd a S 0F ACTORS
» , adubfiedtheS

tors when the paper cventeenth Party Congress the “Congress of Vic-
With the crisis in announced its opening at the end of January 1934.
in full swing, the pu0Unhysidt having died down and industrialization
Socialism has wOn ine° Soc'al‘sm seemed more certain than ever before.

tally, however, fevv of tf)°Ur “untry,” declared Pravda triumphantly. Ironi-
>966 delegates present would enjoy the fruits of 
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I victory. 1,108 of them would eventually be arrested by the secret
kt? Behind the atmosphere of harmony and self-congratulation
other deep crisis was brewing, and Kirov was at the center of it.

A central theme of the congress was the cult of Stalins leadership.
peaker after speaker, including vanquished enemies like Bukharin and
inoviev,exalted the great vozhd (leader) to enthusiastic applause from the
afacewhen they discussed Stalin’s address to the congress, delivered on
11 January, the opening day. Kirov was the last to speak on Stalin’s
report—an honor, according to Soviet protocol, where the best was the
last. Although Kirov come to the congress with the flu and was still not
Wngwell,he delivered a rousing address on 31 January.4 His appearance
co the rostrum was greeted with a standing ovation, begun by the
Leningrad delegation and taken up by the entire congress. Mikhail Ros-
takov, a member of that delegation, recalls that Kirov, as usual, did not
read his remarks, but spoke extemporaneously, as if sharing his immediate

I thoughts with the audience: “His speech reflected deep confidence in the
correctness of the Leninist line; it was full of colorfill expressions, passion,
sincere joy over the triumph of Leninist ideas.”5

Kirov had extravagant praise for Stalin: Stalin was “the best helmsman
of our great socialist structure,” whose report to the congress should be
studied down to the last comma.” Comrade Stalin,” said Kirov, “opened
up before us the gigantic perspectives of work for future years, a new page
of our great program. ’ Taking the cult of Stalin to its furthest degree,
Kirov then proposed that, instead of following tradition and preparing a
resolution on Stalin’s report that would be put to a vote, the congress
should “accept in full, as party law, all suggestions and conclusions in
Stalin's report.”

When Kirov finished his speech—“we are fulfilling that vow and will
continue fulfilling it, because our great strategist of liberation of the prole­
tariat of our country and of the whole world, Comrade Stalin, gave us that
vow"—the reaction was overwhelming. According to the congress report,
there was “prolonged, stormy applause, a thunderous ovation from the
whole hall, everyone standing.” As historian Robert Tucker observed:
“The words referred to Stalin, but the huge standing ovation at the end
was meant for Kirov himself and everyone there knew it.”6

When Stalin took the floor afterward it was anticlimactic. Stalin must
have been painfully aware of how poorly he compared with Kirov as a

i speaker. As one observer noted, his Georgian accent was “obtrusive and 
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his "low monotone was tiresome to the ear.”7 In other words, he com­
pletely lacked the kind of inspiration that Kirov conveyed. To the surprise
of his audience, Stalin announced that, in view of the complete unanimity
that the congress had shown on policy matters, he would abstain from i
final address. Kirov, it seems, had elevated Stalin to unprecedented
heights, but in doing so he had stolen the show.

In fact, the extremes that the Stalin cult reached at the congress gave
rise to a backlash. Many Old Bolsheviks had become disenchanted with
Stalin and took a dim view of all the panegyrics. According to the official
History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, published in a second
edition in 1963 (during the Khrushchev period): “Many congress dele­
gates, especially those who were familiar with the testament of V. I. Lenin,
thought that the time had come to move Stalin from the post of General
Secretary to other work.”8 At some point during the congress they report­
edly met privately—possibly at Ordzhonikidze’s apartment—to discuss
removing Stalin.

The sources conflict on the exact details of what happened, but appar­
ently the group, which included Kirov’s old Georgian comrade Mamia
Orakhelashvili, suggested to Kirov that he take over Stalin’s post. Some
sources say that Stalin found out what had happened and summoned
Kirov to see him.5 Others, including Mikoyan, Khrushchev, and several
congress delegates, say that Kirov opposed the idea of his replacing Stalin
and promised instead to talk to Stalin and tell him what the delegates were
dissatisfied about. Stalin was angry, these sources say, especially resenting
the idea of Kirov taking it upon himself to be an emissary. The whole affair
unnerved Kirov and left him feeling threatened.10

Although he was a member of the presidium of the congress, Kirov
chose to disregard protocol and sit with his delegation during the sessions
rather than with the presidium members. According to Filipp Medveds
brother-in-law, D. B. Sorokin, Stalin became suspicious of the 132-person
Leningrad delegation during the congress and wondered what they were
talking about as they sat together with Kirov. At one point Stalin called
Medved, who was a delegate, to see him and asked how things were going
with the Leningrad delegation. Medved told him that they were all wor­
ried about Kirov’s health and hoped he would take measures to get better.
Medved later confided in Sorokin that he sensed Stalin’s annoyance that
the Leningrad delegates held Kirov in such high esteem.11

The real drama of the congress came with the election of the new 
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jtnl Committee. To this day, historians are still arguing about what
ally happened, but they acknowledge that the circumstances were

unusual. According to established party procedure, all 1,225 dele-
tts eligible to vote were to receive ballots with the names of proposed
rsdidates to the Central Committee—seventy-one for full membership
d sixty-seven for candidate membership. The delegates were to strike
nt the names of those they opposed, leaving the names they approved of
:.uct. They were then to deposit their ballots in one of the designated
Sheen boxes. Five members of the voting commission were assigned to
uchbox to calculate the results. Candidates needed to get a majority of
rffirmative votes in order to be on the Central Committee.12

According to Sorokin, there was an unusual innovation in the voting
procedure at this congress. Although the ballots did not have the delegates’
timts written on them, regional delegations were assigned to specific
torts, so that it was possible, in theory at least, to determine the voting
pfflems of the different groups, thus undermining the principle of secrecy.
Tb.ehead of the voting commission complained about this change in pro­
cedure to Stalin,but to no avail. Stalin reportedly replied that it was not his
dca, but that it was more efficient to do it this way.13

When the final tally was completed, at least 166 ballots were missing.
Did the holders of these ballots simply decide not to vote (a highly
unlikely possibility, given the rigorous discipline among party members),
or did someone destroy the ballots after they were retrieved from the
boxes? When the results of the voting were announced to the congress on
10February, Stalin received 1,056 votes (out of 1,059) in his favor, while
Kirov received 1,055 favorable votes. But three members of the voting
commission (of the sixty-three members the only ones who were not shot
in the purges) recalled years later that Stalin actually received a substantial
number of negative votes—many more than Kirov. One member, V. M.
Verkhovykh, said that Stalin received well over a hundred negative votes.
Another recalled that Stalin received fewer votes in his favor than any
other candidate. And the third told Mikoyan that there were at least
twenty-seven ballots with votes against Stalin in just the one box that was
in his charge.14

Olga Shatunovskaia, a party official who in 1960 served on a special
commission to investigate the Kirov murder, presented an even more
remarkable version of what happened. She claimed that, when she and her
colleagues examined the evidence and looked at the ballots, they oun
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289 ballots missing. According to Shatunovskaia, voting commistioi
member Verkhovykh told them that 292 delegates had actually voted
against Stalin, but only three of the ballots with negative votes could be
found. Verkhovykh also told Shatunovskaia that Stalin himself had
ordered the head of the voting commission to destroy the 289 ballots ad
falsify the results, making it appear that only 166 ballots were missing and
that Stalin received only three negative votes.15

Although memories of this event became blurred as the years went on,
it seems clear that, whatever the exact numbers, a significant portion of the
ballots were destroyed, and it is likely that these ballots registered negatht
votes against Stalin. Of course, Stalin would still have had the necessary
majority of positive votes to be reelected to the Central Committee even if
no ballots were destroyed. But if the true results had been revealerko the
congress, Stalin’s authority would have been seriously undermined.

In the aftermath of the congress, when the new Central Committee
met to elect a Secretariat and Politburo, Stalin sustained another blow.
had proposed, unexpectedly, that Kirov become a secretary of the Ccntn.
Committee, which would entail his moving to Moscow. But Kirov did no.
like the idea. In Moscow, he would lose much of his independence and
would be under Stalin's thumb, as well as under the watchful eyes ofMolo
tov and Kaganovich. It was one thing to get telephone calls from Stalin in
the middle of the night, another tobeathisbeckandcallona daily basis.

Kirov resisted the transfer, citing his health problems and his lack of
experience at the center of the party leadership. He requested that he be
allowed to remain in Leningrad at least for another two years, so that he
could see the second Five-Year-Plan through to completion there. When
Sergo Orzhonikidze and Kuibyshev sided with Kirov, Stalin grew angry
and left the meeting in a huff. At the suggestion of his colleagues, Kirov
went to talk to Stalin. They reached a compromise, whereby Kirov would
in fact become a Central Committee secretary, but would remain in
Leningrad for the time being. So that the Secretariat would have another
Moscow-based member, Andrei Zhdanov would be transferred from
Gorkii to serve in that body.18

■ AT STALIN'S CALL
The stormy Central Committee meeting that followed the Seven­

teenth Congress and the unpleasant confrontation with Stalin took its toll
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Krov. Perhaps he was already regretting his refusal to accept the man-
t of his colleagues and oppose Stalin. Although he had refused with
:d reason, having witnessed many times what happened to other mem-
rs of the leadership when they tried to confront Stalin, he also may have
fail that he and his like-minded party colleagues had lost their last
unce to oppose Stalin’s ruthless course. Kirov returned to Leningrad rat­
ed and was so sick with the flu that he could not deliver his customary
tport on the congress to the Leningrad party.19 On 17 February 1934, Dr.
t’al'dman and Professor Lang examined Kirov and reported to Moscow (in
idocumcnt marked “top secret”) that he had congestion in the right lung
nd an elevated temperature. He had been sick with an infection for sev­
eral days, but the doctors thought he was improving and that his heart
seemed fine. Six days later Val’dman examined Kirov again: “He slept very
badly.His mood is somewhat depressed. He is bothered by irregularities in
tlsheartbeat (fibrillations).” By the next day Kirov was much improved.
He had slept well and the heartbeat was more regular. Nonetheless, in view
ofthe heart problem and Kirov’s lung infection, the doctors recommended
ten days' rest.20

Itwas not until 27 February that Kirov finally spoke to his party orga­
nization. Again, there are two versions of what he said—one, published in
the press, and the original stenogram, in the Kirov archive. The published
version was a standard account of the decisions of the congress with the
requisite praise for Stalin.The original text was different; Kirov mentioned
Stalin only a few times, and then only in passing. He spoke about the diffi­
culties of following up on the performance of officials and the problems
the Leningrad party had with Moscow when it came to accounting for
their work. He also made some rather cryptic comments about what it
would be like if the membership of the Central Committee were to change
every month. Such a situation, he said, “would only occur with a govern­
ment that was dying.”21 Whatever Kirov was referring to, the tone was out
ofkeepingwith the lofty speeches at the “Congress of Victors.”

Stalin, meanwhile, became increasingly demanding of Kirov, calling
him more and more frequently on the vertusbka (the direct line from
Moscow) and insisting that he visit Moscow at every opportunity. (In
1933 Kirov made only five visits to Stalin’s office; in 1934, he made eigh­
teen) As part of his new responsibilities as a Central Committee secretary,
Kirov oversaw Soviet industry—a job that was impossible to do simultane­
ously with his functions as Leningrad party chief. Yet Stalin persisted in
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giving him additional assignments. Perhaps, as Rosliakov suggests, Stih
could not reconcile himself to Kirovs refusal to move to Moscow, and da
was Stalin’s way of paying him back.22 More likely is that Stalin wanted u
keep Kirov “pinned down” and distracted so that he would not be a threat
to Stalin’s supremacy.

Judging from a letter that he sent Kirov in March, Sergo Ordzhy
nikidze was worried that his friend was exhausting himself from ovenrat
He advised Kirov to take a break:

Dear Kirov!
How are you doing? How arc your affairs? Here I am sitting and cannot
forgive myself for not having managed to get you to take a leave at least
for 15 days. Listen, friend, you must rest. Really and truly, nothing is
going to happen without you there for 10—15 days. In any case the world
will not fall apart, and you would refresh yourself a litde—this is essential
and must be done.

Our fellow countryman [apparently referring to Stalin] considers
you a healthy man, and that is true, but nonetheless you must take a short
rest!

You of course won’t be dragged out here. Go at least there, do it. I am
resting well here, the weather is excellent, real spring. Bauman [a party
official] arrived yesterday. Regards to Mariia L’vovna. With a warm
handshake, Your Sergo23

Kirov may have taken Sergo’s advice and gone hunting, but probably
n°t f°r long. He was under heavy pressure to improve Leningrad s eco­
nomic performance, which had dropped significantly in recent months,
and to step up the process of collectivization. At a Central Committee
meeting in late June 1934, Kirov sought to justify the fact that Leningrad
had lagged behind in moving its peasants into collective farms: “As you
toiow, comrades, our region was one of the last to embark on collectiviza-
tt°n, and the process has been slower than in all the other regions. But it
^ems to me that there is a positive side to this in our Leningrad region.

e process has proceeded and is proceeding more smoothly than in other

Kirov went on to note that Leningrad had not experienced the prob-
em of peasants leaving collective farms in droves, as had happened else- 
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it And he explained the special circumstances in Leningrad that
:d obstacles to collectivization. As Kirov discussed, earnestly and seri-
1)', the difficulties of building a party organization in the countryside,
in interrupted him more than once with joking asides, seeming to

him. Kirov ignored his comments, which aroused laughter, and pro­
ved with what he had to say.25 This was typical behavior on Stalins
it It was his way of keeping his subordinates on their toes.

But Kirov, perhaps emboldened by the knowledge that he was widely
xwtdin the party as an alternative to Stalin, continued to advocate mod-
ntion in the countryside and to pursue new initiatives. A few days later,
r.i report on the plenum to the Leningrad Obkom, Kirov acknowledged
tut their region was lagging behind significantly in livestock production.
H: made a point of stressing, however, that delivery plans would be met

if the authorities refrained from enforcement by illegal measures, and
It med about the need for caution in the expulsion of peasants from
collective farms as a punitive measure. Such expulsions, Kirov said, were
were reprisals that threatened these peasants with starvation.26

Kirov’s emphasis on legality was in keeping with a general policy of
domestic detente that had been endorsed by Stalin in early 1934. Appar­
ently realizing that harsh policies toward the peasantry would ultimately
^counterproductive and undermine support for his leadership, Stalin had
lowered delivery quotas for grain and taken other steps to give the peasants .
some relief. Nonetheless, Kirov was the first party official to speak out for
observance of legality at this time, giving the impression that he was lead­
ing the way on this issue.

In fact, Leningrad journalist Zavalishin later claimed that by 1934
Kirov had in mind some serious reforms in agriculture and was discussing
his ideas freely with his party colleagues in Leningrad. Not only did he
want to return dispossessed kulaks who were languishing in labor camps
to the countryside, where they could join collective farms; he also favored
expanding the private plots that kolkhozniki cultivated and increasing
the livestock available for their private husbandry. Another of Kirov’s
plans was to cut timber and allow kolkhozniki to develop the new cleared
land for their personal use. So far-reaching were the proposals discussed
by Kirov and his colleagues that there were rumors in the Leningrad
party apparatus of a “tactical retreat” and a “temporary move to the

right.”2’
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Significantly, Kirov had aJready taken initiatives in other areas. Hems
deeply concerned about the danger of war with Germany and Russia's lack
of preparedness, especially because his region would be the first logical tar­
get of Nazi aggression. This was one reason why he advocated a relaxation
in policies not only toward the peasantry but also toward the forma
Zinovievite left opposition. By 1933, Kirov was making it known thatk
welcomed former supporters of Zinoviev back into the fold and would
encourage them in their efforts to find employment. Zavalishin noted that,
whereas Kirov had been aggressively opposed to the Zinovievites in th:
first years of his tenure as party chief, his approach changed significantly
by 1933-34. Kirov was intent on improving Leningrad’s economy, and in
his view it made no sense to alienate a whole group of well-educated and
talented specialists. Thus, observed Zavalishin, “those very young peopl:
who had earlier supported the Zinoviev opposition and were engineers c
administrators of economic production had every reason to hope for help
from Kirov—a talented engineer could count on the fact that Kirov would
erase his past party sins.”28 Kirov wanted to enlist all elements of society to
raise Russia’s economic production so the country would be better pre
pared to confront Germany. But Stalin, whose hatred of the former
opposition continued to fester, cannot have been pleased about this open
minded approach, however practical it was in economic terms.

Already in January 1934, before the Seventeenth Party Congress
occurred, Kirov had made remarkably forceful statements against Ger
many and fascism, statements out of keeping with what Stalin and other
Kremlin politicians were saying. Addressing the Leningrad party, Kirov
had the clarity of vision to label German fascism "an open, completely
unmasked terrorist dictatorship of the most reactionary, chauvinistic, and
■mperialistic elements of finance capital.” He warned of the dangers of the
fascist theory of superiority of the Aryan race and its consequent and-

ernitism, asserting that Germany and Japan were the Soviet Unions
greatest enemies.Thus, he concluded, “in the face of this growing military

anger we must devote the most serious, most intense attention to prob­
lems of defense.”2’

As Robert Tucker has observed, Stalin was then still wavering in his
0 cy toward Hitler, waiting for some favorable signs from him: “Between
rovs aroused antifascist statement and Stalin’s diplomatic probe of

er n there was a political gulf.”30 Again Kirov’s views had more in com- 
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nth those of Bukharin, who denounced fascism in vehement terms
t Seventeenth Congress, and also with the views of Soviet writer
utt Gorky, another outspoken antifascist.31 Of course, Stalin soon
gtd his tactic and supported the idea of an antifascist Popular Front.
tetheless, it is significant that Kirov was taking the lead in this new
icy direction. Bukharin himself later acknowledged this obliquely in an
■clehe wrote for Izustiia shortly after Kirov’s murder. Posing the ques-
oof who would have gained by Kirov’s death, he claimed that it was the
cost rascals” who wanted to interrupt the new course that the Soviet
don had taken in foreign and domestic policy.32

■ SOCHI AND KAZAKHSTAN

By the end of July 1934, after juggling the two jobs of Leningrad party
&land Central Committee secretary for several months, Kirov was seri-
friy in need of a respite. Unlike his Politburo colleagues, who went to
■aitoriums and rest homes in the South, Kirov always preferred going
tinting.His plans to do so this time, however, were disrupted by an invi-
tition from Stalin to join him and Central Committee secretary Andrei
Zhdanov at his dacha in Sochi. The invitation was not welcome. In Ros­
tov’s words:

Such an “organized" vacation did not suit Kirov’s free character. More­
over, if even we, the party employees, understood completely that Stalin
was conducting a struggle of wills . .. then Kirov knew well both the
purpose and the difficulty of such a vacation, but he could not refuse. As
with chess, the game had become more intense and, given Stalin’s volatile
character and his unhealthy vanity, this vacation did not promise any
joy.”

Kirov set off for Sochi via Moscow at the end of July, without getting a
chance to say goodbye to Mariia Lvovna, who was on her way back to
Leningrad after a visit to a rest home in the Crimea. She was suffering
from numerous ailments—insomnia, headaches, and “hormonal difficul­
ties." In mid-July, Kirov had been uncharacteristically churlish with her in
aletter: “Just please don’t parade about, living as you are in aTsIK [Central
Executive Committee] home,” a rather surprising admonition, given
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Mania Lvovna’s staid countenance. But Kirov was not in the best cl
humor.34

In a letter from Moscow, marked “secret,” Kirov informed his wit
(now back in Leningrad) about his impending trip to Sochi:

Dear Marusa, It so happens that I have to go south. In a few days I will
be in Sochi and then soon return. I hope to be back in Leningrad by the
tenth of August. I will do everything possible for this because I feel that
the heat will force me away.... I am not in a happy mood, no better than
the one when I left Leningrad. I called you several times, but in vain. If
you need the car to go to Sestroretsk or somewhere else, call ludin [the
chauffeur], I have told him already. On the rest, everything seems to be
in order. Many kisses, your Sergei. It may be that I won t be home by the
tenth. Regards. Kiss you once more, Sergei35

As it turned out, Kirov did not leave Sochi until much later than 10
August, but not because he wanted to stay. On the contrary, his letters to
Mariia Lvovna indicate that he was miserable:

I am writing from Sochi, where I have been for a few days already. It is
apparently possible to have a nice vacation here, but then one must arrive
much later. Now it’s awfully hot. It is quite impossible to walk or play
gorodhi [similar to croquet]. I have sunburned my whole back, which
cannot be touched.... I feel bad, and the heat prevents me from sleep­
ing. I beg you, if everything is okay, to telegraph: Sochi. Kirov, and at
least these two words: “everything okay.”36

0" 16 August, after sending his wife another gloomy letter, Kirov wrote
ner: “Finally I received a short telegram from you. It was so short that I am
not sure everything is okay with you. I am bored here, will try to leave on
the 20th... My main concern is how you are, and again not a word about
*t. It seems that nowhere and at no time can I have a quiet vacation. To hell
with it.”33

Kirov was also in regular communication with his deputy, Second Sec­
tary Mikhail Chudov, who did his best to set Kirovs mind at rest about

e situation in Leningrad, despite the usual difficulties with meeting the
production targets. In mid-August, Chudov wrote: “Work is going nor-
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.Rest,don’t worry, we will do everything we can.”38 Kirov could
assured and expressed his impatience to Chudov: 1 received your
as.Unfortunately they are rare and 1 get no information. You tele-
nothing about general business.... However strange, for most of
prearebusy.This isnot what I expected for recreation. Well, to the
nth it. Anyhow,! will just take to my heels as soon as possible. 39
is significant that there is no mention of Stalin in any of Kirov’s let-
iom Sochi, although Kirov was spending all of his time with him.
; and Zhdanov were ostensibly helping Stalin to review prospectuses
tew history textbooks and to draft commentaries. Stalin had by this
edecided to make his imprint on the way history was being written in
Sonet Union, with the underlying purpose of legitimizing his regime.

:us,fot example, when one of these new history books was finally pub-
ded'm 1937, the tyrannical Russian tsar Ivan the Terrible was presented
libero.*1

It is not clear how much Kirov actually contributed to the commen-
ts.ies.OneofKirovs Soviet biographers has him taken aback by having to
prodpatc in the history project, saying to Stalin: “Iosif Vissarionovich,
dat kind of a historian am I?” To which Stalin is said to have replied:
‘hever mind, sit down and listen.”4* The commentaries were signed on 8
.legist by Stalin, Zhdanov, and Kirov before being sent to the Politburo
fxipproval,but it may well be that they expressed only Stalin’s views and
that he used the history project as a pretext to get Kirov to join him in
Sochi. Whatever the case, Kirov stayed in Sochi until 20 August—almost
no weeks after the textbook review had been completed.42 Despite the
fact that Kirov found the heat— and doubtless the atmosphere in gen-
tnl—oppressive and was desperate to leave, Stalin wanted him there, and
Kim went along with his master’s wishes.

Kitov, Stalin, and Zhdanov arrived in Moscow from Sochi on 23 or 24
August,in time to attend a Politburo meeting on the 25 th. A few days later
Kim returned to Leningrad. But not for long. On 3 September the Polit­
buro dispatched him to Kazakhstan, where he remained until the end of
the month.The purpose of his trip was to help party and state officials in
Knikhstan with the fall harvest campaign. All over the Soviet Union
grim collection for August had dropped significantly in comparison with
the previous year, threatening the country’s food supply and jeopardizing
the party's plan to end bread rationing in early 1935. As part of a series o
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measures designed to improve grain collection, Stalin and Molotw
decided to send party leaders to different regions in order to administer the
fall harvest on the spot. Thus Kaganovich went to Ukraine, Voroshilov to
Belorussia, and Molotov himself to western Siberia.'’3

Kirov was familiar with the situation in Kazakhstan because his old
friend Levon Mirzoian was now party first secretary there and had been
writing Kirov regularly to report on his travails. (Stalin, as we know, had it
in for Mirzoian.) Kazakhstan’s problems with the fall harvest were acute
and, in typical fashion, Kirov took his mission to heart. In advance of his
arrival he telegraphed Mirzoian in the capital, Alma-Ata: “1 heard by
chance that a reception has been planned at the train station in Alma-Ata
If this is so, I categorically protest. I insist that there be no receptions,
speeches, or anything. I ask you to remember the purpose of my trip."44

Kirov immediately plunged into his work, traveling to villages and col­
lective farms, conducting party meetings, and making decisions on how
best to implement the harvest. He requested (and received) Moscmvs
approval for several personnel changes among party officials in Kazakh­
stan whose performances were especially poor, and he also tried to curb
some of the excesses of the police and judicial organs. As part of a reorga­
nization of the Soviet police apparatus in July 1934, the OGPU had been
renamed the NKVD (People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs) and had
been given sweeping new powers, which its employees tended to abuse
Kirov telegraphed NKVD chief Genrikh lagoda and complained that sev­
eral NKVD staffers in Kazakhstan were violating the law by making arbi­
trary arrests on trumped-up charges. He also complained to Deputy USSR
Prosecutor Andrei Vyshinskii about illegalities on the part of local prose-
cutors. Neither lagoda nor Vyshinskii seems to have followed through
w‘th promises to address Kirov’s complaints.45

While in Kazakhstan, Kirov tried to keep up with the situation in
Leningrad, corresponding almost daily with Chudov about the numerous
problems that were plaguing Leningrad. Preoccupied with his work, Kirov
gave no indication that he was unhappy or anxious to leave, as he had been
fhe previous month in Sochi. He was, however, worried about Mariia
Lvovna, whose health took a sudden turn for the worse after his departure
from Leningrad. On 11 September, Chudov informed Kirov: “Mariia
Lvovna is resting at Tolmachevo. I spoke with Sheboldaev [a party secre-
tary] about sending her sister here to be at our disposal. Ina few days she
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I be in Leningrad and will go to stay with Mariia L’vovna.”46 (Chudov
sreferring to Mariia Lvovna’s sister Rakhil’ Markus, a physician, who
.svery close to both the Kitovs.) Mariia L’vovna was under the care of
e sune doctors who attended to Kirov. It is not clear from their reports 
actly what was wrong with her, aside from her “female problems,” but
ey ordered a regime of complete rest, along with medications and a
stricted diet. In mid-October, they reported that she had achieved a
rnlcome loss of weight—one and a half kilos.”47

In addition to the decline in his wife’s health, another disturbing event
sxurred in Kirov’s absence from Leningrad. His office was moved from
he main corridor on the third floor of the Smolnyi to the end of the long
left-hand corridor, close to glass doors leading to a side stairway. It is not
dear who made the decision or why, but it cannot have pleased Kirov.
Kirov was a creature of habit; he had that Leninist trait that Krupskaia had
tilled "conservatism with possessions.” Thus, for example, he wore an old,
Med mackintosh, familiar to all of Leningrad, which he would never con-
nder replacing. There was also his threadbare black overcoat and his
visored cap, in the style of caps worn in the distant provinces.48 He dressed
this way, despite the fact that he was the most powerful man in Leningrad,
because this was what he was used to.

at rov did not like changes in his way of life was clear from his
jection to a plan to build a new home for him and his wife on
estovs i s and. At first he forbade Mariia L’vovna even to visit the pro-

po.e site, e eventually yielded, and construction was begun in the
autumn o 1934, but Kirov did not look forward to the planned move.49
Ttaewas actually a compelling reason for the Kirovs to move to a new

ome. eir apartment house had no elevator, and the entrance was
directly onto the street. Kirov had received more than one anonymous
threat against his life, and while he was in Kazakhstan someone had
reportedly attempted to kill him. Mariia L’vovna had become so worried
about her husband s safety that every night she would watch nervously out
the fourth-floor window until Kirov’s car drove up and he was inside.
Because of these threats, an additional four NKVD employees were added
to Kirovs personal bodyguard during 1934, making a total of about nine.50
Kirov was not happy about this. He hated having guards around him and
on some occasions even would escape from them and go off alone (a strict

violation of party regulations).
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Although he went along with building a home in a more seclude
place and adding more guards, Kirov refused to make other changes th
might have improved his physical protection. He would not let Med.e
go, even though, in Rosliakov’s words, “he [Medved] had gradually lost!.
composure and his Chekist vigilance.” Nor would Kirov dismiss his fifty
year-old bodyguard, M. D. Borisov, “who wore civilian clothes and w
always tired.”51 Kirov apparently felt that there were few people he couH
trust, so he held on to those he knew well, despite their foibles.

