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PART ONE

GOLDEN ROAD

For lust of knowing what should not be known
‘We make the golden journey to Samarkand.

FLECKER
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CHAPTER 1

INTERNATIONALE