■ AUTUMN 1934

Back in Leningrad after his trip to Kazakhstan, Kirov spoke in Octo­
ber to the district and city party committees about agricultural problems. It
was his usual appeal for stronger efforts to meet economic targets. Kins
was highly critical of the economic management of the collective farms ly
the newly created machine-tractor stations (MTS). He was especially dis­
paraging of the political departments attached to the MTS, which Stalin
had established in 1933 to enforce laws on compulsory grain deliveries and
to ensure greater party control in the countryside. Often these political
departments were staffed by employees from the secret police, who ruth­
lessly trampled on the rights of the local party committees. Kirov had
always resented the interference of the police in party affairs, and he made
no secret of his contempt for these departments. As with several other
issues, Kirov was the first to speak out against the political departments,
even telling a local journalist that the collective farms would work better
without them. It may well be that his criticisms were what led the Central
Committee to pass a decree abolishing them at the plenum in November
1934.52

Despite his initiatives in these areas, Kirov had little to do with an
even bigger reform implemented at a plenum in late November the end
of bread rationing, set for 1 January 1935. Rationing had been introduced
In Leningrad and other industrial cities in 1928 because of the critical food
shortages. In 1934, Stalin claimed that there was now plenty ofbread to go
around, and other members of the central leadership backed him in his
Proposal to end rationing. But the plan was not popular among regional
Party leaders like Kirov. Under the rationing system Kirov had managed to
ensure that Leningrad was well supplied and that people were relatively 
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satisfied.5-1 It was not at all clear that the new policy would go down well
mth the public. (In fact, it did not. Leningrad workers received the news
is December 1934 with openly expressed anger and even panic because
they feared a price rise.)

Kirov said little publicly about the repeal of rationing. But he must
hire anticipated that he was in for some rough going once he announced
the Central Committee’s decision to Leningrad workers. Kirov was well
Me of the mood of the proletariat, and it was not good. The lofty propa-
pnda that adulated Soviet leaders and hailed the regime had little effect in
this time of economic hardship. Indeed, it often evoked cynicism. Among
Kirovs personal papers was a typewritten copy of a song that had been cir­
culating around Leningrad. The song was about a dramatic event that
occurred in the spring of 1934, when the icebreaker Cheliuskin, on a scien­
tific expedition from Leningrad to Vladivostok, sank with over a hundred
passengers. The group, which took refuge on an ice floe, was rescued over
several weeks in March and April by Soviet airmen. The Soviet press
reported the rescues daily, portraying the airmen as courageous and daring
trots. As usual, however, Stalin occupied center stage, getting the credit

for initiating and presiding over the rescue.54
The song, which ridiculed the pilots and the fiiss over them, was a par-

y o a well-known tsarist prison tune in which the names of the pilots
were substituted for the names of prisoners.55 Such irreverent treatment of
the rescue, which had been presented by the press as a glorious example of
the valor of the Soviet people and their leader, Stalin, reflected the bitter­
ness and disrespect toward the regime that could not be expressed openly.
Kirov must have understood why people felt this way. And he himself
probably disapproved of the expensive expedition at a time of stringency,
especially the vast resources that had been expended to carry out the res­
cue, only to have Stalin capitalize on it for propaganda purposes. But, as
part of the Stalinist leadership, Kirov was identified in people’s minds with
all its policies. As chief of Leningrad, he would have to face the repercus­
sions of the new bread policy, which the lofty propaganda would do little
to offset.

Judging from an episode described in the diary of Stalin’s sister-in-law
Mariia Svanidze, Stalin was fully aware of Kirov’s worries about the bread
policy. Svanidze was visiting Stalin’s children at his Kremlin apartment on
3 November. Stalin, having returned from Sochi just a few days earlier,
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showed up for dinner with Kaganovich and Zhdanov. After di®
Svanidze notes, Stalin was in a good mood:

He went to the intercity telephone and called Kirov; he began to joke
about the repeal of rationing and the increase in the price of bread. He
advised Kirov to come to Moscow immediately, in order to defend the
interests of the Leningrad district from a greater increase in prices over
those in other districts. Apparently Kirov was trying to get out of com­
ing, because IfosifJ gave the receiver to Kagfanovich], who talked Kirov
into coming down for a day. IfosifJ loved Kirov and he obviously wanted
to see him after his return from Sochi, to go to the steam bath with him,
and to joke around with him. The rise in bread prices was just a pretext/4

If Stalin thought he could persuade Kirov to come to Moscow by mil-
ing threats about bread prices, then he obviously knew that this was a source
of anxiety for Kirov. Kirov did not come right away, but we know that he
was in Moscow at least by 12 November. Svanidze reports in her diary that
he showed up together with Stalin and his son Vasilii for tea at Zubalmr;
one of Stalins dachas. After tea they watched a puppet show put on by
Stalin’s daughter, Svetlana, and some other children, and then played M-
hards. As they prepared to leave for Stalins “nearby dacha,” Svanidze noticed
'hat Stalin was not in a good mood, but she does not say why. She only
observes that,as Stalin loved to travel at top speed, they raced away by car.1'

Kirov stayed in Moscow long enough to attend a Politburo meeting on
13 November and left for home by train that evening. A week later, on 19
November, Kirov was back in Moscow, spending several hours in Stalins
Kremlin office, along with Molotov, Kaganovich, Zhdanov, and others.
They may have discussed the upcoming Central Committee plenum,
scheduled to open on the 25th. At the plenum itself, which focused on the
new bread policy, Kirov was uncharacteristically silent. Stalin, Molotov,
and Kaganovich dominated the proceedings. Kirov s silence suggests a lack
°f enthusiasm for the new policy, which also is evident in the outline he
Wr°te for his speech about the plenum to be delivered to Leningrad party
activists on 1 December. Kirov was planning simply to repeat exactly what

* In said about the importance of repealing bread rationing.58
As fate would have it, Kirov was not able to see Sergo Ordzhonikidze

°n his last visit to Moscow for the plenum, because Sergo had fallen ill
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dik on business inTranscaucasia. It was a strange illness. Sergo had trav­
eled ivith Transcaucasian party chief Lavrentii Beria to Baku, where the
tro dined with the head of the Azerbaijan party, Mir Dzhafar Bagirov, at
the litter's apartment on 6 November. Immediately after the meal, Sergo
suddenly got sick with chills and a fever. By 8 November, after returning to
Tbilisi, Sergo began to experience internal bleeding and severe pain in his
stomach. Unable to diagnose his illness, local doctors summoned help
torn Moscow, but none of the specialists could establish the cause or the
nature of the problem. They advised rest and a special diet, and within a
week Sergo was much improved.59

Considering that Beria was involved, foul play cannot be ruled out in
Sergos sudden illness. Beria, a former Chekist who would later become
NKVD chief, was already notorious for his perfidy and evil deeds. It would
not have been out of character for Beria to arrange for Sergo to be poi­
soned if he were requested to do so by Stalin.60

Stalin clearly was in no hurry to have Sergo return. On 19 November,
just as ergo was about to come back to Moscow, Stalin sent a telegram
. ori™'g Sergo of a Central Committee decision that forbade him to

H W*t^0Ut doctors’ permission, and in any case not before
e . Just to make sure, Stalin sent a personal message to Sergo the fol-

owmg ay. Better to wait until the 26th. One can’t fool around with ill-
y55,. Sta^n' Sergo had no choice but to follow Stalin’s orders.

c i not arrive back in Moscow until 29 November, a day after the
plenum had ended and its participants, including Kirov, had left the city.

ot Kirov and Sergo were disappointed to have missed each other.
According to Sergo’s wife, Zinaida, Kirov had lamented: “I haven’t seen

ergo in such a long time. I want to see him terribly.” And Sergo himself
had said to his wife when he talked to her from Tbilisi that it had been
three months since he been with Kirov, and he really missed him. The
minute he arrived back in Moscow he telephoned Kirov.61 But of course a
telephone conversation could not replace a face-to-face private talk. More
important, Sergo, having been away from Moscow for so long, would not

have gotten wind of any impending threats to Kirov.
After arriving at the train station without the usual companionship of

Sergo, Kirov boarded the Red Arrow for the return to Leningrad on the
evening of 28 November. He had spent much of the afternoon in Stalins
office along with a group of about twenty. According to Rosliakov, on the
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way back to Leningrad, Kirov engaged in a lively conversation with 1
and the other delegates about Kirov’s upcoming speech to party acthi
scheduled for 1 December. When the train arrived in the morning they
hurried off; the decisions passed by the Central Committee at the plea:
had to be implemented as soon as possible, and the next day, the 30th,»
a day off.62

Kirov set to work immediately. However unenthusiastic he was afe
the new bread policy, he had to go along with it and persuade the pa-
rank and file of its efficacy. He called Rosliakov around noon on 1
November to ask him to prepare reports on the city’s trade and commtra
transactions and have them sent to him no later than noon on 1 Decembe
so that he could include them in his speech that evening. In addition t
making several other calls, Kirov met with Chudov, Kodatskii, and Ptt
Struppe, chairman of the Leningrad Regional Executive Committee. H:
also presided over a meeting of the city and district committee secretaria
to prepare for a plenum of the two committees, set for 2 December. Kites
worked late into the night on his report for the party aktiv. Mariia L’vmm
was still not feeling well, so she remained with her sister Rakhd’ at the rest
home in Tolmachevo.63

On the next day, the 30th, Kirov showed up at his office at the Smol-
nyi, despite the fact that it was not an official workday. Several people saw
him driving around the city. According to his chauffeur, S. M. ludin, he
visited some construction sites and traveled around the Nevskii district,
after which he returned home. One of Kirov’s secretaries, who was on duty
at the Smolnyi, reported that she received several calls from him that day;
with requests for various things, such as the day’s newspapers. The last call
was at about eleven o’clock that evening. Alone at home, Kirov worked late
into the night.66

■ 1 DECEMBER: THE MURDER

Kirov spent much of the day of 1 December 1934 at home, preparing
his speech for that evening. With his usual purposefulness, he made ser­
ial telephone calls to Chudov, Rosliakov, and others at the Smolnyi
requesting materials and information. The district party committee
courier recalled that she made four trips to Kirov’s home that day, the last
being around 2:30 p.m. Kirov answered the door and told her that she
would not be required to bring anything else. At 3 p.m. and then again at 
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ilS,Kirov called Chudov at his office, where a meeting of about twenty
pny officials was taking place. Rosliakov, who was present at the meeting,
tolled that Kirov wanted to know how their work was coming a ong
«is Rosliakov’s impression that Kirov gave no indication to Chu ov t at
btplinnedtocome to the Smolnyi before going to the Tauride P ace or
Ks speech at 6 p.m., but of course Rosliakov could only hear one si e o
die conversation.65

Around 4 p.m. Kirov telephoned down to the garage, located at t e
lottom of his building, and asked a chauffeur, F. G. Ershov, to bring a car
iround. He then left home immediately and walked alone up to the Troit
rbi Bridge, where Ershov picked him up in the car and took him to the
Smolnyi. As usual, given his penchant for mixing with people, Kirov
entered the Smolnyi not through the restricted secretaries entrance, but
through the main entrance. He was met there at around 4:30 by four
plainclothes NKVD guards, who had been informed of his impending
arrival by the Smolnyi commandant (head of the guards), Aleksandr
Mikhail'chenko.66 (MikhaiVchenko had presumably been contacted by
Kitov's chauffeur, as would have been the normal procedure.) Once in the
main hallway, the group was joined by M. D. Borisov, who was responsible
for guarding Kirov inside the Smolnyi. Even though the Smolnyi was a
carefully protected building, the procedures for Kirov’s security there were
rigorous. Borisov’s job was to accompany Kirov to his office and then stay
in Kirov’s reception room, in order to be with him every time he left his
office.

, , ° ’ c°urse> had his reservations about Borisov’s qualifications
j 1S d°U^ls were shared by Ilia Aleksandrov, one of Kirov’s

guar son uty at the Smolnyi that day. Aleksandrov testified years
r to t e ornmunist Party Control Commission: “Borisov was an

™an’ P ^S1Ca^K weak, not talkative, a modest person. It seems that
it'vou avc been more appropriate to choose for a personal guard for
Kirov a younger and more agile person. Why Borisov himself was chosen
is unknown to me. Aleksandrov added, however, that his superiors
instructed all of Kirov’s guards to maintain a low profile and to stay out of
Kirovs direct line of vision because “they and we knew that Kirov did not
like guards. 67 In this sense, the quiet and unobtrusive Borisov was well

suited for his job.Aleksandrov recalled, in his written testimony, that his guard group
wentwith Kirov and Borisov up to the third floor, where there was a guard
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post controlling access down the corridor to the offices of the regional
party committee. Other sources add that, on his way up the stairs, Kirov
stopped on two occasions and talked briefly to party staffers—once after
reaching the second floor and again upon reaching the top of the third-
floor stairs. After escorting Kirov to the control post, Aleksandrov and his
fellow guards went back down the stairs, leaving Kirov as he headed down
the long, wide corridor to the left with Borisov.68

It is at this point that accounts of what happened diverge significantly.
Russian historian Alla Kirilina, an unabashed proponent of Stalin’s inno­
cence in Kirovs murder, has had access to archival files that are still closed
to other researchers. Citing the assassin Leonid Nikolaev’s testimony, she
tells us that Kirov walked by as Nikolaev was coming out of the lavatory
(uhomaia) on the main corridor. (It is unfortunately not clear where the
lavatory was located.) Nikolaev turned around and faced the wall so Kirov
would not take notice of him. He then followed Kirov as he continued to
the end and turned left down another corridor to his office, which was
now, since the recent move, the last one on the left. (See diagram.) Midway
down this corridor, directly in front of the reception room to Chudov’s
office, Nikolaev pulled out a Nagan revolver and shot Kirov, from a dis­
tance of about three feet, in the back of the neck.69

Kirov fell against a post and then collapsed to the ground face-down.
Kirilina claims that, just as Nikolaev was about to kill himself with a sec­
ond shot from his gun, an electrician named S. A. Platych, who was stand­
ing on a ladder at end of the corridor (not far from Kirov’s office), hurled a
screwdriver at Nikolaev and hit him in the face. This threw Nikolaev off
balance and he fell backward to the floor, the bullet from his revolver
hitting just below the cornice on the opposite wall. Kirilina says that,
immediately after the shots were fired, Borisov, who had been lagging sig­
nificantly behind Kirov, came running up to the scene of the crime.70

A report on the murder by the USSR Supreme Court, published in
late 1990, presents things slightly differently. The authors of this report,
two military judges, rely on a joint investigation conducted by the KGB
and the USSR Procurator’s office in 1988-90. They recount the murder as
follows:

At 4:30 [Nikolaev] saw Kirov coming toward him in the corridor. He
turned his back to Kirov and, after Kirov had passed, followed him at a



DIAGRAM OF THE SMOLNYI MURDER SCENE THIRD FLOOR

6 7

1"r
n

,.U

X---  X---------- -------- —
K__ N

[T3=TT5=f

i

i

C
D

 00
K=Position of Kirov

-------Kirov's Route
/Impact point of second bullet

N=Position of Nikolaev
Exposition of Borisov
P=Guard post

1. New office of Kirov
2. Kirov’s secretariat (reception)
3. New office of Chudov
4. Chudov’s Secretariat
5. Archives
6. Canteen
7. Office
8. Ugarov's office
9. Ugarov’s secretariat

10. Lounge (lavatory)
11. Kirov's old office
12. Old secretariat
13. Office
14. Office
15. Chudov’s old office
16. Chudov’s old secretariat

Source: M. V. Rosliakov, “Kak eto bylo"
Kirov Museum, F. V-742,1201



192 Who Killed Kirov?

distance of ten feet, pulled out his pistol, fired, and hit him in the back of
the neck He [Nikolaev] immediately tried to kill himself, but at that
moment a man emerged from the office across the way, which prevented
him from firing where he had aimed.Then he felt a blow on his head and
fell to the floor.... Witnesses Vasilev, Platych, Leonik, and others saw
Nikolaev shoot the second time, and the electrician Platych testified
under questioning that he hit Nikolaev on the head with his fist and
knocked him off his feet.71

This version does not tell us where Nikolaev was when Kirov walked by
him; nor does it identify the man who emerged from the office across the
way or reveal what the alleged witnesses Vasil’evand Leonik were doingat
the time.

A typewritten copy (now declassified) of electrician Platych’s interro­
gation by NKVD official L. G. Mironov, on 2 December, does not even
mention anyone else being in the corridor at the time. Platych said that he
was walking down the corridor to close the glass door at the end, near
Kirovs office, when he heard a shot ring out. “After the first shot, I turned
and a second shot was fired. I saw right away that Comrade Kirov was
lying on the floor and another man, leaning against the wall, was slowly
sliding to the floor. I raced in the direction of this man, guessing [emphasis
added] that he had fired the shots. When I reached him, I picked up a
Nagan revolver lying on the floor, threw it in the corner and hit the man
twice in the face.”72

Platych said nothing in this testimony about being on a ladder and
throwing a screwdriver. He gave no indication that he had interfered with
Nikolaev as he was firing a second shot or had caused him to slide to the
floor. (Indeed he merely “guessed” that Nikolaev had done the firing.)
When asked if there was anyone else in the corridor at the time, Platych
responded, understandably, that he was in such a state of agitation after the
murder that he could only remember seeing two people gathered around—
commandant of the Smolnyi guards Mikhail’chenko, who was pushing
away those who tried to hit the murderer, and Second Secretary Chudov.
Platych could not say whether the bodyguard Borisov was there at the
time, although he knew him well.

Also available is a copy from the archives of a brief statement by
Borisov, who was questioned by NKVD investigator Molochnikov on the
evening of the murder. Borisov, who would die the next day in an alleged 
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truck accident, said that he was following Kirov at some distance, about
twenty feet. He heard the first shot just as he was about to turn left into the
corridor where Kirov was. As he was talcing out his revolver, he heard a
second shot. “Having turned the corner, I saw two bodies lying by the door
to Chudov's reception room. They were about three-quarters of a meter
(two and a half feet] apart. In the corner was a Nagan. I saw the Obkom
electrician Platoch [sic] in the same corridor. Then the Obkom employees
ante out the door. I don’t know their names.”73

Among those who emerged on the scene from Chudov’s office, where
the meeting was still going on, was Rosliakov, who recalled his memories
ofwhat happened:

Suddenly, at five o’clock [sic] we heard shots—one, another ... A.
Ivanchenko, who was seated closest to the door, was the first to go out
into the corridor, but he came back in for a moment. Having rushed out
after Ivanchenko, I saw a terrible sight: to the left of Chudov’s reception
in the corridor Kirov lay face-down (his head was turned to the right), his
cap, the peak of which rested on the floor, raised and not touching the
back part of his head; to the left of his armpit was his briefcase with
materials for his report: it had not fallen completely, but his weakened
hand had lost its grip on it. .. .To the right of the door, by about 15 to 20
centimeters [6 to 8 inches], lay a man on his back, his hands stretched
out, and in the right hand was a revolver. ... I ran to Kirov, picked up his
head,whispered, Kirov, Mironych.” Not a sound, no reaction.74

Rosliakov says that he took the revolver out of the murderer’s hand and
gave it to A. 1. Ugarov, a member of the Obkom Bureau. In the man’s coat
jacket, Rosliakov found a notebook and his party card, with the name
Leonid Nikolaev on it. By this time Chudov, Kodatskii, Struppe, and the
others stood in shock over Kirov’s lifeless body.They called the NKVD—
Medved and the medical unit. Borisov arrived out of breath, followed by
medics with respiratory equipment and oxygen. Then Medved came run­
ning up “in complete confusion.”75

■ UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

Several questions arise from these accounts. First, Rosliakov does not
mention Platych or any other witnesses, and in fact makes a point of
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noting what a coincidence it was that no one was in the corridor at the
time.76 It is quite possible that he simply forgot, since he wrote the account
almost thirty years after it happened. Or perhaps he was too shocked
to take notice of Platych, who was seen there by Borisov. Platych, on
the other hand, recalled seeing Chudov and Smolnyi commandant
Mikhail’chenko, but not Borisov, so it could be that Platych left shortly
after people began to arrive. In any case, Platych apparently did not comt
forward at the time and present himself as a witness to the crime or its
aftermath. Nor did Mikhail’chenko, one of the few to have had advance
notice of Kirov’s arrival. Mikhail’chenko was seen not only by Platych but
also by a party employee named Stera Gorakova, who came out of her
office after she heard the shots and saw Mikhail’chenko leaning over
Nikolaev’s body.77 Yet nothing would be heard of him again.

Then there is the question of the bodyguard Borisov. Rosliakov says
that Borisov arrived after the group emerged from Chudov’s office and was
hovering over Kirov, which makes it hard to imagine that he was only
twenty feet behind Kirov, as he said during his brief questioning. More­
over, if Borisov had been that close, he could not have failed to see Niko­
laev stalking after Kirov down the main corridor. As Rosliakov observes, it
was a grave breach of discipline for Borisov not to have had Kirov in his
sight. Why was he so far behind? Had someone detained him? According
to NKVD guard Aleksandrov, Borisov was in bad shape after the murder.
He, Aleksandrov, and two other guards were sent over to NKVD head­
quarters from the Smolnyi sometime in the evening of 1 December and
spent the night—doubtless on orders of the NKVD—in one of the office
rooms:

From this office Borisov called his home and spoke with his wife. I don't
remember the content of the conversation. It was a short one. I think he
said that Kirov was killed and he would give the details when he
returned. Borisov, like all of us, was greatly depressed by the event. We
hardly talked, and he was crying all the time. Borisov told us that Kirov
was killed near the office of Chudov in the Smolnyi corridor by an
unknown man. He was shot point-blank. Why he couldn’t prevent the
attack Borisov did not tell us. He also did not tell us at what distance he
was following Kirov and how the killer was able to reach the Smolnyi
corridor. Maybe we didn’t ask him all these questions because he was in a 
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severely shattered state, and it was difficult to talk or question him.
Borisov didn't know Kirov’s killer before. I remember that Boris said that

the killer wanted.. ,78

Here, curiously, a page is missing from the testimony, and when Aleksan
fav’s narrative begins again, he is talking about the next day.

Another puzzle is where the Nagan pistol was located immediately
liter the murder. Rosliakov says that when he came out of Chudov s office
nd saw the murder scene, the pistol was in Nikolaev’s right hand, a claim
that historian Kirilina repeats. The Supreme Court report refers only to a
pistol discovered “near Nikolaev.” But Platych in his questioning said he
picked the gun off the floor and threw it into the corner. Was Platych
lying! Or did someone retrieve the pistol and put it in the right hand of
Nikolaev, who was sprawled on the floor?

It is by no means clear from any of the testimony why the second bul­
let ended up where it did. If it was intended for Kirov, why did the bullet
go so high and so far to the right? Perhaps, as Kirilina suggests, Nikolaev,
realized the hopelessness of his situation and decided to kill himself but
was somehow thwarted. Or maybe he accidentally pulled the trigger as he
fell backward. But who or what caused Nikolaev to fall and he motionless
on the floor?

Rosliakov points out that the press reports saying that Nikolaev was
’captured” were inaccurate. Nikolaev did not try to run away. In fact he was
unconscious. When someone came along and tried to kick Nikolaev.
Rosliakov and Ugarov had to stop him. “It was important to have a clean
investigation and not a swift destruction of the criminal.”79 The Supreme
Court report confirms this, saying that Nikolaev was carried unconscious
away from the scene of the crime to the medical unit of the NKVD, where
he was treated.80 For what? This was never made clear, although there are
numerous references to his subsequent hysteria and uncontrolled crying.

At what point Nikolaev was carried away is also unclear. Most of the
attention, quite naturally, was focused on Kirov’s lifeless body. Chudov,
Kodatskii, and others lifted Kirov off the floor, as Rosliakov supported his
head, dripping blood from the neck. They carried him through the rccep
tion area into Chudov’s office, where they placed him on the conference
table. Rosliakov, a doctor by training, unfastened the collar of his shirt,
took off his belt, and tried to find a pulse, but there was none. They gave
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Kirov oxygen, but to no avail. Finally, one after another, the doctc:
arrived: the first was Professor Lang (Kirovs personal physician), follow
by Professor of Surgery Vasilii Dobrotvorskii and a Georgian doctci
Dzhanelidze. In Rosliakov’s words: “Their faces were guarded, withe.
any expression of hope. Severe by nature, the harsh Dobrotvorskii was th
first to declare the situation hopeless. The more delicate, milder G, f
Lang, whom I knew from our work together in 1915-18 at the 146th Pet­
rograd Infirmary, approached me and said quietly: ‘It’s useless, kti
dead.’”81

But the doctors continued to go through the motions of trying t
revive Kirov. Indeed, according to the official medical report of his death,
several other doctors arrived on the scene to examine and treat Kirov.The,
bandaged him, gave him camphor, and administered artificial respiration
until almost 5:45 p.m., over an hour after he had been shot. These wm
tense times, and apparendy no one wanted to be accused later of not hal­
ing done enough for Kirov.82

Meanwhile Chudov telephoned Central Committee headquarters in
Moscow from his office. Aleksandr Poskrebyshev, Stalin’s trusted aide and
the head of the Central Committee’s Special Sector, picked up the
receiver. Chudov asked to speak to Stalin, but Poskrebyshev could not get
an answer on Stalin’s line. Chudov then told Poskrebyshev what had hap­
pened, and Poskrebyshev sent Stalin’s guard to find Stalin, to wake him
if necessary and tell him the news about Kirov. Stalin returned Chudovs
call within a few minutes. After speaking to Chudov, Stalin asked to
talk to Dr. Dzhanelidze, who gave him the details about Kirov in his
native Georgian. Then, on orders from the Central Committee, the doc­
tors dictated the official medical report of his death to Kirov’s stenogra­
pher, who was fighting back her tears as she wrote. The report was signed
at 7:55 p.m.83

Curiously, although more than one source mentions specifically that
Professor Lang was among the group of doctors in Chudov’s office, his
signature is missing from the report. And a Professor Gesse, who was not
there, is among those whose signatures appear. According to the recollec­
tions of a Dr. A. G. Dembo, who was among the several physicians sum­
moned to the Smolyni after the murder, Leningrad police chief Medved
called Lang out of Chudov’s office to examine Nikolaev.84 Perhaps, then,
Lang had gone by the time of the signing of the report. But it is not clear 
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rhy Gesse's signature was there, unless it was an attempt to cover up
Ling's absence and the fact that Nikolaev needed medical attention.

Poskrebyshev recalled that, immediately after Stalin hung up the tele­
phone,he went to his office and summoned members of the Politburo and
Secretariat.’5 In fact, according to the log of visitors to Stalin’s office that
hy, Molotov, Kaganovich, Voroshilov, and Zhdanov had been there since
MSp.m.NKVD chief lagoda arrived at 5:50 (not long after Stalin talked
to Leningrad), and numerous other party and government leaders, includ­
ing Ordzhonikidze and Bukharin, showed up at varying times after six. By
L25 everyone had departed except lagoda, who stayed on with Stalin
done for another five minutes.®6

Stalin must have announced his decision to conduct a personal investi-
pdon of the murder at this meeting, because he, Molotov, Kaganovich,
Voroshilov, Zhdanov, and lagoda left for Leningrad by train that very
evening. Sergo Ordzhonikidze was not included in the mission. Given
thithe was Kirov’s closest friend and knew the details of his life better
thin anyone, one would have thought that Stalin would have deemed
Sergos presence in Leningrad essential, especially if he suspected that oth­
ers beside Nikolaev were involved in the murder. Was Sergo still feeling ill
or possibly so emotionally distraught that he was incapable of the trip? It
appears more likely that he was not invited. A subordinate of Sergo in the
Commissariat of Heavy Industry, Sof’ia Ginzburg, claims that Sergo
wanted to go Leningrad, but Stalin forbade him, on the grounds that
Sergo had a bad heart.87

Back in Leningrad, NKVD officers took Nikolaev to their investiga­
tion prison, located at their headquarters, while Kirov’s body was trans­
ferred to the morgue of the Sverdlov Hospital for a postmortem
aamination. X-rays showed that the bullet had hit the frontal bone of the
skull and ricocheted back toward the neck, which suggested that it had
been fired at close range. Kirov’s face was distorted by a large bruise on his
forehead and a severely blackened eye, the result of both internal bleeding
caused by the bullet and his headfirst fall onto the floor.88

At around 6 p.m. a meeting of the Leningrad city and district party
committees took place. Committee members discussed measures to ensure
that all Kirov's papers would be secure. They also chose a funeral commis­
sion and dispatched Boris Pozern, a party secretary, to go immediately to
Tolmachevo to break the news of her husband’s death to Mariia Lvovna.
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Pozern later recalled that, when he came to the door and stepped a
the entrance way, Mariia L’vovna intuitively understood that a Inge
had occurred. She asked: “Something has happened to Sergei?’and 4
collapsed. The other committee members fanned out all over thecitj
inform the public about what had happened. They were anxious to pre:
any public unrest and to keep “anti-Soviet elements” from spreading her
fill rumors. Rosliakov visited the May First factory and spoke to pt'
activists there. On the way home, he recalled, “the streets weredarkc
silent.There was emptiness, melancholy in my heart. Kirov was gone;th
didn’t protect him. It had to happen, that in the corridor at the moma
when that evil act was perpetrated, there was no one there. No onecio
out of the several contiguous rooms.”8’

Rosliakov was correct in saying that no one was there to protect Kir.
as he walked to his office at 4:37 p.m. on that fateful day. But he seemst
have been mistaken in assuming that no one else was in the corridor at <_
Unless Platych’s testimony was fabricated, along with that of Borisov, then
was at least one person, Platych, in the corridor right at the time of th
murder. And the report of the USSR Supreme Court mentions in passing
the names of two others with Platych, but does not further identify them
None of them actually saw the first shot fired and may or may nothin
seen the second shot. This report also refers to an unnamed person whj
emerged from the office opposite Chudov’s and dealt Nikolaev a blow on
the head. Was this possibly Smolnyi commandant Mikhail'chenko? Once
the investigation began, nothing further was heard about these witnesses,
at least in any of the reports that emerged. As for the brief written testi­
monies of Platych and Borisov, they were buried and did not surface until
the 1960s, when they were made available to a Central Committee com­
mission, but not to the public.

As far as is known, none of the others who were on the third floor it
e time of the murder were questioned by the NKVD.’0 In fact, it would

ave been difficult for the NKVD to establish exactly who had been there.
eeording to historian Kirilina, it was not until Filipp Medved arrived, ten

teen minutes after the murder, that the entrances to and exits from
^°°r Were sea'ech an^ fhe building itself was not surrounded by

troops until 6 p.m.” Dr. Dembo, who arrived at the Smolnyi
e ime before sue, recalled: “To my surprise, there was no guard, and we

nt up the stairs and toward Kirov’s office with no hindrance."” This 
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nuns that someone could have easily slipped down from the third floor
and out of the building after the murder. Whatever the case, the NKVD
made little or no effort to track down witnesses. As events would show, no
one in a position of authority wanted this investigation to establish what
Ktually happened. That would remain for others to speculate Upon, for
junto come.



0
Into the Whirlwind

History has taught us that often lies serve her better than the truth;
fir man is sluggish and has to be led though the desert for forty yean
before each step in his development. And he has to be driven through the
desert by threats and promises, by imaginary terrors and imaginary
consolations, so that he should not sit down prematurely to rest and
divert himself by worshipping golden calves.

—Rubashov in Darkness at Noon, by Arthur Koetder

AS Rosliakov was making his sorrowful way home on the evening of
1 December, Stalin and his comrades were speeding to Leningrad by

train.They had made a hasty departure, but Stalin had nonetheless found
the time to initiate an important change in the law governing Soviet crim­
inal procedure. He had instructed the Central Executive Committee to
draw up a resolution stating that henceforth cases of terrorism would be
conducted according to the following procedure: investigations were to be
completed within ten days; charges would be announced to the accused
twenty-four hours before the trial; the case would be heard without the
defendant or his counsel present; appeals or requests for clemency would not
be permitted; and a sentence of death would be carried out immediately.1

These new procedural laws would form the basis for the summaryjus-
tice that Stalin and the NKVD would use in executions of innocent Soviet
citizens during their widespread purges. Beginning in December 1934,
with a “quiet terror” that lasted until late 1936, the violence gained
momentum in 1937-38, with the so-called Great Terror. By the end of
1938, close to two million victims had been arrested and tried by courts,
police boards, or military tribunals and either executed or sent to labor
camps.2

It all began with the murder of Kirov. The fact that Stalin took pains
to institute these new legal procedures in the brief interval between learn-
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ig of Kirov’s death and departing for Leningrad suggests strongly that he
Iready had in mind that the murder investigation would lead to a terrorist
rganhation. Indeed, Bukharin later claimed that, when Stalin first called
lim to the Politburo to tell him about the murder, Stalin stated flat out
hit the murderer was a Zinovievite. And Nikolai Ezhov, a secretary of the
Central Committee with oversight of the police, who accompanied Stalin
to Leningrad, recalled that Stalin had instructed him to “look for the mur-
derers among the Zinovievites.”3

Then, of course, there is the fact that Stalin brought with him to
Leningrad, in addition to Andrei Vyshinskii, Deputy USSR Prosecutor,
and Genrikh lagoda, NKVD chief, the entire investigative apparatus of
the central NKVD in Moscow. With their arrival, the ax fell on the
Leningrad NKVD branch. On 4 December Leningradskaia pravda
announced that Filipp Medved, his deputy F. T. Fomin, and six other
NKVD officers from Leningrad had been dismissed from their jobs and
were being prosecuted for negligence. lagoda’s deputy la. S. Agranov
assumed Medved’s post temporarily, but was soon replaced by L. M.
Zakovskii, an official from the Belorussian NKVD, presumably because
Agranov took charge of the murder investigation. Noticeably absent from
the list of dismissed NKVD officers was Zaporozhets, Medved’s other
deputy, who had been sent to Leningrad by lagoda in 1932 and who
supervised investigations. Reportedly, Zaporozhets was not in Leningrad
at the time of the murder. According to one account, sometime in late
August or early September he had been thrown from a horse and had
broken his leg. After a long hospital stay, Zaporozhets left for Sochi in
mid-Novembcr to recuperate at a sanatorium, and Fomin, who was in
charge of NKVD border troops, had taken over his duties until he
returned, the day after the murder. Fomin later claimed that Zaporozhets
was not away on leave at the time of the murder, but had simply disap­
peared for five days without obtaining Medved’s permission. Whatever his
excuse, it did not save Zaporozhets for long. A few weeks later he too was
arrested.4

• WHO WAS NIKOLAEV?

Among the last documents signed by Medved before his dismissal was
a short directive (dated 3 December) to some Leningrad party officials:
‘We inform you that, at the suggestion of the USSR NKVD, on no
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account must any information of any sort about the identity of the mm-
derer—Nikolaev, Leonid Vasil’evich—be given out to anyone, including
institutions and correspondents, especially foreign newspapers.”5 Wha
the public would learn about Nikolaev would be closely controlled by
those in charge of the investigation. Except for his age, thirty, and the faa
that he had once worked for the Worker-Peasants Inspectorate, the pres
revealed very little. Later, when excerpts from his testimony were pub­
lished after his trial and execution in late December, a few more details
came out, tying Nikolaev to others accused in a plot to kill Kirov. But it
was not until years later, with the declassification of archival document!
relating to Nikolaev, that a fuller picture of him emerged.

Nikolaev had a hard life. His father, an alcoholic, died when he wa
four, leaving his mother to support him, his two sisters, and a brother by­
working as a streetcar cleaner. He suffered from rickets as child—a com­
mon disease among the city’s malnourished poor—and reportedly did not
walk properly until he was eleven. Nikolaev never grew beyond five feet
tall and, as an adult judging from his pictures, he appeared frail. After fin­
ishing the first six grades of primary school, Nikolaev worked in a factory
as a metalworker. A malcontent who could not get along with his co­
workers or superiors, he had difficulty holding down a job, moving at least
ten times between 1919 and 1934. Nikolaev joined the party in 1924, and
in 1932 began working for the Leningrad Regional Party Committee, the
Obkom. But he lasted there for only a few months. He then worked for
the regional soviet, after which he moved to the Worker-Peasants Inspec­
torate and finally, in 1933, to the Institute of Party History, where he
served as an “instructor.” These white-collar jobs might seem inappropri­
ate for a man of Nikolaevs meager education. But the Communist Party
had a deliberate policy of advancing its proletarian members up rhe
employment ladder.6

Nikolaev got into trouble when he refused to accept a party assign­
ment to work in the political department of a railway. As a result, the party
expelled him in March 1934, and he lost his job. He appealed the decision
and was reinstated in the party in May 1934, but with a severe reprimand
on his record. Nikolaev then wrote two appeals to the Moscow-based
Central Control Commission—one in June and another in August 1934.
He wanted the commission to rescind his reprimand and give him back his
job at the Institute of Party History, but he was unsuccessful.7
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Nikolaev was married with two small children. His wife, Milda
Dnule, was a Latvian three years his senior. Draule, also a party member,
ms more successful in her career than her husband. After working in a
factory, she got a job in 1930 at the Leningrad Obkom in the Smolnyi, at
first in the accounting section and later as a technical secretary. In the sum­
mer of 1933 she moved to a position at the Commissariat of Heavy Indus­
try, and by the autumn of that year had already earned a promotion. Still,
Diaule's salary of 275 rubles a month was not enough for the family to live
on, and Nikolaev’s lack of employment placed great strains on the family.
Reportedly he was offered a factory job, but turned it down.8

These facts about Nikolaev’s life and career are documented in the
Leningrad party archives, and in material handed over to the party com­
missions investigating the murder in the 1960s. For further details about
Nikolaev we must turn to a less reliable source—the NKVD, which had its
own agenda for the investigation of the Kirov murder. During a search of
Nikolaevs apartment the NKVD supposedly discovered Nikolaev’s diary
and a series of letters written to various people and institutions. Excerpts
from these materials have been reproduced in the Russian press, but they
must be treated with skepticism, because the NKVD might easily have
doctored or even fabricated them completely in an effort to attribute a spe-
dfic motive for Nikolaev’s killing of Kirov.

In the writings allegedly discovered by the NKVD, the hapless Niko­
laev expressed his frustration and discontent at being without a job and
hinted quite explicitly that he was going to commit a terrorist act. Thus, a
diary entry for July 1934 reads: “The money has run out, we will borrow.
Today my supper consisted of two glasses of prostokvasha [sour clotted
milk].” In a letter to his mother in August, Nikolaev wrote: “Soon for
you there will be a lot of grief and injury, you will lose me forever. A
diary entry for October reads: “I am now ready for anything and no one
can stop me. 1 am making preparations like Zheliabov did.’ (Zheliabov
was the terrorist who assassinated Tsar Alexander II in 1881.) And later, in
November, an entry says: “If on 15 October or on 5 November I cannot do
this... then 1 am ready, I will be executed. It’s all nonsense—it’s only easy
to say.”5

Nikolaev, we are told, wrote to Stalin and the Politburo complaining
about the "heartless attitude” toward him on the part of “bureaucratic offi­
cials.” He also wrote to Kirov, saying that although he had actively fought
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against the new opposition” and had been a loyal son of the party, he h
been four months without work or money and noonepaidanyattentio:
In another letter to Kirov, dated 30 October, Nikolaev wrote: “I want
draw your attention to my difficult situation. I have sat for seven mon:
without work ... no one wants to know how difficult it is for me at th
moment. I am ready to do anything if no one responds.”Nikolacvissai<li
have sent yet another letter to Kirov on 21 November, again asking f:
help and saying that his children were starving.10

As if this were not evidence enough of Nikolaevs violent intentiors
the NKVD produced a plan allegedly written by Nikolaev and founder
him at the scene of the crime. The plan set forth options for carrying at
the murder—on the street outside Kirov’s home or in the Smolnyi Ina- 

°r dur'nS the day> and, in abbreviated form, described hoar
Wou e done. Nikolaev had made things very easy for the NKVD in io
nvestigahon. It is not every day that a murderer carries a written piano!

intentions with him to the scene of the crime and then fills prostrates
’ °°r the murder weapon in his hand. It was almost as if the assas­

sin ad decided beforehand that he would help the NKVD out by leaving
3 sPecfacu'3r trail of incriminating evidence.

■'^ccording to NKVD records of his interrogation and also his ditty
.' ° aev Emitted to approaching Kirov on two previous occasions, la
1 ovember 1934, he had allegedly gone to the railway station to meet
r°Y’ wh° was arriving on the Red Arrow from Moscow after a Politburo
etmg. On this occasion he had intended to shoot Kirov, but Kiroii

guards were surrounding him.” Earlier, on 15 October, the mibtja had
detained him on the street outside Kirov’s home. N.kolaevTadfolia d
Kirov, but gave up the idea of approaching him w en
together with Chudov. The militia, finding Nikolaev’s behavior suspt ,
took him to the Leningrad NKVD for questioning by - ' ’
of the Operative Department, and M. I. Kotomin, chic o t e
Department. These officers later testified that they interviewe 1 o ,
but in view of the fact that he was a party member and a former emp oyce
at the Smolnyi, they did not search him. Accepting Nikolaevs statement
that he had planned only to speak to Kirov about his lack of employment,
they released him.13

Both Gubin and Kotomin were arrested, along with several other
NKVD officers, in January 1935 and given three years’ imprisonment for
negligence in their official duty.”14 On the surface, it would seem, this was
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straightforward punishment. They should have searched Nikolaev
robably discovering a gun—and found out what he was up to. But there
ns an odd sequel to this story, which requires us briefly to step ahead of
«nts. In 1938, during the notorious show trial of Bukharin, Rykov,
lagoda, and others, lagoda (ousted as chief of the NKVD in 1936) con­
test! to having given instructions to NKVD deputy chief Zaporozhets
‘not to place any obstacles in the way of the terrorist act against Kirov."
Zaporozhets, according to this account, had contacted lagoda and told
him about Nikolaev being detained, with a revolver and a map of the route
Kirov traveled on, and lagoda had ordered his release.15

lagoda,who had been tortured for months by the NKVD, confessed at
his trial to a host of other crimes that he could not possibly have commit-
ted. Moreover, although Zaporozhets is said to have already confirmed this
story during one of his interrogations in 1937, he also admitted the far­
fetched charge of spying for Germany. So we clearly cannot take either of
their testimonies at face value. Nonetheless, the fact that the detention of
Nikolaev in October 1934 was brought up in this manner raises some
interesting questions. Recall that Zaporozhets had an alibi; he was said to
be languishing in a Leningrad hospital at the time of Nikolaev’s detain­
ment before going off to Sochi in mid-November. But even if the alibi was
real, it had been several weeks since Zaporozhets’ accident, and he was
surely in a position to give some general direction to NKVD affairs by
mid-October, when Nikolaev was briefly in police custody. A telephone
conversation between Zaporozhets and Gubin or Kotomin over what to
do with Nikolaev cannot be ruled out. And Zaporozhets might easily have
been in communication with lagoda in Moscow as well.

■ THE INVESTIGATION PROCEEDS

Was it unusual for someone in Nikolaev’s position to have a weapon?
Perhaps not. Nikolaev was a party member, and apparently a lot of young
party men carried guns at this time. The archives contain copies of two
permits authorizing Nikolaev to carry a Nagan revolver. The first was
dated 1924, shortly after he joined the party and while he was working as a
fitter at a factory. On the application form Nikolaev had requested the gun
permit on the grounds that he did “social-political work." The second
permit, dated April 1930, was valid for only a year.16 T his of course does
not exclude the possibility that Nikolaev had it renewed and that the
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renewal was lost, but he may well have been carrying a gun illegally.
NKVD claimed that the serial number on the gun found at the c
scene matched the number of these permits. Amazingly, however, inv
gators did not bother to match the bullet found in Kirov with the N;
until 1966, and it is not clear that the bullet in the ceiling was evera
ined.17 As for the two cartridges on the floor, in the late 1980s Gorbar
advisor Aleksandr Iakovlev found a document in the Leningrad p
archives indicating that they were obtained from Dinamo, a sports org
zation sponsored and run by the NKVD.18

Nikolaev still had his party card in December 1934, so he would!)
had no trouble getting into the Smolnyi. He reportedly testified that
arrived around 1:30 p.m. and tried, unsuccessfully, to get a pass to attend
meeting of party activists that was scheduled for that evening at the Taur
Palace.19 However, we do not know why Nikolaev continued to lurk ami
the Smolnyi for the rest of the afternoon. If he had looked for Kirw
would have found out that he was not there and was not expected.

Nor do we know how Nikolaev got beyond the guard post on thethi
floor, where a special employee’s pass, along with a party card, was requin
for access. Kirilina postulates that Nikolaev still had his pass from the-da
when he worked for the party committee at the Smolnyi.20 Even if this w
so, the guards would not have seen him there for a long time, and E
disheveled and shabby appearance must have made him look strange.Thi
was a seriously disturbed man, we are told, who completely fell apartafte
he fired at Kirov. Would he not have exhibited some sign of being dis
traught or agitated in front of the guards?

After being carried off to NKVD headquarters for questioning h
NKVD officer Fomin on the evening of 1 December, Nikolaev regains
consciousness, but was reportedly hysterical and incoherent. During ra
interrogations on 1-2 December, we are told, he refused to talk and era
tried to rip up the protocol that he was ordered to sign. According ton
NKVD officer who was present during the interrogations: "This was not a
person in his right mind, but only a sack of bones and meat, without any
reason.... Nikolaev refused to answer anything for a long time. In my
opinion at that point he couldn’t grasp anything.. . Hejust cried. ...Ht
literally went into hysterics every five minutes, and afterward fell intoa
stupor, sitting silendy and staring toward one spot.”21

Nikolaev was still in bad shape when he was interrogated by Stalin al
the Smolnyi on 2 December. Not surprisingly, in the absence of an official
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record of this crucial interview, there are different versions of what hap­
pened. We know that Stalin arrived at the Smolnyi in the morning, after
visiting the hospital where the postmortem had taken place and then
going to see Mariia L’vovna. Stalin, Molotov, Voroshilov, and others
ensconced themselves in Kirov’s office and began calling people in.
Reportedly, the first to be summoned was Filipp Medved, whom Stalin
reproached sharply for not having prevented Kirov’s murder. Then the
guards brought in Nikolaev, “in a semiconscious state.” Nikolaev did not
even recognize Stalin and had to be shown Stalin’s official photograph.
Sobbing, Nikolaev could only repeat, “What have I done, what have I
done?" He reportedly did not deny having killed Kirov but was confused
about the circumstances.22

Stalin’s bodyguard, Nikolai Vlasik, was in the outer room. He recalled
thirty years later that Nikolaev was “small and shabby-looking and
seemed to be exhausted. Vlasik noted that Nikolaev was with Stalin for
some time, but that he heard no shouts or loud voices.23 Another source,
an NKVD prison guard, claimed that Nikolaev had told him after he got
back to his cell: “Stalin promised me my life. What rubbish, who believes a
dictator?... He promised me my life if 1 named my accomplices, but I
had no accomplices.”24

After Nikolaev left, the guards brought in his wife, Milda Draule. She
reportedly told Stalin that she knew nothing about the murder and had
not suspected a thing beforehand. Early on in the investigation, before it
became a large-scale witch-hunt, there was an attempt to portray Niko
lacv’s crime as motivated by jealousy. The story was circulated doubdess
by the NKVD—that Nikolaev had killed Kirov because he had found out
that Draule was having an affair with him. According to a Western
researcher who studied party reports in the Leningrad archives on pu ic
reaction to the murder, the rumor about Kirov and Draule caught, on
quickly. Party members at factories were saying such things as Had rov
chased after women less, he’d still be alive,” and “Kirov was killed by i o
laev because of jealousy.” A Leningrad librarian was quoted as saying.
“Kirovwas known to the entire city as a skirt-chaser, bed had a airs wit
all the female staff of the obkom, including Nikolaevs wife. .

We have seen that Kirov may indeed have carried on liaisons wit
other women. If people knew about his indiscretions, this wou exp ar
why the story about him and Draule spread so quickly. Yet, despite its per
sistcnce even today, the story lacks credibility. Draule doubtless ha some
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contact with Kirov when she worked for the regional party committee.
she had been employed elsewhere for well over a year and would hive
little occasion to see him. Also, Draule, a very plain-looking working-c
woman, was an unlikely candidate as a girlfriend for Kirov, who repute
was partial to beautiful ballerinas. This was the impression of EM
Lermolo, who was in prison with some of those accused in the Kiron
and who met Draule. In her memoirs, Lermolo recounted a convetsat
she had with another female prisoner named Gaiderova:

Gaiderova’s voice was edged with sarcasm. “You saw Lenka’s [Niko­
laev’s] wife, Milda Drauleh [sic], did you not? Then you know howirre­
sistible she is.”

“Yes, she’s quite a beauty,” I agreed in the same ironic tone.
“My feeling is that if Lenka had ever found Kirov with Milda in the

bedroom the last thing he’d have wanted would have been to shoot Kirov.
On the contrary, held have been beside himself  with joy.”

We both laughed.26

Whatever the case, Stalin’s intention was to portray Kirov’s murder
terrorist plot, which meant that Nikolaev’s personal motives—whatera
they may have been—soon became irrelevant to the case.

■ THE DEATH OF BORISOV

The next person scheduled for questioning by Stalin was Kirovs body­
guard Borisov, who had spent the night of the murder in one of th
NKVD offices together with Aleksandrov and other guards. In the morn­
ing of 2 December, after receiving a telephone call from Medved, u
NKVD officer named Maliy arrived and told Borisov to get ready quickly
because he was to be interrogated by Stalin. Borisov left wearing a civilian
suit and coat. Then, according to Aleksandrov: “Approximately thirty min­
utes later he was delivered, dead, to the NKVD medical unit. I saw hoi
they carried his body into the building covered by a white sheet. Whit
were the circumstances of his death I don’t know and wasn’t present at the
site. But there were rumors among the NKVD employees (I cannot
remember from whom I heard them) that Borisov was thrown by his
escort employees out of a truck and had a deadly fall.”27
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Stalin's bodyguard, Vlasik, sitting in the waiting area outside Kirov s
office, had this to say: “With respect to the death of Operations Commis­
sar Borisov, 1 remember the following: [NKVD officer] Pauker walked
into the waiting room and told me that they were taking Borisov in a truck
to be interrogated by Stalin at the Smolnyi, but there was some ice on the
toad,and the truck got into an accident. Borisov was taken to the hospital
unconscious, and Pauker was shaken. I don’t remember who told Stalin
what happened to Borisov.”28

The unfortunate Borisov, doubtless terrified by the impending con­
frontation with Stalin, had been in the back of the truck with an NKVD
officer. In the cab was the driver and Maliy. The official story was that the
men had transported Borisov in a truck because—given the arrival of
Stalin and his entourage—all the cars were in use. The truck slid to the
right into the wall of a house along the road, and Borisov was somehow
thrown out. The report of the medical examiners, signed on 4 December,
concluded that Borisov’s death was caused by a brain hemorrhage received
from a skull fracture: “The wound occurred because of a very strong blow
to the head from a hard blunt object, for example, a brick wall. Consider­
ing the results of the postmortem examination, the absence of signs of out­
ride force, and the circumstances of the case, it might be concluded the
death of Borisov was a result of an accident, such as a vehicle crash.”29 A
mechanical expert who examined the circumstances of the accident that
same day said that the truck swerved to the right when another truck came
around the corner because its springs were uneven. There was no mention
of ice on the road. Supposedly, a militia employee observed the accident
and confirmed what had happened.30

This was not the end of the Borisov story by any means. In a bizarre
sequence of events, Maliy, the driver, and the other passenger in the truck
were hauled before the NKVD a few days later and charged with murder­
ing Borisov. A second examination of the accident conducted on 12
December supposedly found material from Borisov’s coat on a water pipe
attached to the wall of the house. The conclusion was that Borisov had not
in fact been murdered. Maliy and the others were freed from arrest and
went back to work in the NKVD. In June 1937 the three were again
arrested, as part of a general sweep of all the lagoda men from the NKVD.
They were beaten and tortured. The driver, Kuzin, testified that Borisovs
death was the result of the fact that Maliy had grabbed the wheel from him
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and turned it sharply to the right, causing the truck to crash. Maliyanc
other NKVD officer were shot and the driver was sent to prison.31

Less than a year later, lagoda claimed at his trial that Zaporozhets
given orders to have Borisov killed in order to keep him quiet. Kuzin i
vived a lengthy prison term, followed by Siberian exile. During the 19l
he continued to insist to the various investigative commissions thatM
had deliberately caused the accident. But some people said that Kuzins
sticking to what he said earlier to avoid being blamed for the others ext,
tion, and that he simply did not want to accept responsibility for caus
the accident himself.32

Perhaps the matter would have been dropped had it not been for ak
ter from S. Mamushin, a physician and chief of the NKVD medical unit
the time of the Kirov assassination. He had signed Kirovs death certi a
and also participated in the postmortem on Borisov. In his letter, apt.
endy written in the early 1960s, Mamushin claimed that the results ofc
postmortem had been falsified and that in fact Borisov did not die a.
of a single blow on the head. Rather, Mamushin claimed, there were
tiple radical cracks in his skull, which suggested that he had been use
oral times with a blunt object. This ruled out the possibility t at
because of being thrown from the truck.33 .

The possibility that Borisov had been murdered had such imptaw
for the Kirov case that it could not be ignored. In 1967 another
investigation” was conducted. Medical experts exhumed the o y
Borisov and examined it yet again. The conclusion was the same as
reported in 1934: “The wounds in Borisov’s head, a two-sided bruise tot:
lungs, and an abrasion in the area of the left shoulder blade co
have occurred as a result of the road accident.” For some reason, howevet,
there were still doubts about what had happened. Amazingly, in 1989,
yet another group of experts reexamined the case, studying the tiro
earlier reports and endorsing their conclusions that Borisovs death was in
accident.34

There were other puzzles surrounding Borisovs death. The offidil
story was that after the accident Borisov was taken to a military hospital,
where doctors tried to revive him, and he died after a lew hours, never hav­
ing regained consciousness. But NKVD guard Aleksandrov, in one of the
few authentic handwritten testimonies available, tells us that Borisovs dead
body was brought back to the NKVD medical unit—where Mamushin 
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isincharge—thirty minutes after he had left NKVD headquarters.This
[course means that Borisov died suddenly and that there was little or no
tempt to revive him—a scenario more consistent with murder than with
traffic accident. There is also the question of why, if the impact of the
nth was so intense, none of the other men in the truck, in particular the
win the back with Borisov, was hurt or killed. (According to one report,
he truck was only going at 30 kilometers per hour.)35

None of the official investigations addressed these questions, although
Borisov was a key figure in the Kirov case, and his failure to guard his chief
Retained unexplained. Did someone hold Borisov back from Kirov when
hwas following him down the main corridor on 1 December, or did he
«something he should not have seen? If there was a conspiracy to kill
Kirov,the conspirators would have had a strong motive to silence Borisov.

The story of what happened to Borisov’s wife, if true, strongly suggests
that the NKVD wanted to suppress anything Borisov had known about
the murder. After his death his wife was reportedly placed by force into a
mental hospital, but she managed to escape. She showed up at party head­
quarters in the Smolnyi, complaining that the hospital had tried to poison
her. She also said that the NKVD had interrogated her in an effort to find
out whether her husband had told her anything about the Kirov murder.
[Borisov, as mentioned, had telephoned her in the presence of other
NKVD guards on the night of the murder.) The authorities transferred her
to a regular hospital, but she soon died, and it was rumored that the death
ra from poisoning.36

■THEVOLKOVA STORY

By the time Borisov was killed on 2 December, the NKVD must have
been in a state of disarray. With the leading officials of the Leningrad
branch about to be displaced by the team of lagoda’s deputy Agranov, the
investigation was already misdirected and confused. Stalin’s ominous pres­
ence there cannot have helped matters. Holed up in Kirov’s office, he was
issuing orders right and left. Stalin had little interest in the specifics of
what had happened at the Smolnyi the day before. He was looking for
conspirators further afield.

What did the senior members of the NKVD think of all this? Were
they advising Stalin, approving of his strategy, or were some of them as 
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perplexed as their junior counterparts in the Leningrad NKVD? Allot
one of the investigators on the team, General G. S. Liushkov, whowoiH
defect from Russia four years later, seems to have been fully convinced tint
Nikolaev was the murderer and that he was acting out of penoml

motives.37
Nonetheless, the idea of a terrorist plot was not out of the quesdia.

The Leningrad NKVD had a vast network of secret informen, id
denunciations alleging that persons were engaged in counterrevolution^
conspiracies were not uncommon in the 1930s.3B In 1933 Kirov m.
had received a report of a group that was supposedly plotting again.!
and in a note to an Obkom official around that same time, Kirov a
a reference to a threatening letter he had received not the
seemingly sick person.”35 There were doubtless other such ett

The NKVD had some grounds for concern about plots agans a
regime. There was still opposition from emigres abroa , an ,
mainly took the form of anti-Soviet propaganda, there was t c0
foray into Russia. In 1927 a member of a Paris-based organtza I
mer White Army officers reportedly set off a bomb in a enin ,
Club. Also, in the summer of 1934, the NKVD received mfonna onata

two terrorists from a so-called All-Russian Military nion,
allegedly sent to Leningrad with the aim of killing rov. •
said to have launched some sort of an operation against them, using

troops, but they escaped.40 . T.. ti
But often the NKVD was dealing with illusory enemies.

case with the story of a conspiracy to kill Kirov that came from ayo
woman named Maria Volkova, whose lengthy letter to the party s en
Committee, written in 1956, is in the Moscow party archives, a ong w
other documents relating to her case.41 Volkova, a semiliterate demesne
employee of a secretary at the Smolnyi, was one of the NK s mu tint i
nous informers. In the autumn of1934 she told both her employer and the
NKVD about the existence of a secret oppositional organization cal e t e
Green Lamp, which had 700 members and was planning to kill Kirov. An
NKVD officer named G. A. Petrov called Volkova jn for a talk. Despite the
fact that she seemed mentally imbalanced, he investigated her claims, but
found no evidence to substantiate them. He passed on the information to
Leningrad police chief Medved, who deemed Volkova a socially danger­
ous element” and had her examined at a psychiatric hospital. She was diag­
nosed as a schizophrenic and kept in confinement.
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)n 3 December, when Stalin got wind of the story, he asked to see
r, immediately.The latter explained that Volkova was mentally ill and
her claims about a vast conspiracy had no basis. Stalin was not to be
tred. He demanded that Volkova be brought from the hospital to the
slnji for an interview. Although Volkova had never mentioned Niko-
and had no idea who he was, she was persuaded, after Stalin showed
Nikolaev’s picture, that she did in fact know him and several others
netted with his case. Prompted by Stalin and NKVD leaders, the
angradNKVD acted on her denunciations and promptly arrested over
tj people. Afterward Stalin ordered the NKVD to provide Volkova with
Mil support and medical care. The NKVD gave her a furnished apart-
ent,money, and paid vacations for the next several years. Volkova contin-
d to be a dependable source of denunciations for a long time, providing
net of new internal enemies for the NKVD to arrest.To show his grati-
de,Stalin received her in the Kremlin in August 1949.42

Meanwhile Petrov was arrested and sentenced to prison in January
IBS along with eleven other Leningrad NKVD officers. He was charged
with failure to show “class vigilance,” negligence toward his duties, and the
Legal confinement of Volkova in a psychiatric hospital. One of only three
efthose sentenced to survive a lengthy term in the camps, Petrov wrote a
litter of complaint to the USSR Prosecutor in 1956, explaining his side of
it Volkova affair.43

The KGB, in 1956, dismissed all of what Volkova said as having no
basis. Indeed, it is hard to imagine that Stalin ever took Volkova’s claims
itiiously.The way he seized upon Volkova’s story reinforces the impression
Ju Stalin had decided from the outset to use the Kirov murder as a pre-
text for launching a widespread purge.

Having set the process in motion, Stalin departed for Moscow with
bis Politburo colleagues at just after midnight on 4 December. It had been
along day, ending with a visit at 9:30 p.m. to theTauride Palace, where
Kirov’s body, in an open casket, had been lying in state for two days so that
die people of Leningrad could say their farewells to him. As protocol dic­
tated, Stalin’s group performed the final half-hour vigil over the body.
Malov, who was standing close by, observed them:

Iwas struck by how calm and impervious Stalin’s face appeared: He gave
the impression that he was lost in his thoughts, his gaze faxed over the
wounded Kirov, his hands, as we had often seen them before, hanging
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• FIRST REPRISALS: THE LENINGRAD CASE
, ^mrontinuewiththeinvesop-

Stalin left Agranov and Ezhov behm Moscow. Agranov sent
tion. But he followed developments closc y J? o]aevand the others who
him all the protocols of the interrogations o interrogation of
were arrested in the case. On the copy of as a mule." Stalin
4 December, Agranov noted: “Nikolaev is as s . ... Mlj
wrote back to Agranov: “Nourish Nikolaev well, buy him
other things, nourish him so that he will be strong, an t en
who was leading him. And if he doesn’t talk we will shake him [ / ■
emy] and he will tell and show everything.”47 Of course, St in cannot
actually believed that Nikolaev would come up with names on is own.
But the NKVD had by now a list of people who were connected to him 

down and his fingers clasped together. Voroshilov stood like i soHia,
erect, with signs of emotion and grief on his face. Molotov appeared wry
calm, his face expressionless. Zhdanov’s eyes were blinking, he war vin-
bly straining to stand at attention. Without a doubt he was suffering,
outwardly at least, more than the others.44

At 10 p.m. Stalin and his entourage, together with Central Comm.
members from Leningrad, carried Kirov’s casket to a gun carriage.Tot
sounds of a funeral march, the cortege slowly began its procession ah
the streets of the city. Throngs of people lined the curbs. Understan
given the tense situation, the party leaders did not feel comforta e t
part in the walk to the train station, so they slipped away, leavingt e
politicians to make the procession. Rosliakov walked alongside Ate
regional party secretary Nikita Khrushchev, who asked a lot o q
about Nikolaev, Borisov, and the circumstances of the mu ,
the whole case was a mystery to officials like Khrushchev.

At the station, they lifted the casket into the fimeral earn
draped with garlands, and watched the train pull out o t e sta o
was leaving, Rosliakov saw Filipp Medved standing alone, a,
rowfol, in the doorway of the station. He was, in
unwitting person blamed for what had happened, w o a
friend and was now under house arrest.”" Medved’s fate was m Stains

hands.
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could use its well-developed techniques to pressure him into testifying

I they formed a terrorist organization.
On 8 December, Agranov went to Moscow with Ezhov to brief Stalin
fjund on the progress of the investigation. On that day Stalin held a
ting in his office with the party leaders who had accompanied him to
mlngrad on 1 December and a group of NKVD officials, including
gnnovandlagoda.The meeting lasted well over three hours. Noticeably
sentwas Ordzhonikidze, who is listed as having come into Stalin’s office
st is others were arriving and then leaving less than a minute later. He
radeuly'out of the loop” when it came to the Kirov case.48

Although news of the alleged conspiracy was not announced publicly
cilllDecember, the Leningrad party elite learned of it at a meeting on
15 December, when the new party first secretary, Andrei Zhdanov, spoke
othem, Zhdanov talked about Kirov in warm terms, noting that it was
difficult for him to step into the shoes of such a party leader. He then told
lisaudience that responsibility for the murder of Kirov lay in the hands of
Zir.oriev and his ideological supporters. That same day, Kaganovich made
isimilar announcement to the Moscow party elite.49

On 16 December, NKVD official Agranov announced at a meeting of
lit Leningrad district and city party committees that the murder was
organized by a group of young former Zinovievite oppositionists and gave
the names of Nikolaev’s thirteen co-defendants. The audience was
shocked. How could the young Leningraders who had acknowledged the
rontemess of the party line become terrorists? And why would they kill
Krov, who had treated them with such humanity and tolerance, accepting
them back into the fold after they had admitted their mistakes? According
to Rosliakov, “Agranov’s announcement created turmoil in the minds of
many plenum participants, but of course no one expressed doubts. Back
thenwestillbelieved that the party never made a mistake in its assessment
of events.” Shaken and tense, a few participants got up to respond to the
innouncement. Two party officials from the Vyborg district of the city,
Petr Smorodin and Petr Struppe, were anxious to repent for their lack of
vigilance—with good reason. Nikolaev and several of his co-defendants
had lived in the Vyborg district and had worked for the party there.50

By this time the Leningrad NKVD had been rounding up suspected
conspirators for two weeks. The detention cells were brimming with pris­
oners, and interrogators were busy day and night putting together the case
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against the so-called Leningrad Center. Who were the thirteen«
defendants accused of conspiring with Nikolaev and how were theyc
sen? To give the NKVD its due credit, they were not totally random r
pects. Most of the defendants, all in their thirties, had been memben,:
Nikolaev, of the Komsomol (Communist Youth League) and mon I
been expelled from the party for belonging to the opposition. Serf
been reinstated for having declared “complete solidarity with the porrj
the party and the Soviet government.” The party and the NKVDtalli
close track of those who had at any point, however brie y,s v.
Trotsky or Zinoviev. The NKVD used these records extensively in t
arrests and trials that ensued after the Kirov murder.

The first to be arrested, on 5 December, were i o at its r
Ivan Kotolynov, both of whom knew Nikolaev personally. Shats; A
worked as an engineer, had been an active Trotskyite an a p
membership in 1927. He had made no attempt to be reinstated and L
removed himself from politics. Kotolynov, a student at the L

Industrial Institute, had been expelled from the party orsupp g
Zinoviev opposition and had been readmitted following h.sr™.

He had heMseveral leading Komsomol posts an
reason, along with his having been a Zinovievi c,
the indictment of being a principal organizer o t epo a

The other allege J Jain organize, arrested on 6 D<^
Vladimir Rumiantsev, whose name had appeared, along with toW-
a list of oppositionists in the Vyborg party district, compiledfor tefc
tral Control Commission in Moscow in 1928. Rum,a"tscV
first secretary of the Leningrad City Komsomol and had been a delegateto
'wo party congresses before losing his party membership because offe
support for the Zinoviev group. Reinstated in 1928, Rumiantsev«
working as a secretary of the Vyborg district soviet when hewasarrested.

Kirov knew Rumiantsev well, just as he knew anot er c en ant,
Vladimir Levin, who had been an active supporter of Zinoviev. Whtn
Police chiefMedved had approached Kirov in 1933 asking for permission
to arrest Rumiantsev and Levin, along with several other former Zmo-
vievites, on the grounds that they were again engaging in oppositional activ-

Kirov had refbsed. He either did not believe the reports or felt that it was
etter to try to win over oppositionists ideologically than to arrest them?

Among the other defendants was Nikolai Miasnikov, an administrator
n City soviet, who did not know Nikolaev at all. This did not prevent I 
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snikov from being immediately disavowed by friends and family. A
diys after his arrest, well before he was declared guilty by the court, the
rtny of a local party committee condemned Miasnikov at a large
:dng of soviet and party workers. Members of the audience stood up in
i to speak out against him and disclaim their association with him.
isnikov’s colleague at the soviet, who was also his brother-in-law, had
st words to say: “My situation is especially hard. Miasnikov is my rela-
e,we are married to two sisters, but I can assure you that I had nothing
do with Miasnikov and his dirty deals. . . . Miasnikov’s wife, a party
ember,at first did not believe her husband’s crime. But when she became
minced, she denounced him to the NKVD.”55

These thirteen defendants formed a disparate group, to say the least.
Im did not seem to be much holding them together, aside from Komso-
aolor childhood friendship with Nikolaev. Most of them had black marks
:o their records, and some had been real troublemakers. But this was
Idly enough to provide credible grounds that they were aligned in a con-
spiricy.That several were Jewish, as were Zinoviev, Kamenev, and Trotsky,
night have suited Stalin’s purposes. Stalin, who was to display virulent
ind-Semitism toward the end of his life, had already used anti-Semitic
tries in his political battles in the 1920s.5& Kirov, whose wife was Jewish,
hd never shown any inclination to go along with these tactics—which
my help to explain his more conciliatory attitude toward the former
Zinoviev people in Leningrad. With Kirov out of the way, Stalin could
now proceed full force. There was no one to hinder him in his drive to rid
Leningrad of all seeds of opposition.

• THE INDICTMENT AND TRIAL

Having picked the defendants out of a selection of former Zinoviev fol-
lowers and acquaintances of Nikolaev, Agranov and his colleagues then
pieced together a plot.They did not have an easy time of it. For the first few
days Nikolaev insisted that, although he knew Kotolynov, Shatskii, and
others, they had not formed a group and were not involved in the Kirov
murder. Investigators stepped up the pressure, doubtless applying their
standard methods of psychological and physical torture. On 6 December,
after seven interrogations, Nikolaev finally affirmed that Kotolynov and
Shatskii (who had been arrested the day before) conspired in the murder.
Ht reportedly tried to commit suicide in his cell the next day.
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The other defendants were even more difficult to crack. Despiteh

was undoubtedly an all-out effort on the part of the NKVD, only tw<
them admitted to participating in the assassination plot. The rest a
fessed only to having supported the opposition, and one admitted nothi
whatsoever. NKVD investigators did not rely only on the defendants ti
timonies, however. They also arrested and interrogated relatives. Mil
Draule, brought into NKVD headquarters on the evening of 1 Decembi
is quoted in the indictment as saying that Nikolaev did not work after d
end of March 1934 because he “dedicated himself completely to theprq
aration of this terrorist act.” Nikolaev’s brother, Petr Aleksandrovich, a so
dier in the Red Army, was reported as testifying that Leonid also told m
that the overthrow of the Soviet government was possible only as a re..
of an attack by foreign capitalist states and that, if he were abroad, E
would help in every way any capitalist state that would attack t e one
Union in order to overthrow the Soviet government. The us an c.
Nikolaev’s sister-in-law Olga is quoted as making a similar statement
These statements were introduced to demonstrate that the conspiracy i

foreign connections. .
The testimonies, doubtless elicited by torture, were all that the NKVD

could produce as evidence (aside from Nikolaevs diary an p an or
murder). This was pretty thin gruel for a convincing case, e as p o
lem was that NKVD investigators, who initially had a seemingly solid cast
against a crazed lone assassin, had apparently been compelle to swil
gears after Stalin arrived. They now had to demonstrate that Nikolaevhid
conspired with others to kill Kirov for political reasons. Of course t cy had
the advantage of total control over the investigation and trial (no e ens:
lawyers and a secret hearing). But what were they to do with Nikolaev's
diary and letters, which painted a picture of an isolated and unstable mil-

content with little concern about politics?
The solution was feeble. The indictment in the case against the four­

teen defendants, drawn up on 25 December, quoted Nikolaev as saying: I
was to represent the murder of Kirov as an individual act in order to con- ;
ceal the participation of the Zi noviev group.” According to the indictment: j

The accused Nikolaev prepared several documents (a diary, statements
addressed to various institutions, etc.) in which he endeavored to portray
his crime as a personal act of desperation and dissatisfaction arising out i



Into the Whirlwind \219\

cfhis straitened material circumstances and as a protest. . .The accused
Nikolaev has himself admitted the falsity and fictitiousness of this ver­
sion and has explained that this version was created in preliminary agree-
tnent with members of the terrorist group, who decided to represent the
murder of Comrade Kirov as an individual act and thereby to conceal the
true motives for the crime.58

Incredibly, the indictment went on to state that Nikolaev’s wife and
-other had both testified that the family had plenty of money: “The fact
Jtduring this period the accused L. Nikolaev was never in material diffi-
eddes is brought out by the circumstance that Nikolaev occupied a well-
sppointed apartment consisting of three rooms and that, moreover, in the
.-..merof 1934 he hired a summer apartment from a private house owner

C ^ace Sestroretsk.” Nikolaev, according to the indict-
Lt”'1' Ls9reiVe^ considcrablc sums” from the Latvian consul in
aingra . he international aspect of the conspiracy, presumably intro-

to appeal to public fears of foreign aggression, had little basis
1 c fact that Milda Draule, a Latvian, was acquainted with the

rail. It was not developed further.60
I. This was a dizzying turn of events, to say the least. It required a great

twte o imagination to accept that Nikolaev would have written all these
tiers o protest, complaining about how distraught he was, and wander-
t0aroun eningrad in shabby clothes, just to cover up the fact that he
is part of a terrorist group. First, in doing so, he was attracting seemingly
... >["C a^tention to himself and determining his fate in advance. Even
i t ad agreed to be the sacrificial lamb, one would have thought his

eged co conspirators would have at least encouraged him to try to
ecape after the murder. And why would they have chosen such an unsta­
ble and undependable person, who was bound to get caught, as the central
tetor of their plot in the first place?

Of course, it really did not matter whether the indictment was credi­
ble, since the NKVD was orchestrating everything, and no one was going
to do anything about it. But then why even bring up the details about
Nikolaevs diary? Stalin, as we have said, seems to have had the idea of
drawing the Zinoviev people into the case early on in December, but
apparently not before the Leningrad NKVD had produced the diary and
kt it be known that Nikolaev was motivated by personal reasons. The
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sudden change in the plot was doubtless one reason for the dismissal
arrests of those from the Leningrad NKVD branch and their replacem
by their superiors from Moscow.

Stalin remained at the helm of the investigation throughout and I
the final say on the list of those accused. He also edited the indictme
which he received on 25 December. On the following day, Stalin tilled
Deputy USSR Prosecutor Vyshinskii and chairman of the Military G
legium of the Supreme Court Vasilii Ulrikh, instructing them toholdt
trial within two days and to condemn all the defendants to death. T)
closed court session, chaired by Ul’rikh, was held on 28-29 Decentbt
According to Ulrikh’s wife:

When the judicial inquest came to a close and an adjournment for piss­
ing the sentence was announced, Comrade Ul’rikh, apparently dissatis­
fied with the proceedings, used the direct telephone line to the Kr
to request permission for an investigation to clarify several facts that hr
been insufficiently illuminated, but that promised to uncover «p
involvements and clues to this evil act. He received from Comrade Malin
a sharply terse answer: “What other investigations? No other mvestiga-
tions. Finish it.”62

Within an hour after their sentencing, the fourteen defendants were al
shot.

True to Soviet judicial custom, their families also suffered repns .
Milda Draule, her sister Olga, and Olga’s husband were shott inMari
1935. Their young children were placed in orphanages. The NKVD also
executed Nikolaev’s brother, Petr, and his older sister, Katia Rogachen
His younger sister Anna Paniutkhina and her husband, his mother, and hi
sister-in-law received labor camp sentences of several years. Even a neigh­
bor of Nikolaev’s, Ivan Gorbachev, was sentenced to four years in the
camps. The relatives of the other defendants suffered similar reprisals.6’

* tHE CASE OF THE MOSCOW CENTER

Leningraders were by no means the only victims. Stalin had big plans
°r Moscow as well. While the Leningrad NKVD was constructingacase

against Nikolaev and his alleged co-conspirators, the NKVD in Moscow



Into the Whirlwind \221\

J begun going after those associated directly with Zinoviev and
,ctnev. On 8 December the police arrested the first four of those who
dd be charged with membership in a group labeled the “Moscow Cen-
i Within eight days, the NKVD apprehended the alleged ringleaders,
jmenev and Zinoviev, who were taken by complete surprise. After the

arrived at his home, Zinoviev wrote an impassioned letter to Stalin:

Just now, at 7:30 in the evening, Molchanov [head of the NKVD Secret
Political Department] and his group of Chekists showed up at my apart­
ment and are conducting a search. I am speaking to you honestly, Com-
nde Stalin, from the time that I returned by order of the Central
Committee from Kustan [in Kazakhstan], I have not taken a single step,
not said a single word, not written a single line, not had a single thought
that 1 would have had to hide from the party, from the Central Commit­
tee, from you personally. I think only about one thing: how to earn the
trust of the Central Committee and you personally, how to get you to
include me in the work... 1 cannot imagine what might have given rise
to suspicion of me. I beg you to believe my honest word. I am shaken to
the depths of my soul.64

ligoda passed the letter on to Stalin, who was unmoved by the pleas of his
former comrade.

As with the Leningrad Center case, Stalin followed the Moscow
investigation closely, scrutinizing the protocols of the interrogations of the
iccused on a daily basis. The Kirov murder had provided Stalin with the
ideal opportunity to link the former leaders of the opposition to a real crime.
But it was not easy to make the connection. Agranov put it simply to his
NKVD colleagues some weeks later: uWe could not prove that the Nloscow
Center knew about the preparation of the terrorist act against Kirov. 65

Indeed, the NKVD was having trouble coming up with a case against
Zinoviev and Kamenev. On 23 December, when the press announced the
arrests of members of an anti-Soviet Zinoviev group in Moscow, it added
that the cases of Zinoviev, Kamenev, and five others would not be commit­
ted to trial because of insufficient evidence. Instead, the Special Board of
the NKVD would examine their cases with a view to exiling them.66

Thanks to the zeal of NKVD investigators, however, the situation soon
changed. One of the defendants in the upcoming trial was persuaded to



.] <.>ua>imiaang ZAnoviev and the others as members c“counterrevolutionary Moscow Center.” Zinoviev and Kamenevconti
to deny that they had participated in such a center up through 13 Jan
when the indictment was drawn up and the case sent for trial. On the
day, the investigators altered the original text of the indictment (ha
the date the same) to show that Zinoviev and Kamenev had admitted t
guilt, which they had not. The published indictment charged all <hl
dants with membership in the Moscow Center and with po tic
moral responsibility” for the murder of Kirov.67

After a two-day closed session of the Supreme Court Q
legium on 15-16 January, the defendants were found 1^’""
to varying periods of imprisonment. Zinoviev, as the ege
group, received ten years, and Kamenev five years, ccor ng ’
fences, the trial had not revealed evidence that members ofthcMo®
Ce„mludaireedy ordered

has confirmed the fact that the members o Lenina
‘Moscow Center’ were aware of the terrorist sentimen s

group and inflamed these . the Zinovievgnx?
Why did Stalin decide to hold back and morhad already^

charged directly with conspiracy to fallKiro'^ thcm B
sified the testimonies of the defendants. y wrlllId be tooritrj
arranging the murder? Perhaps Stalin calculate t at i He mightat this polt to execute Zinoviev, Kamenev, and theirsuppo

have worried about resistance from other members o t e p
More likely is that he already had it in his mind to c an^C , , rj.
conspiracy, so as to bring in a host of new characters to play the roW
lains. For that he needed farther testimonies from Zinovieva PJ

Stalin gave a clear indication that this was his intention in an om
secret letter, which he himself drafted in the name of the Lentr ’
mittee and circulated to all the party organizations on 18 January W ■
The letter, entitled “on the lessons of the events connected to the evil mur­
der of Comrade Kirov,” asserted that Zinoviev’s oppositional group MS
the “most treacherous and despicable of all fractional groups in the history
of°ur Country". . . masking itself in the form of a White Guard organiza­
tion, and completely deserving to have its members treated like White

uards.” “Therefore,” the letter went on, “with such double-dealers we
annot restrict ourselves to their exclusion from the party; they must be

222 Kil,ed Kirov?
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isolated in order to prevent them from undermining the 

la this letter, Stalin put the patty elite on notice that the arrests would
stopwith the Leningrad and Moscow Centers. All former left opposi-
jstsMtobeputbehindbars.lt was a mistake, he said, to be compla- 
.1 about the oppositionists and to accept their assertions that they had
kited socialism. The more hopeless their situation was, the more they
xM resort to extreme measures: “The events linked to the murder of
tande Kirov show that the failure to understand this truth played an
d joke on the workers of the NKVD in Leningrad. Let this be a lesson

<IHEFATE OF THE LENINGRAD NKVD

Stalin’s letter pointed a finger at the Leningrad NKVD for underesti-
ciwg the dangers of “alien class elements and former oppositionists” in
cecity. But there was no suggestion of any NKVD responsibility for the
raider itself. Indeed, the letter even said that the Leningrad NKVD

not be “run down groundlessly.”70 Nonetheless, as mentioned, a
pwp of twelve NKVD officers, including Medved, Fomin, and, some-
«ht later, Zaporozhets, were prosecuted for criminal negligence. On 23
Jinuary their case went to trial, and their sentences were announced three
bp later. Medved, Zaporozhets, and Petrov were sentenced to three years
in labor camps, as were Kotomin and Gubin, the two NKVD officers who
bd released Nikolaev from custody in October 1934. Six others received
rroyears. Only one officer received a lengthy sentence—ten years.71 In all,
the sentences were surprisingly light. As one observer put it: “Genuine
negligence on the part of the NKVD officers in preventing assassinations,
of which [Stalin] himself was an obvious potential target, would inevitably
have resulted in the summary execution of all concerned.”72

Significantly, Filipp Medved’s brother-in-law Sorokin recalled that
Medved and his NKVD colleagues, although charged in early December,
were not put in prison until early January—which would explain why
Rosliakov had seen Medved at the Leningrad railway station the night
that Kirov's body was sent to Moscow. According to Sorokin, Medved
arrived in Moscow around 10 December. He had planned to go to
Sorokin’s home for a party on New Year’s Eve, but did not show up unti

jstsMtobeputbehindbars.lt
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just before midnight because he had been at Stalin’s place. Sorokinh
recounted what Medved told him about the meeting:

After reproaching him for not protecting Kirov, Stalin asked Medved
what he should do with him. Medved said that he deserved his punish­
ment and was obliged to serve it. Then Stalin took him to a map and
asked him to point out the place where he would like to go. Medved
pointed to Kolyma [the site of forced labor camps in the Soviet Far
East]. Stalin agreed to it. Naturally, I asked Medved if Stalin revealed any
interest by asking him the details of Kirovs assassination. In reply,
Medved cursed and answered: “Why in hell should he ask, if he know
better than myself the story of Kirov’s assassination and that its organiz
ers were lagoda and Zaporozhets." I was shocked by what he said and
couldn’t take in the meaning ofhis message.73

Sorokin, whose recollections have been buried in the Moscow party arch-.-
since the early 1960s, had good reason to be shocked. He had heart ladar
statement from someone with inside information that ago a an
Zaporozhets had organized the Kirov murder and Stalin knew a out it.

Sorokin went to visit Medved in prison twice before his tri .
and his colleagues were not incarcerated in the basement o u Jan
where prisoners were usually held, but in well-fornished r0°ms on
third floor. According to Sorokin: "They were held in good con itions,mz
could scarcely believe that they were under arrest. On the eve o t e mt,
Sorokin went to see the prosecutor, Ul’rikh, at the Metropol Hotel, ven
glass of vodka Ul’rikh said: “Tomorrow the bear will be tried togetherwth
his cubs.” (Medved is the Russian word for bear.) When Sorokin asked
him what the punishment would be, Ul’rikh responded: “Nothingsenous.
They will receive short terms and will work in Kolyma.

Medved insisted that Sorokin not try to attend the trial or see him oft
at the Kazan railway station, where he and his colleagues boarded a special
railway car, rather than a prison car, for the trip. But Sorokin did write and
sent him books. Sometime in 1936, Deputy NKVD chief Mikhail
Frinovskii took an inspection trip to the Far East and met Medved al
Kolyma. On his return he telephoned Sorokin and asked him to come to
his dacha for a visit with Medved’s son Misha. Frinovskii told them that
Medved was doing well and that his work was easy, adding that he,
Frinovski, would gladly go there for a change of scene.75
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Other reports from Kolyma confirm that the NKVD officers were
tiling an easy time of it. All received administrative positions in the
amps and were able to live comfortably, some even having their families
yin them.76 However, with the onset of the Great Terror of 1937—38,
things would change for Medved and his colleagues. In 1937, most of
them would be mowed down in the wave of arrests that swept the NKVD
An its new chief, Nikolai Ezhov, began routing out the lagoda men.
Only three of the twelve Leningrad NKVD officers convicted in January
1935 survived the camps: F.T. Fomin, who substituted for Zaporozhets in
the latter’s absence; P. I. Lobov, Secret Political Department chief, and
G. A. Petrov, who, as we saw, interviewed the NKVD informer Maria
Volkova.77 Even Medved's son Misha, so beloved of Kirov, would be
urested at age thirteen and would perish.

Why, in early 1935, did Stalin treat these Leningrad NKVD officers
with kid gloves? According to one source, the defendants pled in court that
their laxness was largely a result of Kirov’s lack of concern for his own
sifery—his refusal to sanction the arrest of oppositionists in 1933 and his
dislike of having guards in his presence.78 But, given that people were
being executed for mere connections with Nikolaev or Zinoviev, this was
hardly a persuasive argument if the NKVD really had been negligent.
Indeed, if it had been a question of negligence, then why were other
NKVD officers not tried on this charge? Take, for example, Aleksandr
Mikhail’chenko, commander of the Smolnyi guard on the day Kirov was
killed, who was at the scene of the crime. Was he not responsible for the
Mure of his guards? Mikhail’chenko, whose fate is unknown, may well
have been arrested at some point during the purges, but he was never pub­
licly blamed in the Kirov case.

The token sentences meted out to officers of the Leningrad NKVD
suggest that their punishment was just a show—intended only to cover up
the real circumstances of the crime. Of course, if there was an NKVD plot
to kill Kirov, not all of these men were in on it. Medved, for one, would
have been in the dark, only after the fact learning that Zaporozhets, at
lagoda's instigation, had organized the murder, and that Stalin knew this.
Others apparently heard the same thing. Rosliakov points out that imme­
diately after the murder there were rumors circulating to the effect that
Zaporozhets had released Nikolaev from arrest during the autumn of
1934.75This was long before lagoda testified at his show trial that he had
told Zaporozhets to set Nikolaev free.
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It is significant that Soviet authorities never rehabilitated Zaj
rozhets who was tried again in 1937 on charges of killing Kirov a
Borisov and shot—despite repeated requests by his family to reconsiderl
sentence. During the period from 1989 to 1991, judicial authorit
reviewed thousands of cases of those who were punished for crimes durii
the Stalinist purges. They found that the charges were groundless in me
cases, including those of Nikolaevs alleged accomplices in the Leningn

Center. But in October 1991 a S<
Zaporozhets’widow: “In connection w
the case of I. V. Zaporozhets, it was
deputy chief of the Leningrad NKVD he violated socialist legality—as
result of which many innocent Soviet citizens were persecuted. Thus then

can be no reconsideration of his case.”80

>viet military prosecutor wrote I
ith supplemental investigations int
established that while he was fin

■ WEIGHING THE EVIDENCE
The light sentences originally meted out to members of the Lemngrd

NKVD were one more link in a long chain of circumstances that
a cover-up. But even with Medved s statement to his rot er ’
this chain amount to a convincing argument that
Leningrad NKVD, on orders from the central NKVD and , •?
nized the crime? The evidence that has been presente t u
roughly into three categories. First, there are the numerous occurr
leading up to the murder that, taken together, suggest an e
mine Kirov’s security and conceal NKVD involvement, t e attempt g
rid of Kirov’s loyal comrade, Leningrad NKVD chief Medved, and to
replace him with someone more reliable to Moscow, such as aporoz et,
the surprising release of Nikolaev from police custody in cto
without searching him; the illness and subsequent absence of Zaporozhets
from Leningrad exactly at the time of the murder, which gave him an I,
the transfer of Kirovs office (in Kirov’s absence) from the main corridor of
the Smolnyi to the end of the side corridor; the addition of guards to
Kirovs duty with whom he was unfamiliar; and Sergo Ordzhonikidzes
strange illness, which kept him away from Kirov before the murder and
served as a pretext for preventing him from going to Leningrad afterward.

Second, there are the puzzles surrounding Nikolaev and the scenario
of the murder itself, puzzles that raise doubts about the theory that he 
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alone. Proponents of the single assassin theory have argued that the
D could not have arranged the murder because Kirov arrived com-
ljunexpectedly at the Smolnyi and the NKVD would have had no
: to prepare. We now know that the NKVD was advised at least a half
rinadvance of Kirov’s arrival. This was not a great deal of time, but it
il hive been enough for NKVD employees to prepare for a murder if
jkd been waiting all along for the opportunity.
Let us, for the sake of argument, assume that Nikolaev himself knew

ding of Kirov’s impending arrival and just happened to be in the Smol-
ri, wandering around trying unsuccessfully to get a ticket to the party
xeting that evening. Would it not be a surprising coincidence that he was
•it corridor with a gun and a written plan of how he would kill Kirov at
it very moment Kirov appeared on the third floor? Equally hard to
Jetstand is how Nikolaev, who did not have the requisite employee pass,
xsMged to get by the third-floor guard post unnoticed. The Soviet
tm,after all, was in 1934 a police state, where security procedures were
ctmtly rigorous. And why was no one else was in the corridor at this
fay rime except the electrician Platych (and possibly two others)? Most
pAgofalliswhy Borisov was lagging so far behind that he did not see
c: assassin stalking Kirov.

Then there is the second bullet and Nikolaev’s unexplained collapse to
t: floor. How did the bullet end up in the upper corner of the corridor
sill! And what or who caused Nikolaev to fall to the floor and lie there
■.■conscious, requiring medical attention? (Recall that the electrician
Platych and Borisov saw the gun lying in the corner and Rosliakov subse-
qacntly found it in Nikolaev’s hand.) Alla Kirilina has theorized that
Nikolaev was trying to kill himself and that Platych prevented him from
doing so by throwing a screwdriver at him, causing him to misfire his gun
adfalldown in the process.The USSR Supreme Court study has a some-
ahi similar explanation. But this contradicts the testimony of Platych
himself, given immediately after the murder when his memory was still
fresh. Platych says he turned around as the second bullet was fired and
Nikolaevwas sliding to the floor.

As it turns out, no one actually witnessed the shooting of Kirov. It is not
inconceivable, therefore, that someone else fired at Kirov and then tried to
Hl Nikolaev—who just happened to be in the corridor at the rime—with
the bullet only wounding him slightly and ricocheting upward, perhaps as
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a result of a struggle between Nikolaev and the assailant. Or maybe Niko­
laev was not wounded by a shot, but was somehow knocked down by th
killer, who then placed the gun in Nikolaev’s hand and either went bid
into one of the rooms or escaped down the stairs located near ki.c.i
office. But if Nikolaev was just an unlucky scapegoat, then how do wt
account for Nikolaev’s permit matching the Nagan gun, the plan to ,
Kirov found on Nikolaev, the diary and the other letters he wrote.
quite possible that they were fabricated by the NKVD, whic , operate;
without the constraints of a free press or an honest judici , syste ,
concoct whatever story was convenient. As for Nikolaevs ete
October 1934, which seems to be an established fact, may e e J-
trying to have a talk with Kirov about his employment, a
arrested him originally claimed. MVVDwentB

Another possible scenario is that someone from the N
Nikolaev, who was known to have been stalking rov an
Smolnyi when the NKVD learned that Kirov was coming,_an
Nikolaev to murder Kirov. After the deed was done, an
might then have tried unsuccessfully to kill Nikolaev, causing
the floor and drop his gun—which the agent might have p
hand before fleeing, apparently escaping the notice o t e s
Or Nikolaev might have somehow fallen by himself; causing
off a second time by accident. Whatever the case, wit t e
his pocket, a gun in his hand, and an incriminating iary at
laevwas the ideal suspect. ., r a

Both of these scenarios would explain the gun cartn g
NKVD sports society, the NKVD’s lack of interest in either examini‘
bullets or interviewing witnesses, and, most important, onsovs
and subsequent death the next day. They would also account oft e aps
in security that allowed Nikolaev to get to the third-floor corridor.

Given the discrepancies in the accounts of those who were att
Smolnyi that fateful day and the incredible contradictions in the NK s

various versions of events, the precise circumstances of the murder can
only be speculated upon. In this sense, it might be argued that the evidence
against Stalin and the NKVD is still inconclusive. But the case against
Stalin and the NKVD goes well beyond the details of the crime itself. A
crucial category of evidence is that relating to Stalin and his motives. As
we have said, it is inconceivable that lagoda and the NKVD would have 
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pl the murder of Kirov without Stalin’s knowledge and sanction.
1KVD was firmly in Stalin’s hands. He decided personally all top
Dappointments and gave the NKVD its marching orders. No police
11, least of all lagoda, would have dared to commit such a crime inde-
atly Thus, no matter how much evidence there is to suspect an
>T) conspiracy, the crucial issue is whether Stalin had a reason for
ring the murder of Kirov.
Even discounting some of the traditionally cited reasons for Stalin’s
age, such as the Riutin affair, on the grounds that they have not been
stintiated, our narrative thus far has revealed the existence of deep
j-tnisms between Stalin and Kirov. It is clear that Kirov not only dis-
tttdwith Stalin on a number of key issues but also “stonewalled” instead
following Stalin’s fine. Moreover, both he and Sergo continued their

sticts with the men whom Stalin considered his enemies. This was
slerable to Stalin, who got back at Kirov by undermining him—albeit
dd)—at every opportunity. But this strategy, doubtless abetted by
jwple like Molotov and Kaganovich, was unsuccessful. By 1934, with

so popular at the Seventeenth Congress that his name was being
cgested as Stalin’s replacement and, with a significant number of dele-
ptts rejecting Stalin’s candidacy for the Central Committee, Stalin must
hreseen Kirov as a real threat. But Kirov, who had voiced no open oppo­
dion to Stalin, had too much support within the party for Stalin to
tetroy him the way he did his lesser enemies. The route of arranging an
isissination would have been a logical choice for Stalin. Granted, it was
sot a venture without risk, but Stalin had taken plenty of risks before, and
this would have been a chance worth taking. As events would show, Kirov’s
murder not only freed Stalin of his nemesis but also gave him the ideal
opportunity for launching a purge.

Finally, let us suppose that Kirov’s murder was just a convenient coin­
cidence for Stalin, who was pleased to have a rival gone and to be able to
use the tragedy for his own purposes, but was not involved in the crime.
How then do we account for the painstaking efforts to hide and destroy
evidence? Why did large bits of the correspondence among Kirov, Stalin,
and Ordzhonikidze, gathered together by Mamia Orakhelashvili at the
request of the party, disappear?81 What happened to the crucial page of
NKVD guard Aleksandrov’s testimony, where he talks about Borisov and
the assassin? Why did someone go through the Kirov archive and label
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in documents, often pertaining to Kirov and Stalin, “secret, not for

c<'ss lr* f e reading room ? Is it not logical to assume that, if Nikolaev
e y a acted alone, the authorities would have wanted to quell mmon

a out Stalins connivance in the murder by releasing evidence instead of
suppressing it? It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the NKVD had
something to hide.

The concealment of the evidence did not end with Stalin and th:
NKVD. As will be seen, the Soviet leadership kept the Kirov case a my
tery well after Stalin’s death. It was as if the truth was so damning thatit
would destroy not only Stalin’s legacy but the legitimacy of the leaders that
followed him.



ialin Consolidates Power: 1935-38

The nausea rises to my throat when I hear how calmly people can
Wj it:Hewasshot, someone else was shot, shot, shot. The word is always
m the air; it resonates through the air. People pronounce the words com-
fletely talmly, as though they were saying, “He went to the theater.” I
tU that the real meaning of the word doesn't reach our conscious-
ms—all we hear is the sound. We don't have a mental image of those
people actually dying under the bullets.

—From the diary of Lyubov Shaporina, Leningrad, 1937,
in Intimacy and Terror: Soviet Diaries of the 1930s

I he story of Kirov’s murder did not end with the trials of January
1935. On the contrary, the murder and its aftermath marked the

hginning of a nightmare that would consume the Soviet Union for the
totfour years. Some historians insist that the police terror that unfolded
t.er Kitovs assassination was not the product of any grand strategy of
Stdins, but rather a haphazard, frenzied process that fed on itself. But
then one considers how Stalin meticulously pored over transcripts of
atnogations and indictments and how he systematically meted out retri-
b:don to his real or perceived enemies, a picture of a carefully planned
vendetta emerges.

Stalin was deliberate and thorough, ordering the NKVD to round up
entire groups of people, even if there was only one suspected oppositionist
unong them. Never forgetting offenses, however minor, committed
against him in the past, Stalin kept careful track of potential enemies,
although they might be left dangling for months before the NKVD came
knocking at their doors in the middle of the night. And he wove Kirov into
the plot of all the conspiracies; the man and his murder are the narrative
thread that connects an endless parade of arrests, trials, executions, and
labor camps. No one, it seems, was untouched by what had happened on
the first of December 1934.
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Stalins aim in carrying out his vendetta was far from imtiona
wanted to eliminate once and for all anyone who might challenge
absolute power. But while avenging himself on the party bureaucrat);
intelligentsia, and other suspect elements of society, he could not neg
the rest of the country. The workers and peasants had endured a great c
of economic misery, and many were discontented with their lot. Aw
that he could ill afford a purge of the party if he was unpopular with t
masses, Stalin developed a plan to broaden his base of popular suppo.
First, he turned the death of Kirov, a potentially destabilizing event,ini
an opportunity to shore up loyalty for the regime by creating a posthuma
cult of the former leader. Second, Stalin continued the policy of concilia
tion toward workers and peasants that had begun in 1934.

After ration cards were revoked in 1935, more bread was made avail­
able in the cities. Collective farm peasants were allowed to have small pri­
vate plots for themselves, along with some livestock, and they could sell
their surpluses on the open market. Soviet authorities also bestowed a cas­
cade of awards and honors upon workers, soldiers, and technocrats. Heroes
of the Soviet Union were created; Orders of the Red Banner and other
decorations were handed out at an increasing rate. In the words ofo.i.
observer: “While beginning the desecration of the Party, Stalin wasassem-
bling a host of new supporters who should be dependent on him forasu

denly acquired eminence in Soviet life.”1
Thus, simultaneous with the repression, an active propagan a e on

was begun. Its purpose was to convince the country at large that the good
Ufe had begun and that the only threats to this life were the everpresent
saboteurs lurking around under the guise of good citizens. The result was
surreal. On any given day the press might report that the NKVD had
arrested a number of people who were part of a terrorist conspiracy
(inevitably linked to the Kirov murder), while at the same time featuring
an inspiring story about a “Stakhanovite” (a worker who exceeded labor
norms). It was as if life in the country was occurring in two completely
separate dimensions.

The success of Stalin’s strategy was a testimony more to the NKVD's
puy. Iveness at suppressing dissent than to the party’s skill at manipulating
bef °Pln,on- Although it served its purpose, the propaganda was not
backwC CVCry°ne' There were a lot of cynics, even among the more

workers and peasants. But those who were not convinced by the 
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pginda were often intimidated. This was particularly the case with
skis ofthe party bureaucracy, who knew much more about Stalin and
sKirovcase than the general population did. If they expressed their sus-
ions at all, it was only in whispers.

As for Stalin’s fellow Politburo members, it is unlikely that they con-
irtd resisting his systematic destruction of the party old guard. Molotov

did nothing when his own wife was arrested in 1949), Kaganovich,
■1 Voroshilov were stalwart Stalinists, as were Supreme Soviet President
Shall Kalinin, and Central Control Commission chairman Aleksei
Uteev. Even Anastas Mikoyan, Kirov’s old acquaintance from the Cau-
as and a full member of the Politburo since early 1935, seemed resigned
oStalin’s tyranny? Kuibyshev, who had been an ally of Kirov and took his
tie in the numerous disputes within the leadership, might have offered
cue resistance, but he died suddenly of a heart attack in January 1935.
Jmon that he had been murdered were never substantiated, but doubt-
hs contributed to the atmosphere of fear that engulfed the party bureau­
ray?)

This left Sergo Ordzhonikidze as the only one of Stalin’s immediate
rhordinates who was clearly distraught about what his boss was doing.
Bit Sergo was crumbling under the pressure. In fact, he never really recov­
ered from the death of Kirov. After the murder he did not show up for
aork at the Commissariat of Heavy Industry for several days. When he
fnally did reappear, his colleagues “did not recognize the usually energetic
and cheerful Sergo. His hair had become grayer, he had aged noticeably
during these days. He was often deep in thought, with his face dark from
grief.” One colleague even claimed that Sergo had been stricken with a
heart attack when he heard the news of Kirov’s murder, but this is doubt-
M, given that he was well enough to appear in Red Square less than five
days later. Whatever the case, as a result of Kirov’s murder, Sergo “was a
completely changed man.”4

Sergo must have had private doubts about the official story, but it
would have been impossible to express them publicly. His sense of power­
lessness doubtless grew as he saw what was happening to his close com-
rades. Although arrests did not become widespread until late 1936, those
associated in any way with the former opposition began to feel panic
and despair almost immediately after the indictments of Zinoviev,
Kamenev, and their supporters were announced. It was clear that the 



234 Who Killed Kirov?

slightest connection with the former opposition meant blame for theK

murder. For example, in late December 1934, Ordzhonikidze receive
letter from an old comrade, secretary of the Taganrog Party Commit!
Stepa Vardanian. Vardanian was terribly worried about his associati
with one of those under prosecution in the Zinoviev case and wanted
limit the damage: “I started to reckon with my remorse, although it w
only for a slight, but superficial trust in a former oppositionist, or too lift
mistrust—the latter would be correct now.”5 Apparently Sergo sympa
thized with his situation and made an effort to help him, because mud
later, in a speech to the Central Committee made after Sergo’s death in
1937, Stalin made a scornful reference to Sergo’s “needless concern about
a group of comrades that included Vardanian, “who turned out to be
scoundrels.”6 Sergo’s efforts did not save Vardanian for long. (In fact, they
may well have offered additional impetus for Stalin in his perverse way to
go after Vardanian.) In October 1936 Stalin wrote to the new NKVD
chief Ezhov: “About Vardanian—he is now secretary of the Taganrog Cit)
Party Committee. He is without doubt a secret Trotskyite, or in anycasea
protector and concealer of Trotskyites. He must be arrested.

Sergo most certainly received other entreaties for protection from the
NKVD. By this time he had a well-deserved reputation as a defender of
his own subordinates against the police and the punitive bodies. As Com­
missar of Heavy Industry, Sergo had objected time and again to the
prosecution of plant directors and other economic officials because of defi­
ciencies in their performances. On more than one occasion, he had
defeated the efforts of the NKVD to organize trials of those engaged in 

production.8 . .
But Sergo’s position had weakened as Stalin grew incrcasmgy

tmstfiil, and even contemptuous of him. Also, the Kirov mur er roug t
about a dramatic change in the political atmosphere. The stakes involved
ln protesting injustices and protecting people from the NKVD were sud­
denly much higher. This may explain why Sergo’s old Georgian friend

eso Lominadze could not turn to him for help when the arrests of former
oppositionists began, although Sergo had been instrumental in getting
and 3 Prestigious J°b as secretary of the Magnitogorsk party organization

had been regularly corresponding with him. After his sensational
0 rnova' from the Central Committee in 1930 for forming a clandestine

PP sitional group, Lominadze had recanted his heretical views and con-
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his party career. But Stalin never forgave him, and the Kirov murder

ulin the opportunity to pay Lominadze back.
nong the testimonies that the NKVD extorted from those arrested
sember 1934 in the case of the Moscow Center was the claim that
mdze had participated in a counterrevolutionary group in 1932, two
after he had recanted his oppositional views. When he heard about

recusation, Lominadze wrote to Stalin and professed his innocence,
be did not receive an answer. Repressions began in Magnitogorsk, and
ithe sentences in the Moscow Center case were announced. Realizing
de too would be implicated in the Kirov murder, Lominadze was
rm into despair. On 18 January, while being driven in his car outside
giitogorsk, Lominadze wrote a suicide letter and then shot himself.
•did not die right away, but only after he was taken to the hospital and
rented upon unsuccessfully.

During the operation, Lominadze’s deputy called Moscow and dictated
recontents of the suicide note, intended for Sergo, to Sergo’s assistant:

Ibid decided long before to choose this end in the event that they would
not believe me. Apparently some scoundrel like Safarov [accused in the
Moscow Center case] and others said things about me. 1 would have had
toshowthe foolishness and untruthfulness of this talk, to defend myself
and persuade them, and they still might not have believed me. I am in no
condition to go through all that. Nothing serious occurred with me in
1932.1 gave the correct explanation to Stalin and Ryndin [a party offi-
dal]. But apparently it was not enough. I face a trial, which I am in no
condition to endure. Despite all my mistakes, I devoted my entire con­
scious life to the cause of communism, the cause of our party. Only one
thing is clear—-that 1 will not live to see the struggle on the international
ueni. And it is not far away. I die with Rill faith in the victory of our
cause. Give Sergo Ordzhonikidze the contents of this letter. I ask for
help for my family.9

Lominadze’s suicide must have been a crushing blow for Sergo. For the
second time in less than two months he had lost a close comrade as a result
of gunshot wounds. Although Lominadze died in public disgrace the
NKVD labeled him a traitor and instituted a case against his colleagues in
Magnitogorsk—Sergo carried out his last request, managing to protect his
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family and secure a pension for his widow. It was not until after Serj
own death in 1937 that the pension was cut off. A year later the NKV
arrested Lominadze s widow as “a family member of a traitor.”111

' REMEMBERING KIROV

Meanwhile, as the NKVD was moving in on selected members of tbi
Party> the propaganda machine was set into motion—at remarkable speed
Not only was there an instant outpouring of detailed information about
the deceased leader in all the newspapers; by the end of December 1934,
several books had appeared. Among them were: Writers on Kirov:A Colla­
tion, comprised of over 200 pages of tributes to Kirov by well-known fig­
ures like Maxim Gorky and Nikolai Bukharin; 8. M. Kirov, 1886—1934:
Materialfor a Biography, which included documents and reminiscences
about him by old friends; and even a book in English, J. M. Kirov,
1886-1934, InMemoriam, published by the Society of Foreign Workers in
the USSR. Individual speeches by Kirov appearing in separate booklets
flooded the bookstores, and were translated into foreign languagesfordis-
tribution abroad. In 1935 the first edition of his collected works appeared,
to be followed by several others. By 1940 so much had been published by
and about Kirov that a bibliography appearing in that year was over forty
pages long, and this excluded most of the publications that came out
before 1938 because their authors (or editors) had been purged." In terms
°f posthumous public veneration, Kirov was running a close second to
Lenin.

Stalin was an active sponsor of the elevation of Kirov to the status of
martyr and saint. On the first anniversary of Kirovs death, Stalin sent
te'egrams to all the local party organizations, instructing them to show
Kirov as one of the greatest leaders of our party,” thus making the obser­
vance of the anniversary an official ritual.12 By this time towns, villages,
streets, and other places were named after Kirov, along with Leningrad!
Klariinskii Theater, home of what would be the world-famous Kirov Bal-
^t- Stalin probably had concerns about the destabilizing influence of

r°vs sudden death, which interrupted the conservative, rather static
Portrayal of the leadership and led some people to expect change. Making
con°V *ntO 3 CU'f ^’Kure raised his death to a more abstract level and gave j

ancy to his image as part of the official culture.13 But, as in the case of |
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agant posthumous cult of Lenin, Stalin also wanted to capitalize
is popularity, channeling feelings of veneration for Kirov in his
i. Most important, his sponsorship of the Kirov cult helped allay

as about his role in the murder.
ipskaia had strongly disapproved of the way Lenin was deified after
ilk, especially the embalming of his body for display in a mau-
iButshewas powerless against Stalin. Whatever Mania L’vovna
lit of the official efforts to sanctify her husband, she too was power-
si had no role in the process. According to the already established
tritual, cults of personality deliberately ignored the private lives of
is.They were meant to be above ordinary human involvements, such
ailits, and their wives maintained a low profile. In Mariia L’vovna’s
,she was so frail and so overcome with grief that she quietly disap-
d from the picture anyway.
Weed,Mariia L’vovna had a difficult time getting through the events

—■ending her husband’s funeral in Moscow. Zinaida Ordzhonikidze
v.ghther to stay with her and Sergo in Moscow for the duration. Also
ling at the Ordzhonikidze’s were Kirov’s two sisters and his former
sitt Julia Konstantinovna, who had apparently come all the way from
im. When Stalin’s sister-in-law Mariia Svanidze stopped by the
Uihonilddzes’ on 9 December, the group from Urzhum had left, but
‘him L’vovna was still there, along with her sisters, the physician Rakhil’
i:l the Old Bolshevik Sof’ia. The atmosphere was awkward. Zinaida
Ordzhonikidze fussed nervously over tea, and Mariia L’vovna did not
tatge from her room. Perhaps she did not wish to see one of Stalin’s close
-hives at this stressful time. According to Svanidze, Mariia L’vovna’s sis-
es were thinking of having her move to Moscow, where they lived,
leciuse she was now a “complete invalid.”14 But in the end the sisters
trmd to Leningrad.

Despite her relative obscurity among the population as a whole,
MariiaLvovna, as the wife of a prominent leader, was well known in party
circles and apparently highly regarded. She received telegrams of condo­
les from all over the country. Many were from official groups, like those
from the women workers of the Red Banner factory in Leningrad and the
Political Department of the Kirov State Farm, but quite a few were from
personal friends, such as Levon Mirzoian and his family and Nikolai

Bukharin.
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Among the sympathy letters Mariia Lvovna received was one ft
a friend named Tamara Rezakova, who had known the Kiron
Vladikavkaz before and during the Bolshevik Revolution. She recall
how splendid and enlightening Kirov’s speeches were and urged Mari
Lvovna to let the “brilliant memory of Sergei Mironovich” sustain her.]
the spring of 1935, Mariia Lvovna dictated her thoughts about Kirov t
Rezakova, who typed them out in three pages under the title “Memoriesc
a Dear Friend and Comrade.” They were apparentlyintendedforpublica
tion in one of the many books about Kirov that were now rolling off the
press or in one of the journals, but they never made it.15

It is not difficult to figure out why. Mariia L’vovna, like her husband on
certain occasions, had her small moment of rebellion. Although her mem­
oir appeared to be acceptable for public distribution, written as itivasin
formalistic Bolshevik style with all the requisite paeans to the party, it had
one egregious omission. Whereas Mariia Lvovna made a point of men­
tioning her husband’s tremendous devotion to Lenin, she had notaword
to say about the great leader Stalin, supposedly Kirov’s devoted friend,the
source of inspiration for Kirov and the model Kirov loyally followed. To
°mit Stalin was unacceptable, and even dangerous, but Kirovs wife appar­
ently drew the nne at portraying her husband’s relationship with Stalin
falsely. As a result, Rezakova apparently did not show the memoirs to any-
one until 1949 (after Mariia L’vovna’s death), when she sent them dis­

creetly to the institute of Marxism-Leninism.
As far as is known, Mariia L’vovna never again recorded her thoughts

about her husband. She lived out the remaining years of her life together
Wlth her sisters at her home on Krasnykh Zor’. Her silence meant that she
j as Wel1 provided for: in January 1935, the Leningrad soviet passed a
an ,ree authorizing payment for her rent and all her expenses. She had a car

a chauffeur at her disposal, as well as a dacha outside Leningrad.16But
Le nevcr regained her health. After surviving the terrible 900-day siege of
194<jn®rad hy the Germans, which began in September 1941, she diedin 

duri °ne K*rov’s family seems to have been persecuted by the NKVD
Havi8 purges> hut they did not escape the shadow of Stalin’s vengeance
S°f'ja® m°Jed t0 Leningrad sometime in 1935, Mariia L’vovna’s sister
part of th2^8 bccamc director of the Kirov Museum, set up in 1938 as

official effort to keep her brother’s memory alive and remind 
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net people of his intimate connection to Stalin. A staunch and
idotung Bolshevik, Markus loyally went along with the official line
irovand Stalin were the closest of comrades. Nonetheless, she seems
ucome dangerously close to arrest in 1939, when her lifelong friend,
sin named Vlasova, with whom she had lived in Moscow, was taken
by the NKVD. When she learned of Vlasova’s arrest, Markus—

dess fearful for her life—immediately wrote a statement to the party
wring Vlasova and confessing her lack of vigilance: “The party com-
:tewas right to exclude Vlasova from the party.The committee showed
spolitical farsightedness than I, who blindly trusted her until the last
□te.My guilt before the party is heavy. I cannot find any justification
tnyself. This realization especially anguishes and oppresses me: do I
at the right at the present time to remain as a leading worker in the

Museum?"17 Luckily for Markus, the authorities chose to overlook
Hinjudicious friendship with an enemy of the people.

•REACTIONS FROM BELOW

Weknow that Kirov s family and his party comrades mourned his death
rd kept silent about their thoughts on the murder. What about the public
thrge? How effective was the official propaganda? Did people accept the
itrion put forth by the leadership? In the view of Valentin Bliumenfel’d, a
pmgLeningrad University mathematics student at the time, people were
zrribly shaken by the death of Kirov because Leningraders loved and
respected him. Bliumenfel’d recalled that the line of people waiting to pay
C'.ir respects to Kirov while his body was lying in state in the Uritskii
Pihcewas nearly ten hours long. He also remembered seeing tears on the
faces of many people who watched the procession accompanying Kirov’s
body to the train station.18 Historian Roy Medvedev, a child in Leningrad
it the rime, concurs: “Among the majority of Soviet young people the
ississination aroused profound grief and anger, feelings that also prevailed
imong the working class of Leningrad, where Kirov was quite popular.

Their impression is reinforced to some extent by secret reports from
the NKVD and the party, who were monitoring reaction to the murder.
The Leningrad militia estimated that a million and a half people, more
than half the population of the city, viewed Kirov’s body, and many others,
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after waiting for hours in freezing temperatures, were turned away.Judgii
from the spontaneous statements recorded in the reports, Kirovwas high
regarded by a significant element of the working class, who saw him;
their advocate: Kirov was close to us, simple, completely one ofus”wi
one view. Workers recalled that he went out among the people and use
public transportation: “He was brave, he went everywhere alone, did no
hide himself behind thick walls, [as] we have seen other vozhdi [leaders,
do.” Significantly, he was portrayed as being more concerned about the
people, “much more softhearted” than Stalin. An indication of the venera­
tion for Kirov among Leningraders is the fact that the poem “Kirov Is with
Us,” published in 1942, was one of the most popular poems during the
siege of Leningrad.20

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that Kirov was universally
admired. According to more than one study, the elaborate official display
of grief over his death aroused contempt among some members of the
working class, whose main concern was where the next meal would come
from. Statements such as “Kirov was killed because the Leningrad workers
are unhappy about the repeal of the rationing system for bread were not
atypical. There were allusions to Kirov’s portliness. One factory employee
asked rhetorically: “What did Kirov ever do for workers, except develop a
paunch?”21 And there were even reports of people expressingdisrespectfor
the deceased Kirov by joking about his death—a sad commentary on his
years of working sixteen-hour days as Leningrad party chief. While going
through the cafeteria line at her plant, a young female worker observed
that “brains” were on the menu and joked that they might belong to the
dead Kirov. The joke was spread around the plant by the Komsomol orga-
n’Zer, who was later reprimanded.22

Some people resented what they saw as vast sums being spent on
Kirov’s funeral, as well as the requests for donations to the governmentin

s memory. They also complained about the endless meetings called to
j/scuss Kirov’s death and the need for more vigilance. Party reports from

ningrad include examples of people "protesting the fact that they were
Price h °n use’css chatter about Kirov that would have no effect on
vrorker When told to attend a meeting to mourn Kirov, one female
dou/r. n en’ngrad responded: "Let those who have butter to guzzle

ow°g°to the meeting-23

c°uld hardly reaCt‘°”s Kirov’s murder are not all that surprising. It
expected, giVen the gnm economic situation, that Kirov



Stalin Consolidates Power: 1935-38 241

:loved by all. As with most political leaders, Kirov aroused differ-
iigs from different elements of the population. But from the point
of Stalin and the Politburo, there was a much more disturbing

:o the secret reports. Some “ordinary people” said such things as:
killed Kirov; now let them kill Stalin.” There were other comments:
uder one is not enough, more should be killed.” “It is great that they
Kirov, but if they murdered Stalin, very well, I would sacrifice a day
rork for the cause; they killed one dog, Kirov, now one dog is left,
a"'
hl corollary to this, people began harking back, to Lenin, saying that
•> would be much better if he were still alive. Rank-and-file party
this began discussing Lenin’s testament and his recommendation
t Stalin be removed from his post as General Secretary. They remem-
ci that Stalin was never as prominent in the revolution as Trotsky,
ihirin, and Kamenev, and expressed doubts about the story that
Statlev-backed terrorists had killed Kirov. As one Russian historian
rjressed it. “Despite the energetic propaganda efforts to discredit the
Em leaders, to portray them as minor figures in the revolution, and to
sltStalin, people in many cases told each other their perceptions of party

especially since many still remembered the former attitude toward
i: raw damned former oppositionists.”25

Even more disturbing for the Kremlin, some people expressed the
tpnion that Stalin and the NKVD were behind the murder. According to
Leningrader Bliumenfel’d: “Early on there were persistent rumors that
Stdin did not like Kirov or Leningrad and that an unpleasant blow for
Leningraders was about to follow.”26 People wondered aloud how some-
tit like Nikolaev could have gained entrance into the heavily guarded
Smolnyi and why, if he was the murderer, he would not have done it on the
street, where Kirov was easily accessible. Versions that deviated from the
official accounts proliferated among the workers and the party rank and
file, making it difficult for local party officials to make a convincing case.
The party organizer at one Leningrad technical institute complained to

I
bis superiors'. “What can 1 say about the murder of Comrade Kirov that
tewas killed by the class enemy?—when the papers are silent on the sub­
ject; and therefore I am unable to refute and rebuff all manner of rumors
on the murder.”27

Local party secretaries reported such comments as Kirov was kille
by agents of Comrade Stalin; he was seen as competition" and “they
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wanted to replace Stalin with Kirov, but there was no place to put Su
"J tere ore ^ey shot Kirov. One white-collar worker in a village ou

si e t e city was quoted as saying: “Kirov was a genius, and he enjoyt
great authority, which grew with each day, among the workers as well;
t e peasants. Stalin was afraid that Kirov was competing for his positio
and thus dispatched the murderer.”28 Such views were by no mean
restricted to Leningrad. Party secretaries elsewhere in the Soviet Uniot
noted comments such as “Stalin ordered the murder of Kirov, because the)
had political disagreements and Stalin wanted to remove him.”2’

It goes without saying that such remarks were reported immediately to
the NKVD, which in most cases arrested the people in question. But pre­
sumably many negative comments went unreported, and others kept such
thoughts to themselves. The implications of these reports for the Stalin
leadership were serious. Here was irrefutable evidence that disloyalty
toward the regime, Stalin in particular, was not limited to former opposi­
tionists or to small pockets of disgruntled workers and peasants. Itseemed

to be much more widespread.

■ STALIN’S WAR AGAINST LENINGRAD

Of course, there was a great difference between individual expressions
of contempt for the regime and organized resistance. The police
was the Soviet Union kept any form of dissent in check, ost
who voiced antiregime sentiments were downtrodden, poverty strre en
workers and peasants, who were unlikely to become politically active. But
this may not have been how Stalin and his colleagues saw it. It is quite pos-
sible, as one historian has suggested, that the hundreds of counterrevolu
tionary” statements reported to the leadership in the wake of Kirovs death
"'ay have contributed to the escalation of terror.30 In other words, Stalin 
may have reacted to the reports by deciding to repress a much broader seg­
ment of Soviet society than he had originally intended.

The initial focus, however, was on Leningrad. Recall the secret etter
that Stalin sent to party members in late January 1935, after two months
°f public reactions to the Kirov murder. Most of the reactions that Stalin
earned about were presumably in Leningrad, where people were directly

ected by the murder and its aftermath and where the party paid special
attention to monitoring people. Leningrad, Stalin’s letter pointed out, was
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; city, where the greatest number of former tsarist officials and
tn lived. And its proximity to the border enabled criminal ele-
o escape from persecution. The Leningrad NKVD would need

increasing its vigilance.
ith these words Stalin launched an all-out war against Leningrad,
he portrayed as a hostile place, teeming with enemies. This was the
i which he had sent Kirov nine years earlier, with the purpose of
png the opposition. But Kirov had not accomplished the task.To be
he had forced the Zinoviev people out of leading positions in the
: apparatus, and he had presided over the forced exile of “alien class
flits’ from Leningrad. But his general strategy toward the opposition
tan one of moderation. He had tried to bring many rank-and-file
onw supporters back into the fold by persuading them to support
as line. Now, with Kirov out of the way, Stalin could unleash his
gunce against those who had dared to oppose him in the past. As Isaac
rscherput if.“Stalin now acted on the principle that it was not enough
ilithisreal opponents; he rooted out the environment that bred them.
“rented his wrath on Leningrad, whose genius loci had seemed to defy
a for the last ten years.”31

During the first two and a half months after the Kirov murder the
jta arrested 843 persons in the city of Leningrad. And from 1935
1’Mgh 1938 more than 90,000 persons in the Leningrad district as a
cole found themselves in NKVD prisons.32 Initially the police targeted
rose who had actually been members of the Zinoviev opposition. But
tq soon became less selective in their choice ofvictims.

There were also mass deportations, primarily of former nobility, tsarist
officers,and merchants who had escaped earlier sweeps. According to Roy
Medvedev: The relocation process was carried out on the basis of the fol­
ding principle: an old directory or social register entitled Ves' Petersburg
1,111 of St. Petersburg) was examined, and any surviving persons listed in it
were deported.”33 By order of the Central Committee, close to a thousand
Leningrad residents were exiled in January 1935, to be followed by thou-
sinds more. One eyewitness to the deportations was struck by the tragedy
of forcing innocent, often elderly people from their lifelong homes: “1 had
never seen such despair, such horror.The procedure was as follows. A per­
ron was arrested and then after two days was released with instructions to
comt back with his or her passport; the passport was taken away, and in its
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place a document was issued, ordering the person to leave for a particular
locality within twenty-four hours.”34

The story of Olga Knipovich illustrates how this vendetta affected
ordinary people.” Knipovich, who lived with her husband, a bookkeeper,

tn Leningrad and worked as a teacher in a nursery school, recalled yean
later what happened to her:

We lived well, happily, because we were happy, cheerful contented
people. And suddenly everything collapsed. On 1 December 1934 Sergei
Mironovich Kirov was murdered, and, although we had no connection to
this event, we and many others (close to 100,000) were exiled from
Leningrad to various places—in our case to Ufa [in the Ural Mountains]
for five years, as “murderers of Kirov.”... They took my husband during
the night of March 8 [1935], I had on that day [International Women’s
Day] to give a performance with the children, and you can imagine my
mood. But we had the celebration. My husband returned in five days....
We began packing and selling our things, since we had no money for the
trip.35

The couple had only a short time to prepare for their sad journey. 7 he train
to Ufa, Olga Krupovich said, they called the “train of tears,” because all the
Pingers were crying. Once in Ufa, living with several others in one
ro°m of a peasant hut, she and her husband managed, after great difficulty,
t° find work. In August 1937, just as they had begun to get used to their

place of residence—where temperatures dipped to -40 degrees
^renheit in winter—and feel themselves at home, the police took
^Povich’s husband away. As a result of his arrest, Krupovich immedi-
ate'y lost her job. Within a short time she too was arrested and sentenced
toten years in the camps.36
L l intelligentsia was hit particularly hard by Stalins vendetta.
c °V ShaP°rina> founder of the Puppet Theater and wife of the famous
chr P°Ser I"”* Shaporin, kept a diary of life in Leningrad at this time and
murd -C a Wave arrests and deportations that began after the Kirov
Wa5like * t'1C Cnd March 1935, she wrote: “The month of March, it
Emilies and h terr*^c* nightmarish avalanche coming through, destroying
right befor '°mcS *n *ts Path. Itls all so unreal: it came, and it’s still here,

6 y°Ur cyes’ but y°u still can’t believe it." Shaporina described 
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contrast between what was portrayed in the press and what was
tening.The Red Evening Gazette, for example, carried a senti-
ity about how schoolchildren in Leningrad were building star­
ts for birds, so that when they arrived they would find shelter
them.Meanwhile, Shaporina wrote, “tens of thousands of people
s,from newborn babies to old women in their eighties, are being
jut in the most literal sense of the word onto the street and their
tdestroyed. And here we get STARLING HOUSES.”37
tse reprisals in Leningrad—random as they seemed in the choice
ms—were conducted under the guise of routing all remnants of the
.«opposition. But Stalin did not stop there. With the help of the
Leningrad party secretary, Andrei Zhdanov, he set out to destroy,
gradually, the entire party apparatus that had worked under Kirov,

try mtn who had moved in to replace the Zinoviev supporters after
s had come to Leningrad in early 1926. From Stalin’s point of view,
.-loyalty to Kirov made them suspect. Or perhaps they knew too much
:;t the circumstances of Kirov’s murder.
Nadezhda Kodatskaia remembers well what happened to her father,

rigrad city soviet chief Ivan Kodatskii, after Kirov died. Kodatskii had
-ltd closely with Kirov ever since the latter’s arrival in Leningrad in
zS. Living together in the same building, Kirov and Kodatskii saw a
peat deal of each other. They would get together with their families on
srSJiys, and Kodatskii frequently accompanied Kirov on his hunting
—;s.Nadezhda, around ten years old at the time, recalled that her parents
zil not discuss the details of the murder, but it was clear that they were

•reply concerned about the implications for them.38
Kirov's replacement, Zhdanov, made changes in the Leningrad party

rdgovernment bureaucracy that Kodatskii disapproved of. He had trou-
'.'x working with Zhdanov, so he found a new position in Moscow,
a a department chief in the Commissariat of Heavy Industry under
Ordzhonikidze, who had apparently taken him, as a friend of Kirov, under
liswing.ln early 1937, shortly before Kodatskii was to arrive in Moscow,
Ordzhonikidze died. Kodatskii took up his new job anyway, while his fam­
ily stayed behind in Leningrad. But by the spring of 1937 he was under
rnest.Two months later, the NKVD took away Kodatskii’s wife, leaving
young Nadezhda and her teenage brother by themselves in the family s
apartment. Finally, in December 1937, the police came for her brother,
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whom she never saw again. He did not survive his five-year labor camp
sentence. Nadezhda, who ended up in an orphanage, did not find out until
many years later, after she wrote countless letters to her father without
receiving a response, that he had been shot not long after his arrest.39

Kirovs deputy in Leningrad, Mikhail Chudov, suffered a fate similar
to that of Kodatskii. Chudov was removed from his post as second secre­
tary of the Leningrad party apparatus in July 1936 in the wake of a virulent
press campaign against “Trotskyites and Zinovievites” in one of the Lenin­
grad party districts. Like Kodatskii, Chudov was transferred to Moscow,
where he took up a minor trade union post. The die was cast against him:
in May 1937 Leningrad party chief Zhdanov announced to a meeting of
stunned party officials that Chudov and Kodatskii had been exposed as
enemies of the people. One of those present, party worker Dora Lazurkina,
recalled that “it was as if our tongues were tied.” When she courageously
went up to Zhdanov after the session to protest Chudov’s innocence,
Zhdanov warned her: “Lazurkina, stop this talk, otherwise things will end
badly for you.”'10 As it turned out, Lazurkina was arrested some months
later and spent the next twenty years in labor camps. As for Chudov, he
was shot, along with Kodatskii, in October 1937.

In fact, Chudov was actually not a Kirov loyalist in the sense that
Kodatskii was but that made no difference to Stalin. Although he was out­
wardly a team player, Chudov was not above the typical party intrigues,
and Kirov apparently had not trusted him completely. (In his letters to
Chudov when he was away from Leningrad in September 1934, Kirov
implied that information was being deliberately kept from him.)41 Perhaps
because people knew about tensions in Chudov’s relationship with Kirov,
they spread rumors about his having been involved in Kirov’s murder.The
fact that Chudov had called a meeting of party officials on the third floor
of the Smolnyi on 1 December, thereby clearing the corridors of people
that fateful afternoon, may also have struck some as more than a coinci­
dence, especially if Kirov had given Chudov advance notice that he
planned to show up there. But Mikhail Rosliakov, who knew both Kirov
and Chudov well, insists that Chudov had no role in Kirov’s murder, which
is probably true. Chudov had little to gain—in fact everything to lose, it
turned out—by Kirov’s death. Zhdanov, an unflinching follower of the
Stalinist line, was a far worse boss than Kirov had been. Also, it is unlikely
that the NKVD, with its own chain of command separate from the party,
would have confided its plans in Chudov.
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Chudov surmised early on that Stalin and the NKVD were
be crime. His wife, arrested soon after her husband was taken
J as much to Anna Larina, whom she ran into in the camps in
13. Larina, who had been arrested in June 1937, recalls in her
s the conversation that took place after she asked Chudov’s wife
d really happened:

She looked at me for a long time, her face reddened, nervous and
paught. Finally, she exclaimed, “What questions you put to me! Can
uully talk about this?”

1 think we can, Lyudmila Kuzminichna. We can!”
'Yes,yes,I’m going to die anyway, but you must go on living. I’m not

fail for myself, but for you. However . . . can you keep as silent as the
pit!’

Naturally, 1 insisted I could. She was persuaded.
’Zinoviev didn’t need to get Kirov. 'This came down from the very

tf, on orders from the Boss.” [That’s exactly how she put it.] “After
Emwasshot, many Leningraders understood this. Chudov did, too."42

MikhailRosliakov, who also knew too much,” was one of the few for-
:ribordinates of Kirov in Leningrad who survived the purges and the
ays, probably as a result of a rare oversight. After being transferred in
■3 to the city of Gorky to work in the finance department there, Rosli-
awas arrested in November 1937 on charges of being a member of a
rtrist group. He spent three years in prison before being sent to a labor
zpinl940.lt was not until 1956, almost twenty years after his arrest,
tsRosliakov returned from the camps to Leningrad and began writing
jtitmoirs about Kirov.43

■BUKHARIN AND THE KIROV MURDER

Anna Larina recalled how shocked she was when she heard from
Wav’s wife that Stalin had ordered the murder: “When Kirov was mur-
lettd, in December 1934,1 was not able to think my way through to a

5
 illusion. But after my arrest, while in Astrakhan prison, 1 found myself
r.'utaining the most terrible thoughts. Even so, now that my rising suspi
ms were confirmed, 1 could only gasp, ‘How horrible! 44 Larina i"sl3ts
ata memoirs that neither she nor her husband had suspected that ta i

zpinl940.lt
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was behind the murder. “Bukharin,” she says, “could not then plumb
Stalin’s intentions, even though he recognized the man’s love of political
intrigue, pathological suspicion, and thirst for revenge. Although Bukharin
was therefore confident that the Gensek [General Secretary] could remove
any opponent, any potential candidate for his post, by political means, he
never imagined that Stalin might eliminate him physically.”45

According to Larina, Bukharin refused to discuss the Kirov murder
with her. Perhaps, as his biographer Stephen Cohen suggests, he simply
did not want to burden his young wife, only twenty years old at the time,
with the immense implications of his suspicions about Stalin.46 In any
case, by 1936, after the widespread arrests in connection with the murder
and the first trial of Kamenev and Zinoviev, Bukharin cannot have been
under any illusions about Stalin. In the spring of that year, Bukharin trav­
eled to Paris on business, and met several times with the prominent Men­
shevik Boris Nicolaevsky. The details of these meetings are unknown. But
when Nicolaevsky published his anonymous “Letter of an Old Bolshevik
in an emigre journal at the end of 1936, he used information that Bukharin
related to him.47

In a long section on Kirov and his murder, this now famous letter
described Kirovas a “one hundred percent supporter” of the party s general
line, who could not be accused of “undue tenderness in the manner in
which he disposed of human lives.” But, the letter went on, Kirov was also
someone who was flexible and independent, which annoyed Stalin. He
had spoken out against the death penalty for Riutin, and stood clearly for
the abolition of terror in both the party and the country. The letter dis­
cussed Kirov’s prestige in Leningrad and the tremendous reception he had
received at the Seventeenth Party Congress, thus implying that he was
somehow a political threat to Stalin. In recounting the details of the mur­
der, the letter pointed out several suspicious circumstances, including the
absence of guard protection, and then asked “Who had an interest in the
removal of Kirov before he was to have moved to Moscow? 48

The letter was a remarkable document, because it put forth an insider’s
view of the Soviet leadership at a time when it was shrouded in secrecy.
More important, it was one of first sources to claim that Kirov was a mod­
erate (in Soviet terms) and that Stalin might have viewed him as a rival,
thus fueling suspicions in the West that Stalin had ordered the murder. It
was not until years later, in 1964, that Nicolaevsky revealed that he had
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the document after a conversation between himself and Bukharin
.Healso acknowledged that he incorporated other sources into the
his may account for some factual errors that Bukharin would never
ade, such as the statement that Ordzhonikidze accompanied Stalin
itigrad on 1 December and that Nikolaev had been employed by the

police.4’
satise of these errors, some Western historians raised doubts about
tta's authenticity, especially after Anna Larina denied in her mem-
hit the letter represented the substance of Nicolaevsky’s conversa-
iwithBukharin.50 But Larina, who did not learn of the letter until the
5, was with her husband in Paris for only part of his 1936 visit, and
hid no way of knowing everything that was said between him and
dievsky. Also, some parts of the letter do seem strikingly consistent
1 Bukharin’s views. Recall, for example, that Bukharin’s article in
-i in December 1934 asked the very same question raised in the let-
cffho would have gained by Kirov’s death? And Bukharin’s answer—
2t who want to crush internal reforms and provoke a crisis—also
ads with the letter.51

Laina’s anger about the letter stems partly from her belief that Nico-
r,sky deliberately incriminated Bukharin and that the NKVD used the
jar to strengthen their case against Bukharin after his arrest in February
ill.Yet,while it may be that the NKVD and Stalin found out about the
Ctf and suspected that Bukharin was the author, they cannot have

atwtd a copy of it until late 1936 or early 1937, by which time
Dharin's fate had already been decided. When Bukharin was away from
Moscow in August 1936, the press published testimonies of Zinoviev and
iimenev at their public trial there. To Bukharin’s great dismay, they
dratted to having had ties with leaders of the former right opposition—
lAharin,Tomskii, and Rykov. On 21 August, USSR Prosecutor Vyshin-
£ announced that he had initiated an investigation regarding these
simonies, and on the next day Tomskii committed suicide. When the
itith sentences against the defendants in the trial were announced,
likharin telegraphed Stalin in desperation, requesting that he delay the
radons until he could have a face-to-face encounter with Zinoviev. Of
itutse, there was no response.52

Kamenev and Zinoviev had been languishing in prison since their
ntsts in the Moscow Center case in December 1934. NKVD chief
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lagoda had suggested to StaJin that the pair be disposed of quickly by try­
ing them secretly. But Stalin had insisted on a large public trial. As with
the earlier cases, Stalin followed the investigation carefully, studying the
interrogation reports and even adding new defendants to the list. In early
August the prosecutor, Vyshinskii, sent Stalin a copy of the indictment for

editing.53
The charges against Zinoviev and Kamenev had expanded signifi­

cantly since their first trial in January 1935, when they were accused of
merely “inspiring” the murder of Kirov. Now they were charged, along
with fourteen other defendants, of being part of a terrorist group that was
receiving instructions from Trotsky and plotting the assassination of Kirov
and several Soviet leaders, including Stalin. Worn down physically by th.
constant interrogation and unbearable prison conditions and assured per
sonally by Stalin that their lives would be spared if they confessed, t e
accused agreed to go to trial. This was the first trial in the Kirov mur er to
be held publicly, with representatives from the Western press and ip o
matic corps in the audience, and it generated considerable publicity.

What this audience witnessed—and apparently believed were com
plete confessions from Zinoviev, Kamenev, and the other accuse . ot
gave lurid details of how they had planned the murder and organize a ter
rorist group to kill other Bolshevik leaders. One wonders about the reac­
tion of those familiar with the Kirov murder when they heard the
testimony of one defendant: “Nikolaev gave me the impression of being a
determined and convinced terrorist. He told me that he had succecdc in
finding out the exact time when Kirov traveled from his apartment to the
Smolnyi, that he could kill Kirov either near the Smolnyi or in the Smol­
nyi.”54 Since Nikolaev can only have learned about Kirov’s unplanned
arrival at the Smolnyi that day from one source the NKVD, which con
trolled his bodyguard—the testimony implicated the NKVD. This may
not have been an oversight on the part of the prosecution. Within a year
and a half lagoda would be publicly tried for taking part in the murder. In
fact, the very next month Stalin fired lagoda from his job as NKVD chief,
for being “incapable of unmasking the Trotskyite-Zinovievite bloc, and
replaced him with Central Committee secretary Nikolai Ezhov.55

In the “Letter of an Old Bolshevik,” Nicolaevsky wrote: “lagoda has
been deposed because he made some mild opposition to the staging of the
[Zinoviev-Kamenev] trial, of which he learned only after the preparations
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tan completed, and urged that the case be discussed in the Polit-
According to archival documents published years later, when

jdi received copies of testimonies from the growing list of defendants,
odtew Trotsky into the plot, he wrote such things as “impossible” and

Not surprisingly, lagoda was becoming uneasy about Stalin’s insistence
bringing in more and more accomplices to the Kirov murder. He prob-
fyforesaw that the net would eventually draw him in, a possibility that
Kime all the more likely with the incriminating comments made at the
tjust 1936 show trial about Bukharin and the rightists. In fact, unbe-
comst to lagoda, Tomskii had written a suicide note to Stalin in which
it Slid that his wife would name those persons responsible for leading him
3 the path of “right deviationism.” When interviewed subsequently by
Eihov.Tomskii’s wife said thatTomskii was referring to lagoda.58

Thus lagoda now was being shifted from the role of executioner on
idin's behalf to that of Stalin’s victim, although the process, as was cus-
HMry with Stalin, would be subtle. The story of his connection to
Idhann and the rightists and his role in the Kirov murder would not be
sealed until March 1938, with his appearance as a defendant in the
uxorious show trial of Bukharin. In fact, despite the tantalizing hint of
reprisals against Bukharin and other rightists offered by Vyshinskii, the
press got stalled. On 10 September the press had announced that their
atstigation had been suspended and the charges dropped because of lack
of evidence. Some historians have speculated that, with Stalin at this time
n Sochi, the Politburo members in Moscow may have opposed the idea of
going after Bukharin. But this apparent retreat may simply have been a
tactical maneuver. Bukharin and Rykov were still party members, as well as
candidate members of the Central Committee, who enjoyed wide respect.
It was thus expedient to prepare the party for their arrests by attacking
them in the press beforehand.59

• THE FATE OF ORDZHONIKIDZE

Realizing that things were closing in on him, Bukharin wrote Sergo in
October 1936. On at least two earlier occasions he had asked Sergo to

■ intervene on his behalf to prevent reprisals against him by the party. By
J this time, however, Bukharin was more fatalistic. He explained to Sergo
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that, although he was still an editor of Izvestiia, he would not be able to
have his article published there to commemorate Sergos fiftieth birthday,
as might have been expected:

I am not writing to complain, but to ensure that you don’t draw the wrong
conclusions.The slanderers are trying to hold me at their fingertips. And
there are still people here who arc trying to torment and torture me.

I only want to convey to you my most sincere, heartfelt, fervent, kind
congratulations, which are based on my deep love for you. My entire soul
trembles as I am writing you this letter. Be healthy, strong and hearty.

Sergo was not able to prevent the onslaught against Bukharin,
although he did demonstrate some passive resistance to it. When Stalin
and Ezhov pilloried Bukharin at a Central Committee plenum in Decem­
ber 1936, shortly before his arrest, Sergo did not chime in, as Molotov,
Kaganovich, Beria, and others did. In fact, the only words he spoke were to
affirm something that Bukharin had said. After the plenum, when ergo
received a copy of the stenogram for his approval, he returned it to the cc
retariat with the notation “Comrade Sergo will not correct this.

But Sergo could do no more. In fact, he had already been compelle
stand by helplessly as his trusted deputy lurii Piatakov was arrested in ep
tember 1936. Sergo cannot have possibly believed the extravagant charges
of sabotage against Piatakov, even when he saw copies of Piatakovs inter
rogation, in which he admitted his guilt. Then, in October 1936, just as he
was about to celebrate his fiftieth birthday while vacationing in the North
Caucasus, Sergo heard that his brother Papulia had been arrested in Geor­
gia. Not surprisingly, he was so upset that he refused to attend the special
celebration in his honor. Georgian party chief Beria had ordered the arrest,
and Sergo was reportedly furious at him. But Beria would not have taken
such an initiative without Stalin’s sanction. Thus, when Sergo appealed to
Stalin for his brother’s release, he came up against a stone wall. Upon
his return from the Caucasus, Sergo faced more trouble: the NKVD had
begun new arrests of his subordinates in the Commissariat of Heavy
Industry.62

Sergo did his best to buy time for some of his factory directors who
were implicated in cases of sabotage and even tried to persuade Prosecutor
Vyshinskii to drop charges, but to no avail. By early 1937 Piatakov had
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sited, and the staggering numbers of arrests among his subordr-
ends, and relatives were clearly putting tremendous pressure on
inS February 1937, just a few days after the execution of Piatakov,
ivc a speech to officials at the Commissariat of Heavy Industry,
this time were aware of their impending doom. The transcript
speech, which was never published, but was retained in the
cnikidze archive, is a testimony to Sergo’s bitter and confused state:

ray interesting question plagues me: how can this have occurred? We
ct been working together for so many years, and not so badly, the
sits are not bad. We fulfilled the Five-Year Plan in four years. How
add it be that Piatakov was with us and no one realized anything?
Ycu'U tell me: “He was your deputy, we didn’t realize." But in this case,
taiwhyhavewe gathered here? . . . Why did it happen? Was it because
rthave been blind? We must ask. ourselves this question. If we will not
kin tried a court, it is we who must try ourselves, before our own con-
sdences.0

This time, however, Sergo’s despair did not prevent him from acting.
L:tr promising that the party would surely continue to differentiate
ratten real criminals and innocent party servants, he urged his depart-
zttheads to defend their employees against false accusations. The fac-
rrydirectors and workers needed to be assured, Sergo said, that they were
a responsible for Piatakov s deeds, that they were not criminals, but
Etllent employees.64

In an amazing gesture of defiance, Sergo took things one step further.
Et formed a series of commissions from his employees to visit the facto-
•<s and investigate what was happening there, thus undercutting the

IliKVD’s reports on sabotage. His commissariat would conduct its own
tn-site investigations of the NKVD charges of sabotage at the factories.
Replanned to present their findings at the upcoming Central Committee
['.tnum, scheduled to take place on 20 February.65

On that same day, 5 February, Sergo gave the Secretariat the draft of a
r^tchhewas to deliver at the upcoming plenum.The plenum was to con-
lidtr, among other things, the case of Bukharin and Rykov, and the
'lessons of the sabotage, diversion, and espionage of the Trotskyites.
Stalin had ordered Politburo members to give reports on sabotage within
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their own jurisdictions, the drafts of which he would approve. In his dra
on the Commissariat of Heavy Industry, Sergo kept references to sabotag
as formal as possible and emphasized instead technical and economi
problems. Stalin was not happy with the report, covering it with notation
and marks.66

Sergo’s resistance to a witch-hunt in the Commissariat of Heavj
Industry, only recently revealed from declassified archival documents, is
remarkable indeed. To be sure, it was very much a case of too little toe
late.” If Sergo had seriously intended to do anything to stop the momen­
tum of Stalin’s terror, he should have done it two years earlier, when Stalin
initiated the arrests in the Kirov case. By this time nothing could stop
Stalin, or even jolt people out of their pattern of passive, unquestioning
acceptance of his terror. Nonetheless, given the circumstances, Sergo’s
defiance was a courageous challenge, a challenge Stalin could not tolerate.

As it turned out, Sergo never delivered his speech at the plenum, n
18 February 1937, at 5:30 in the afternoon, he died from a gunshot wound.
The circumstances of his death—namely, the question of whether it was
murder or suicide—have never been resolved. Sergo had spent t c ij
before busily preparing for the plenum. After a long meeting wit nm
the morning, he had arrived at his office shortly after noon, remaining
there until he went over to the Kremlin for a Politburo meeting, ter a
late supper at his apartment, Sergo returned to office, where e met wit
some subordinates and set up appointments for the next day. ere was no
sign of an impending tragedy. It was business as usual.

However, upon arriving home about 1:30 a.m. on the 18t , ergo
heard disturbing news from his wife, Zinaida: the NKVD ha just
searched their apartment. Highly agitated, Sergo telephoned Stalin to
protest. According to what Zinaida Ordzhonikidze later recounted tonne
of Sergo’s deputies, Stalin said calmly to Sergo: Sergo, what are you so
upset about? This organ [the NKVD] can search me at any moment too.-
To this remark Sergo responded: ’’That means that above the government
and party stands the state security service, which directs them? Listen,
Stalin answered, “you had better come over here and we will talk. Sergo
flew out the door without his coat and hat, which Zinaida carried, running
after him. She ended up waiting an hour and a half for her husband out­
side Stalins apartment. He emerged very upset.67

On the morning of 18 February, Sergo did not get out of bed and he
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breakfast. He stayed in his room, requesting that he not be dis-
His wife overheard a brief, angry conversation with someone
jy Stalin) in Georgian over the telephone, but aside from that
tilked to no one. When a visitor arrived at his apartment in the
sn,Sergo refused to see him. As the afternoon wore on, Zinaida
•concerned about her husband and decided to go to his room. On
ijshe heard a shot explode. She found Sergo lying lifeless on the bed
sol of blood. Zinaida immediately telephoned Stalin, who arrived a
jmtes later with other Politburo members. Stalin informed her that
Sail cause of death would be reported as a heart attack and warned
stsayaword to anyone about what had really happened.68
Gwen Sergo’s history of heart trouble, the story that he died of a heart
jf was not implausible.69 The stress of the upcoming plenum and the
iirgument with Stalin could have brought it on. But after Stalin’s
A, at the Twentieth Party Congress in 1956, Khrushchev revealed
yjy that Sergos death was a suicide. Ordzhonikidze apparently knew
-juris in store for his comrades and relatives, as well as possibly himself.
;xcrhealth and depressed by the executions and arrests that had already
cnedjhe must have decided that he could not live any longer.

Although Sergo had planned to assert himself at the plenum and
further NKVD investigations into sabotage in heavy industry, the

■\VD search of his apartment and his confrontation with Stalin may
.v.tnadchim realize what he was up against. He may have decided that
position to Stalin and NKVD chief Ezhov at the plenum was poindess
dthat suicide was the only form of protest left. He would follow in the
Utsteps of Lominadze.Tomskii, and others and, in doing so, he would at
artry least throw Stalin off balance. Sergo had observed at a December
.136 Central Committee meeting Stalins emotional outburst against
scBolshevilc suicide victims, in which he called them traitors and con-
pitors, so Sergo knew that his suicide would have an impact.70

Given the murky circumstances of Sergo’s death, including the publi­
can of a false medical report citing a heart attack as the cause, it is not
-yising that speculation about murder arose. Clearly, Stalin had a
airt for killing Sergo, who was about to oppose his policies at the

i •,'aim.But there was no credible explanation of how a murderer could
hr:entered his apartment and then escaped while Sergos wife was
tat Whatever really happened, one thing is clear: Stalin had already
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determined Sergo’s fate. If he had not died in February 1937, he woul
have faced NKVD executioners sooner or later.

Sergos death, like that of Kirov, shook party members to the con
Again, Mania Svanidze recorded her impressions in her diary, the entrie
of which were becoming increasingly intermittent, no doubt because sh<
too had premonitions of her impending doom. In contrast to her entries
after Kirov died, she expressed no concern about how Stalin was taking
Sergo’s death, even though he had been close to Sergo and she, as a family
member, was still seeing Stalin regularly. It is interesting that, although
the official report was that Sergo died of a heart attack, Mariia Svanidze,
in a sort of stream-of-consciousness raving, attributed Sergo’s death to the
same forces that were alleged to have killed Kirov. After a reference to
the recent trial of Sergo’s deputy Piatakov on charges of being a Trotskyite,
she went on:

They prepared for the terrible end of our country, they wanted to kill our
husbands and sons. They killed Kirov and they killed Sergo. Sergo died
on 18 February, killed by the baseness of Piatakov and his minions. We
are enduring the passing of Sergo gravely and tearfully. The hall of
columns, the wreaths, the music, the smell of flowers, the tears, the honor
guards, the thousands and thousands of people passing by the grave...
all this comes into the ears and in front of our eyes, but Sergo is gone.

Did Svanidze know that Sergo had died from a gunshot wound? In any
case, she seems to have assumed that there would be a new version of
Sergo’s death, with more accusations of terrorism and murder by Zinov-
ievites and Trotskyites.

After a visit to Sergo’s widow, Svanidze remarked on how heroic she
was: “She herself directed the funeral, was continuously by the coffin. She
reads the letters and telegrams calmly and rationally. She goes to work and
quietly discusses her future life. She said at first that with Sergo gone there

to live for and that she didn’t want to live like Mfariia]
rova, but then she got hold of herself and will live just like

crgo would have wanted.”72 Unlike Svanidze, who would soon be
afreSt^ ^ong with her husband (the brother of Stalin’s first wife) and
shot, Zinaida Ordzhonikidze had her life spared. Stalin and Ezhov had no
9 ms about going after Sergo’s siblings and close friends, but for some
reason they left his wife alone.

was nothing
Lfvovna] Ki



Stalin Consolidates Power: 193S-38 \257\

DOF OPPOSITION

>nic that just a few days before Sergo died Bukharin, knowing
is about to be arrested, had written Sergo a farewell letter,
this fears that, once in prison, he would be forced by the NKVD
ilse confessions, just like Sergo’s deputy Piatakov and the others.
certain, Bukharin wrote, that Sergo understood that the testi-
rere all false, concocted by the NKVD. Bukharin declared his
masked Sergo to understand him, and ended, like Lominadze did
nil letter to Sergo, by asking him to take care of his family in the
this arrest. Specifically, he asked Sergo to look after their little son
jura Larina could pull herself together and find work.
tis latter request displeased Anna Larina, who considered herself
irely capable of caring for her baby. For this reason, Larina put off
v the letter, and within a short time, there was no one to receive it.
hogback on this letter, Larina observed that it was naive of Bukharin
ait a request for help from Sergo, who even if he had stayed alive
J not have been in a position to do anything.73 Indeed, it is curious
a sen at this stage, Bukharin did not seem to realize that Sergo too
akomed, that no one in the Kremlin could offer him protection from
das wrath.

Bukharins arrest, along with that of Rykov, came just nine days after
rp’s death, during a session of a Central Committee plenum, the open-

accfwhich had been postponed because of the tragedy. Their arrests were
-icnorpected.The two had been accused of a raft of heinous crimes by

xim participants and shouted down when they sought to defend them-
ts-an even worse spectacle than the December 1936 plenum. The
dies of the charges had not been spelled out, but the ties that Bukharin
:1 Rykov were accused of having with “Zinovievite-Trotskyite terrorists”
•deit apparent that eventually they would be linked to Kirov’s murder.
dew of the fact that Bukharin and Rykov had advocated rightist poli-
as,fametrically opposed to those of the leftists Zinoviev and Kamenev,

accusations of an alliance with this group might have seemed far-
itdied. By this time, however, all elements of rationality had disappeared

political discussions, and the talk was only of conspiracy and

betrayal.7*
E The dramatic show trial of Bukharin and Rykov, as members of a so-
f id Bloc of Rightists and Trotskyites, took place in Moscow in March 
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1938, tying up the loose ends of the Kirov case. The details of the trial,
which served as the inspiration for Arthur Koestler’s novel Darkness at
Noon and ended with the executions of ten defendants, including Bukharin,
Rykov, and lagoda, have been recounted by others.75 Suffice it to say that,
among the many charges leveled at the rightists was their role, through
lagoda and the NKVD, in arranging the murder of Kirov. Bukharin and
Rykov steadfastly denied any complicity in the murder, but, as noted ear­
lier, lagoda confessed to having given secret directions to Leningrad
NKVD deputy Zaporozhets, executed a year before. He also stated that
Zaporozhets had arranged to have Kirov’s guard Borisov killed in an auto­
mobile accident because Borisov had been involved in the assassination of
Kirov, and Zaporozhets was afraid that he might betray him.

It was implausible, however, to have lagoda, who had no plausible
motive for wanting to kill Kirov, directing the whole crime. So a new char­
acter was dredged up to take on the role of the ringleader—Avel
Enukidze, Stalin’s old Georgian comrade who had been secretary of the
Central Executive Committee before his arrest and execution in late 1937,
Enukidze was portrayed as the one who gave lagoda his marching orders,
overriding lagoda’s objections. In lagoda’s words: “I tried to object, I mar­
shaled a series of arguments about this terrorist act being inexpedient and
unnecessary. I even argued that I, as a person responsible for guarding
members of the government, would be the first to be held responsible in
case a terrorist act was committed against a member of the government.
Needless to say, my objections were not taken into consideration and had
no effect.”76

While it was convenient to choose someone who was dead as the ulti­
mate villain, Enukidze was an unlikely candidate. He had enjoyed far less
authority than lagoda and would never have been able to compel lagoda to
do anything. According to Trotsky, Enukidze had been on Stalin’s blacklist
because he protested the fierce reprisals against the Leninist old guard,
even telephoning members of the Politburo. There was also a rumor that
Enukidze was the author of “Letter of an Old Bolshevik," but Trotsky
considered that ridiculous because “Abel wasn’t up to this.” After his arrest,
Enukidze refused to cooperate and confess to ties with the rightists, which
would have given him a place in the dock during the March 1938 trial.
Instead he was quietly shot.77

lagoda may have objected to arranging the Kirov murder, as he said at
his trial, but the only person who could have ordered him to do so against 
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aid have been Stalin, not Enukidze.Why did Stalin and Ezhov
la stand trial to begin with? First of all, he served as a useful
implicating the rightists, because the claim about lagodas ties to
and the rightists was not without foundation.78 Also, Stalin
realized, particularly after the publication of “Letter of an Old

that suspicions about NKVD involvement in the Kirov mur-
running high. Thus it made sense to have lagoda admit publicly
urder. As for lagoda himself, he had little choice but to confess.
been in prison for almost a year, he had been tortured and other-
>m down to the point where he was compliant. As with all the
ants, Ezhov had spent many hours with lagoda rehearsing his testi-
like the others, lagoda was no doubt promised his life in exchange
cooperation.7’
diet, lagoda hinted in his testimony that he was not telling the
: story. Under questioning by Vyshinskii he responded several times
qualifications like “that’s not quite how it was” and “it was not like
' But those nuances were probably lost on the courtroom audience,
Kittention was captured by the terrible accusations against venerable
Bolsheviks and the humiliation and degradation they were subjected
'lost of the charges must have seemed preposterous. No one could
-•possibly believed that Bukharin and Rykov were capable of murder-

tot only Kirov but also, as the charges read, Kuibyshev, Soviet writer
=rm Gorky, and others.80 Yet defendant upon defendant abjectly con-

Bukharin was the only one to attempt to defend himself and expose
seal purpose of the trial, although he too was guarded in what he said,
-mibly because he wanted to protect his family.81

With the executions of the defendants in this final show trial, Stalin
=1 destroyed all of his real or perceived Bolshevik opponents except
—•—Trotsky, who was accused at the trial of having directed the entire
—-^piracy from abroad. Sentenced to death in absentia by a Soviet court,
Zbdty was a marked man. After two unsuccessful attempts, the sentence
Mutinied out in Mexico in 1940 by an NKVD-recruited assassin named
■inoaMercader.

Shortly after the Kirov murder, a group of American Communists had
—Trotsky requesting him to give his opinion on the assassination,

&h he did in a thirty-page pamphlet.82 He had scoffed at the idea that
liaoviev and Kamenev would have wanted to kill Kirov: The implication
iltKirov may have been the victim of vengeance for depriving Zinoviev
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of leading posts in Leningrad is manifestly absurd. Eightyears havesil
gone by. Zinoviev himself and his friends have had time enough to rep<
twice, the ‘grievances’ of 1926 have long ago paled in the face of events
infinitely greater importance.” Nonetheless, although he suggested th
the NKVD was involved in Kirovs murder, he did not directly implies
Stalin. He assumed instead that the NKVD had only encouraged Nikolat
as a provocation and had intended to thwart the murder at the lat
moment, accusing Stalins political opponents of making an attempt 01
Kirov’s life through Nikolaev.

Although Trotsky, who was forming his judgments on incomplett
information from the Soviet Union, seems to have misjudged Stalin’s role
in the Kirov murder, he immediately grasped the broader implications of
the case. Stalin’s goal, he wrote, was “to terrorize completely all criticsand
oppositionists, and this time not by expulsion from the party nor by
depriving them of their daily bread, nor even by imprisonment or exile, but
by the firing squad. To the terrorist act ofNicolaiev, Stalin replies bpedm-
bling the terror against the party." With these words, written at the end of
December 1934, Trotsky predicted the future of the Soviet Communist
Party more accurately than any of his former colleagues who were directly

involved in these events.
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Those same hands which once screwed tight our handcuffs now hold
rJ llsir palms in reconciliation: "No, don’t! Don't dig up the past!
Dsallen the past and you’ll lose an eye." But the proverb goes on to say:
'rirpsx the past and you’ll lose both eyes."

—-Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn in The Gulag Archipelago 

ijeatll scenes of political leaders, even without the drama of assassi-
Untion, are often controversial events when remembered later. The
anted British historian Lord Macaulay realized this when he tried to
-nstaitt the details of the seemingly straightforward death of Charles
.(^natural causes in 1685:

It should seem that no transactions in history ought to be more accu-
nttly known to us than those which took place round the deathbed of
Charles the Second. We have several relations written by persons who
were actually in his room. We have several relations written by people
4.0, though not themselves eyewitnesses, had the best opportunity of
obtaining information from eyewitnesses. Yet, whoever attempts to
digest this vast mass of materials into a consistent narrative will find the
uska difficult one.'

Sad Macaulay’s complaint was not that he lacked information about
Whiles Il’s death, but rather that there were inconsistencies in the
—Mounts. People’s memories, distorted by time and emotion, can never be

minted on for complete accuracy when the trauma of human death is

involved.
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Lord Macaulay might well have been daunted by the task of piecii
together what happened at Kirov s death scene. Rather than finding repot
of eyewitnesses sincerely attempting to recall what they saw, he would hat
encountered what the writer Michael Ignatieff has termed the “adminis
trative memory of the totalitarian state.” As Ignatieff observed, this mem
ory was based on “fastidious record-keeping.”2 But the records, whil
observing the outward forms of judicial norms, were constructed on false
hoods, on the version of Stalin and the NKVD, which was intended fa
consumption not only by the people they ruled at the time but also b)
future generations.

The post-Stalin leadership colluded in the immense cover-up by
keeping the archival records closed until the late 1980s, when Mikhail
Gorbachev initiated the policy of “openness.” Before this time the evidence
implicating Stalin in the murder rested almost entirely upon hearsay—sto­
ries repeated by defectors and by survivors of the labor camps, who quietly
passed on what they had heard through second- and thirdhand sources.
And it was not until after 1991 that the authorities began to release on a
selected basis—correspondence among members of the Politburo, records
of party plenums, personal archives of men like Ordzhonikidze and Kirov,
and materials from the commissions that studied the Kirov murder.

Behind the scenes, however, the Kirov murder had been a burning
issue that the Communist leadership could not ignore. Indeed, one of the
most remarkable and fascinating aspects of the case is how it has been
played out in the forty-six years since Stalins death. Nikita Khrushchev,
who had been part of the delegation accompanying Stalin to Leningrad in
December 1934 and had asked Mikhail Rosliakov several questions about
the murder, first raised the issue publicly in October 1961, in a speech to
the Twenty-second Party Congress. He claimed that Kirovs bodyguard
Borisov had been “liquidated” on the way to his interrogation by Stalin
because “someone" had wanted to hide the facts of the murder and sug­
gested obliquely that Stalin was behind the Kirov crime by saying that
there was “much to be revealed” about the case. In fact, behind closed
doors, the party leadership had already'launched several investigations into
the Kirov case before Khrushchev made his statement.

In late December 1955, the Central Committees Presidium (as the
I olitburo came to be called after Stalins death) had a heated discussion
about the repressions of the 1930s, and the question of Kirovs murder
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When someone suggested that the NKVD might have been
,the Presidium members decided to examine the cases of former
officials lagoda, Ezhov, and Medved. At this same meeting they
i commission, headed by Petr Pospelov, a member of the Central
ta Secretariat, to look into the fate of the delegates to the Seven-
Party Congress, and within a month the commission had produced
jty-page report. But, not surprisingly, the report was never released,
is not clear what it said, if anything, about the Kirov case.3
;1956, at the time that Khrushchev began his de-Stalinization cam-
designed to dismantle the cult of Stalin, a special commission
id by Molotov was looking into the Kirov affair. A year later the com-
ia reached the conclusion that Nikolaev had acted alone in commit-
;ie murder. Designating Molotov to head the commission was of
•alike putting the fox in charge of the chicken coop. Already part of
^sinner circle in 1934, Molotov had been with Stalin when he interro-
alNikolaev and others on 2—3 December 1934. If Stalin was involved in
j’jitf murder, then Molotov was surely an accessory to the crime.

Obviously the investigation was more a political gambit than a search
detruth. Khrushchev-had initiated the anti-Stalin campaign to garner
•isupport and discredit his opponents in the leadership, but he did
unntit to go too far. Although he had ended the terror and sent a mes-
ipto the Soviet people that he was different from Stalin and disapproved
din,he was too closely associated with the Stalin regime himself to be
—pletely honest about Stalin’s crimes. In fact, a leading Russian histo-
a hs claimed that in early 1955 Khrushchev had eleven bags of docu-
tats belonging to Stalin and other leaders destroyed. He also had his
iGB chief, Ivan Serov, purge the archives of any materials that might
Eliminate him?

, Whatever Khrushchev’s motivations, he could not in any event proceed
:2y with de-Stalinization as long as men like Molotov, Voroshilov, and
hjinovichwere still in the Presidium. But in 1957 Khrushchev succeeded
blasting Molotov and Kaganovich from the leadership and in discredit-
rjVoroshilov for being a member of their “anti-party group.”This action
Idpcd to pave the way for a deeper, although still by no means compre-
ias’ne, investigation of the Kirov case. In 1960, another commission,
'.-.let the direction of Control Commission chairman Nikolai Shvemik,
'r/jkedinto the case, interviewing hundreds of witnesses, eliciting written
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testimony from others, and examining thousands of documents. This time
the commission concluded (in a report that is still classified secret) that the
murder of Kirov was organized by Stalin and the NKVD and that the
NKVD had killed Borisov.5

But some members of the party leadership, taking their cue from the
KGB (a successor to the NKVD), were not satisfied with these results. In
May 1961 Shvernik was instructed to launch a new investigation, together
with representatives from the KGB, the Procuracy (prosecutor’s office),
and the Central Committee. The conclusion was the same as in 1957—
that Nikolaev had acted alone and Borisovs death was an accident. This is
perhaps not surprising. According to Olga Shatunovskaia, a member of
the original Shvernik Commission, many key documents were destroyed
or disappeared after they had reached their conclusion that Stalin was
behind the murder.6

Meanwhile more and more witnesses were coming forth to give testi­
mony on the Kirov affair and additional evidence was cropping up. The
matter could not be dropped. In 1963, a year before Khrushchevs ouster,
yet another commission, headed by Presidium member Arvid Pelshe,
began the investigation anew, continuing its work until 1967. The conclu­
sion of the Pelshe Commission reaffirmed that of the previous one that
Nikolaev had acted alone, without the involvement of Stalin or the

NKVD.7
By this time, 1967, Leonid Brezhnev had been Communist Party

chief for three years and had effectively consolidated his power. Although
he was from a younger generation that had no direct association with
Stalin, Brezhnev was not disposed to the idea of dredging up Stalins past
sins. An honest public reckoning with the terror would destroy the his­
torical basis for the legitimacy of the Soviet regime. A conservative neo­
Stalinist in his policies, Brezhnev made every effort to reestablish Stalins
good name in history. Further attempts to get to the bottom of the Kirov
murder would have to wait until after Brezhnev and his two equally pro­
Stalinist successors, Konstantin Chernenko and lurii Andropov, had
passed from the scene.

Inevitably, when Gorbachev and his colleagues condemned the purges
and permitted a public discussion of their consequences, the debate over
the Kirov case was reopened. This time it was not restricted to party cir­
cles, but was carried openly in the press. Personal accounts of the case by 
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losliakov and others began to appear. Anti-Stalinist histori­
an Antonov-Ovseenko, whose writings had been suppressed,
dy coming out and saying that Stalin was the culprit, while
fans and former secret policemen were insisting on Stalins
As a result, a great many new details about the Kirov case

,ut because the archives were only opening slowly and selec-
t details could not all be documented as true.
ichev’s approach to the past was in some ways similar to that of
w. Although he was clearly prepared to take the de-Stalinization
inch further than Khrushchev had done, he was still ambivalent
vholesale condemnation of the Stalin period. In the words of one
'thepassage of decades could not destroy the corrosive potential of
:history on the regime’s legitimacy.”9 To reveal that Stalin and the
were behind the Kirov murder would have laid bare the cynicism
ail depravity of the entire Stalinist, and hence Soviet, system.
sen the debate that had begun in the press, however, Gorbachev
not ignore the Kirov issue. Like Khrushchev, he initiated an official
ngation of the case, this time by a working group from the KGB and
.iSR Procuracy. But when the working group presented its conclu-
exonerating Stalin in 1990, not everyone was satisfied. Gorbachev’s

-■jrocolleague Aleksandr Iakovlev, for one, felt that the group had, as
put, only superficially looked at the Kirov case and had left many

-ons unanswered. Iakovlev himself was at the time directing a Poli t-
■ commission to study the Stalinist repressions of the 1930s, 1940s,

titly 1950s, so he had a special interest in the KGB report on the
zn case. In March 1990 Iakovlev wrote a letter (now declassified) to
=i members of his commission laying out his objections to the report.10

Fust, Iakovlev observed, former NKVD chief lagoda gave testimony
=losed sessions of the March 1938 trial at which he was accused of
Sag Kitov. Yet the working group made no attempts to find out what he
=ht those sessions or to ascertain why lagoda took the blame for arrang-
=Kirov’s murder. Second, no one tried to track down records (probably
—-.ifdin the KGB archives) relating to the two trials of officials from the
—tngrad NKVD in January 1935 and in 1937. This was a surprising
—mission, given that the Leningrad NKVD was central to the Kirov case.
ssbdevwent on to point out that the report ignored the evidence that a
—-ml pass, which Nikolaev presumably did not have, was needed to gain
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access to the third floor at the Smolnyi. And he complained that the repo
devoted very little time to explaining Nikolaevs motives or analyzing tl
murder itself. In sum, Iakovlev said, “the major emphasis has been tosho’
first of all that Stalin did not know of and had no connection of any kin
with planning Kirovs assassination.”11

Two members of the KGB working group, interviewed in Pravda it
late 1990, insisted that they had scoured all the available evidence and that
there was nothing whatsoever to suggest Stalin’s involvement in the mur­
der. On the contrary, they said, Stalin and Kirov were the closest of friends,
as exemplified by the fact that Kirov had vacationed with Stalin in Sochi
the summer before the murder. (Apparently they had not seen the letters
that the miserable Kirov had written to his wife and others from Sochi,)
This interview prompted an indignant response from Iakovlev, in the form
of a long Pravda article in early 1991.12 He had not intended, he said, to
bring the complicated and murky Kirov case out into the open. But he felt
compelled to do so in light of the earlier interview.

Iakovlev expanded on the points he had made in his secret letter to the
Politburo commission and raised several additional questions, including
one about correspondence between Stalin and Kirov. Immediately after
the murder, Kirov’s close friend Mamia Orakhelashvili had been placedin
charge of gathering together all of Kirov’s documents and personal papers
in his office and his home. According to Iakovlev, these materials included
the most recent correspondence between Kirov and Stalin. What hap­
pened to these crucial letters, he asked, and what did they say? Had they
been destroyed, or did the KGB choose not to use them as evidence? In
either case, the implication was that they incriminated Stalin.

The unhappy sequel to the story of officially sanctioned efforts to
unravel the Kirov mystery is that, even under Yeltsin’s political leadership,
the authorities have remained selective in releasing archival documents,
Preventing the whole story from coming out. The keepers of the archives
arc former Communist and KGB officials schooled in the habits of secrecy
that the Soviet system engendered. Moreover, they are not inclined topro-
v‘de further ammunition to those who condemn the past Soviet system of
which they were a part.12

w'th r°n'Ca'^’ t*le ^usslan PeoP*e themselves no longer seem preoccupied
n finding the answers anyway. After the initial flurry of interest in their

P st when the Soviet regime collapsed, the people stopped pounding on
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; of the archives in search of historical truth. They were, it seems,
t by all the political struggles and overwhelmed with economic
dtwas easier just to erase the Soviet past completely by removing
Jolshevik names—including those of hallowed figures like Lenin
or—from places and monuments and bringing back the old names
xtsarist period. Rather than come to terms with the Soviet past, it
npler to forget it—a sort of reverse version of the “administrative
ry* of the Stalinist state.
it why is knowing the truth about the Kirov case so important any-
specially now, when Russia has made substantial progress toward
cncy? Is it really necessary to demonstrate, yet again, how terrible
jwislWe already knew ofhis paranoia, his ruthlessness, his ability to
•pulate his subordinates, his endless capacity for cruelty. He ordered
sccution of millions. Does it matter whether or not he committed the
jonal crime having Kirov killed?
When President Yeltsin acknowledged, in July 1998, the shameful
riibout the Bolsheviks’ murder of Russia’s royal family, The Economist
xn-td that it was somewhat off the point: “The murder of the tsar and
jMy was but a tiny speck on the vast canvas of horror painted in
tain blood for more than half a century.” In a sense, the Kirov murder
zddalso be viewed as just another such speck, especially since Kirov was
_~lprit as well as a victim. He had, after all, been an accomplice in the
aces that the young Bolshevik regime perpetrated upon its people, and
a hid contributed to Stalin’s rise to power.

What is so significant about the Kirov case is not just that Stalin had
3rw killed, but that he got away with it. In attempting to understand
-r.y, it is necessary not only to look at Stalin but also at his victims, men

kStrgo, Bukharin, and other members of the party leadership who were
hrpurged.The ultimate blame for the success of Stalin’s audacious crime
la with them. It was not just fear of the secret police that kept them
that. Also—and this goes back to the argument made about Bukharin
ritrinthebook—they thought that, if they created an open conflict by
•pposing Stalin, they would bring the system crashing down.

By 1934, they were probably right. We know now, from the secret
sports of reactions among the workers and peasants to Kirov s murder,
low widespread was the resentment toward the regime. Mikhail Rosliakov
wn recalled that, immediately after the murder, Leningrad party officials
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held a meeting to discuss how to contain the public response and prevent
an outbreak of unrest. The propaganda machine was set into motion with
the purpose of channeling people’s emotions into loyalty toward the
regime.14

In these circumstances, however strong their suspicions were about
Stalin’s role in the murder, Stalin’s subordinates chose to keep quiet. They
had helped to build the cult of Stalin, upon which the edifice of the state
rested, and they would have thrown the entire regime into jeopardy if they
questioned the official version of what happened to Kirov. It was this
concern, more than fear of the NKVD, that helped to ensure the silence
of people like Bukharin and Ordzhonikidze. Their situation was the
inevitable consequence of having created a system that excluded all but a
small elite from decision making. When one member of that elite became
a tyrant and imposed himself on the others, there was no recourse. Fac­
tional struggles turned into mass bloodletting.

How, one might ask, would Kirov have reacted to Stalins terror if he
had not been murdered when he was? It is possible that he would have
backed down and toed the line like the others did when their colleagues
were being arrested. And he might even have eventually taken his own life
in despair, as Sergo apparently did—although this is doubtful, given
Kirov’s temperament. Oh the other hand, had Kirov lived, he might have
stiffened his resolve and actually shown the audacity to challenge Stalin,
perhaps serving as a rallying point for those who wanted to oppose
Stalin. Clearly Stalin thought this was a possibility, and it gave him an
overwhelming motive, as 1934 wore to a close, to have Kirov murdered.
Kirov was not a rebel, but, as this book demonstrates, he was much more
independent-minded than most of his Politburo colleagues, and possessed
his own, solid base of support within the party. One also suspects that he
would not have been a willing accomplice when the full force of Stalins
terror was unleashed on Leningrad.

The murder of Kirov in 1934, then, represented effectively the end of
any possible alternatives to Stalin or to the ultimate catastrophe of the
Great Terror. But its significance goes beyond what it meant for Stalin’s
generation. The Kirov case—not just the murder, but the investigation, tri­
als, and propaganda that followed—served as a prototype for all future
cases that the secret police would investigate. Marking the beginning of a
collusion between the party leadership and the secret police in a travesty of
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the Soviet people, it incorporated all the elements of the Soviet
repression that would be refined in the decades to come falsi-
tonies, scapegoats, arbitrary punishments, physical and psycho-
rare, intimidation and threats, and meaningless judicial jargon.
augh the post-Stalin Soviet leadership put a stop to mass arrests
.utions, the other essential features of the system remained in
:ad the accounts of dissidents in the 1970s and early 1980s about
counters with Soviet justice and you will see how experdy the KGB
ltd the methods of the NKVD and how well it coordinated its
with the goals of the party. No wonder, then, that the KGB staffers
in the archives and their bosses in the party wanted to keep the
rase a secret. It laid bare the total hypocrisy of the Soviet system.
it once the archives had been opened, however slightly, it was
able to control completely what secrets about the past were revealed.
reepers of the archives did not realize, as they carefully began screen-
rnterials for declassification, that even seemingly insignificant docu-
.3or files could contain revelations. As the story of the Kirov murder
is,the pieces of evidence, however small, can mount up to form a con-
erg case. Take, for example, Kirov’s outwardly innocuous letters to his
eand to Sergo, written with the knowledge that they would be read by
istcret police. The expression and the tone of these letters, what they
-and do not say, make it quite obvious that Kirov, especially by 1934,
jnotwcll disposed toward Stalin.

In fact, the signs of conflict between him and Stalin that the censors
st so intent upon hiding could be seen much earlier in documents like
s 1929 speech for Stalin’s birthday, where he mentions Lenin’s testa-
-tut.This speech, delivered at a regional party meeting and never pub-
='jtd, was apparently overlooked by the screeners of Kirov’s archive
=ause the cover page said it was a speech on the sowing campaign.

For the time being, given the economic and political turmoil that Rus-
Sisnow going through, the implications of the Kirov case and of the

1« crimes committed in the name of communism may be lost on the
Brsnan people. But sooner or later, they will have to do what people of
—kr nations with dark pasts have done and confront head-on the horrors
“>.hrhat their country went through under Stalin. Only then will Russia be

cle to rediscover its full identity as a nation. The prominent Russian his-

‘•.rian Yuri Afanasyev described this process:
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Today, as we structure our identity, we also begin to study our past. Wc
begin with a void, with what is not there, with the investigation of empti­
ness and the absence of speech.... The newfound ability to look at facts
without prejudice, without an a priori construct into which facts must be
fitted presents us with an opportunity to reclaim our history. Memory is
an element of social consciousness, which fundamentally must be histor­
ical in nature. By straining our memories we seek to find meaning in our
lives, to understand our place in history, and ultimately to know our­
selves.15

Afanasyev saw this new understanding of the past as already having begun
in late 1996. Perhaps now that Russia is going through a period of instabil­
ity and uncertainty, with the Communists regaining their influence, he
might not be so optimistic. But even if the doors to the archives arc again
closed, the truth will continue to seep out through the cracks and the
Russian people will eventually begin to care again about their past.
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INOLOGY OF KEY EVENTS IN THE LIFE OF SERGEI KIROV

inch 1886 Born, Urzhum, Viatka Province.

(BtWOl Enrolls in Kazan Industrial School.

-stl904 Leaves for Tomsk.

.-.’jnber 1904 Joins Russian Social Democratic Labor
Party (RSDRP).

:jiy-February 1905 Bloody Sunday begins 1905 Revolution;
Kirov arrested.

mry 1906 Second arrest and imprisonment.

lr/1909 Arrives in Vladikavkaz and begins work on
Terek.

311-12 Third arrest and imprisonment.

in

318

February and October revolutions.

Organizes military expedition to North
Caucasus.

819-20 Leads Bolshevik military administration in

Astrakhan.

lpll920 Joins Central Committees Caucasian
Bureau; arrives in Baku, Azerbaijan, with

invading Red Army.
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May 1920 Appointed Russian ambassador to
Georgia.

October 1920 Attends peace talks with Poland in Riga;
returns to Vladikavkaz.

February 1921

July 1921

Participates in Soviet invasion of Georgia.

Becomes secretary of Communist Party of
Azerbaijan; moves to Baku.

April 1923 Twelfth Party Congress in Moscow:
elected member of Central Committee.

January-February 1926 Moves to Leningrad; elected first secretary
of Leningrad Gubkom and Northwest
Regional Bureau.

July 1926 Fourteenth Party Congress: elected candi­
date (no-voting) member of Politburo.

July 1930 Sixteenth Party Congress: elected member
ofPolitburo.

February 1934 Seventeenth Party Congress: elected
ecretary of Central Committee.

1 December 1934 Assassinated.
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GOVERNING HIERARCHY OF THE SOVIET UNION

(late 192Os-early 1930s)

Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU)

boro
yhcisions)

Juro
‘iiiry to Politburo and
-itsriat)

:SJ Central Committee
Motive body meeting
=3 times a year)

ejonal (Oblast) Committees

—■piblic Central Committees
run day-to-day by

—dkr bureaus)

District and City Committees

■uty Congress
'log body of several hundred
Ideates meeting every two to
fours)

General Secretary Secretariat
(administration and personnel)

Central Control Commission
(party discipline)

Regional and Republic Control
Commissions

District and City Control
Commissions
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State Government

>uncil of People’s Commissars
tvnarkom)

Central Executive Committee
(VTsIK)

imissariats: Internal Affairs
KVD), Defense, Foreign
fairs National Economy,
arker-Peasants Inspectorate
KI), etc.

All-Russian Congress of Soviets

public Commissariats Republic, regional, city, and
local soviets
(run by executive committees)
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SELECTED GLOSSARY OF NAMES

\Ia.S. (1893-1938). First deputy chief of the NKVD, 1934-37;
jited the Kirov murder. Arrested in 1937 and executed.

N. A. Attended historic Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets
orov in October 1917; military commander of Astrakhan, 1918.

ilw, G. S. (1891-1925). Chief of the Cheka in the North Caucasus,
(worked with Kirov in Astrakhan, 1919, and later in Azerbaijan.
Jiniplane crash,March 1925.

^MirDzhafar (1896-1956). Chief of Azerbaijan Cheka/GPU,
(with interruptions); from 1930, party chief in Azerbaijan.

iiiiK, Alexander. Soviet diplomat; defected to the West in 1937 and
3wrote memoirs.

-^Lamntii (1899-1953). Official of the Cheka/GPU in Transcauca-
1921—31; later chief of Georgian Communist Party and in 1938

—jointed head of NKVD.

—irw, M. D. NKVD bodyguard for Kirov; died 2 December 1934.

Samuil. Georgian Holshevik and comrade of Kirov in
~~afflavkaz at the time of the 1917 Revolution; assassinated there in June
SB.

3Ujrin, Nikolai (1888—1938). Politburo member and leading party theo-
=ttkian, 1924-29; leader of right opposition; tried and executed in 1938.

S.fujin, lurii. Kirov’s deputy in Astrakhan, 1919, and later temporary
—-Trmnclf.r of Eleventh Army.
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hagtn, Petr. Worked under Kirov in the party apparatus in Baku; late
oved to Leningrad and became editor of the paper Krasnaia gazeta.

'iudov, Mikhail (1893-1937). Member of Central Committee, 1925-37
cond secretary of the Leningrad party organization, 1928-36. Arrestee
d executed in 1937.

'■iov, G.A. (1884-?). Chairman of the Leningrad Control Commission,
26-29; opponent of Kirov.

ukidze, Avel. Old Georgian Bolshevik and chairman of the Central
ecutive Committee at the time of Kirovs death. Arrested in 1936 and
uged with, among other things, ordering the murder of Kirov.

hov, Nikolai (1895-1940). Central Committee secretary, 1930-36;
rsaw initial investigation of Kirov case; head of NKVD, 1936-38.
ested 1939.

mze,M. V. (1885-1925). Central Committee member from 1921 and
itburo candidate member from 1924; Commissar of Defense, from

uary 1925.

ida, Genrikh (1891-1938). Member of the Cheka since 1919; rose to
t of deputy chairman of the OGPU in 1923; chairman of OGPU/
-V1934-36; arrested in 1937 and executed in 1938.

ivlev, Aleksandr (1923- ). Secretary of CPSU Central Committee,
•6—91; member of Politburo, 1987-91; historian and member of the
idemy of Sciences; head of a Politburo Commission in the late 1980s to

iy the repressions under Stalin.

Janovich, L. M. (1893-1991). First secretary of Moscow Party Com-
tee, 1930-35; Politburo member, 1930-52. Expelled from the Central
mmittee in 1957, after trying to oust Khrushchev.

menev, Lev (1883-1936). Deputy chairman of Council of People’s
mmissars, Politburo member, 1919-26; arrested in connection with
°v murder for being part of the Moscow Center, December 1926. Tried
1 executed in 1936.

nubebev, N. S. (1894-1971). Held mid-level party and economic posts
‘he 1920s and early 1930s. In 1935 became chief of Moscow party 
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later of the Ukrainian party. First secretary of the CPSU

nittee, 1953-64.

m Fedorovich (1893-1938). From 1925 to 1934, Leningrad
hen chairman of the Leningrad Regional Executive Commit-
xningrad city soviet; member of the Leningrad Regional and
Committee Bureaus; and member of the CPSU Central Com­
isted in 1937.

< P. (1886-1937). Chairman of the Leningrad regional execu­
te, 1926-29; opponent of Kirov; worked in economic posts in
liter 1929; executed in 1937.

H fs/erion (1888-1935). Politburo member, 1927-35; chairman
ipreme Economic Council, 1926—30; Deputy chairman and chair-
Gosplan, 1930—35.

Jnno.Bukharin’s widow and the author of memoirs, This I Cannot

•du, Beso (1897—1935). Georgian Bolshevik; became chief of the
ttpnitaUon in Transcaucasia in 1930, but was soon dismissed

jiolhis role in an opposition group. Later worked as party secretary
jjitogorskbefore committing suicide in early 1935.

-A,Filipp (1899-1937). Chief of Leningrad GPU/NKVD, 1929-34;
—11934; executed, 1937.

dnastas (1895-1978). Revolutionary activity in the Caucasus
zctniil-1920; patty secretary in regional organizations, 1920-26; vari-
._Anal economic posts, 1926-35; Politburo member, 1935-66.

sviin, Levon (1897-1939). Secretary of Central Committee of Azer-
Communist Party, 1925—29; then party secretary in Kazakhstan;

=fiiend of Kirov. Arrested in 1937.

—":!w, Viacheslav (1890—1986). Central Committee secretary, 1921—36.
'te of Politburo, 1926-57; chairman of Council of People’s Commis-
6,1930-41; later Minister of Foreign Affairs; fell out with Khrushchev
^disgraced, 1957.
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OrakJielashvili, Mamia (1881-1937). Georgian Bolshevik; worked w
Kirov in the North Caucasus at the time of the 1917 Revolution; pi
chief of Transcaucasia, 1926—31; tried for treason and shot, 1937.

Petrovskii, Petr. Editor of Leningradskaia pravda 1926-28; in 1932 su
pended from party and arrested for membership in Bukharins right opp,
sition and for connections with the Riutin group. Later released, bi
arrested again in 1937. Executed in 1941.

Piatakov, lurii (18901937). Central Committee member, 1923-36, am
Deputy Commissar of Heavy Industry (under Ordzhonikidze), 1931—35

Tried and executed, 1937.

Pozern, Boris (1882-1939). Commissar in the Red Army during the civil
war, then employed in economic and party work in Leningrad. Edited two
volumes of Kirov’s collected articles and speeches. Killed during the 

purges.

Riutin, M. M. (18901937). Regional party secretary; candidate member
ofCentral Committee; in 1931 sentenced to ten years in prison forwriting
program ofanti-Stalinist opposition group, the so-called Riutin Platform

Executed in 1937.
Rosiiakov, Mikhail Vasil'evich (1897-1991). From 1926 to 1934, headed
the regional and city financial departments of the Leningrad Planning
Commission; candidate member of the Leningrad Regional and City
Party Bureaus. Arrested in 1937. After returning from many years in

camps, wrote a book about the Kirov case.

L (1881-1938). Politburo member, 1922-30; chairman of the
Co“ncil of People’s Commissars, 1924-30; connected with Bukharin's
nght opposition- expelled from the party in 1937; defendant with Bukharin

lnthe show trial of March 1938.

'r°h’n, £>. B Brother-in-law of Leningrad NKVD chief Filipp Medved
°yee of the Central Committee Secretariat, 1918-26.

A. I. (1896-1938). Head of party’s agitprop department in
ment" Aad Unt'! 1930;then head of CcntraJ Committee agitprop depart-

■ Arrested and executed, 1938.
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ia (1889-1942). Married to A. S. Svanidze, the brother of
ife. A part of Stalin’s inner circle until she was arrested in
1942.

(1893-1937). Candidate member of Politburo, chairman of
Council of the National Economy, 1929-30; expelled from

Committee for “fractional activity,” December 1930; executed,

Mai/(1880-1936). Politburo member, 1922—30; chairman of
non Central Executive Committee, 1922—29; from 1929, chair-
t All-Union Association of the Chemical Industry; allied with
sright opposition; committed suicide, 1936.

wlii, Mikhail (1893-1937). Bolshevik military commander;
scommander of troops of Leningrad Military District, 1928-31;
sferred back to Moscow. Executed for treason, 1937.

g V. (1889-1951). Chairman, Military Collegium of the Supreme
,1926-48.

Uq Kliment (1881—1969). Red Ajrmy commander; Commissar of
ayAffairs/Defense, 1925-40; member of Politburo, 1934-40; occu-
bymilitary posts throughout the Stalin period and afterward.

--bi. A. (1883—1954). Prosecutor at various levels, 1921—33;
-tyUSSR Prosecutor from 1933, and from 1935 USSR Prosecutor
-nl. Later Minister of Foreign Affairs.

I. 1- (1895—1938). Cheka/OGPU official; deputy chief,
—-■grad GPU/NKVD, 1933—34. Executed, 1938.

—'hn, Andrei (1896-1948). Party chief in Gorky before being elected
-jil Committee secretary and candidate Politburo member in early

Succeeded Kirov as party chief of Leningrad in December 1934.

Grigorii (1883-1936). Member of the Central Committee,
51-27; member of the Politburo, 1917—26; chairman of the Petro-
:2/Ltrimgrad soviet, 1919-26; prominent leader of the so-called left
ration to Stalin; arrested, December 1934; tried and sentenced to

d,1936.
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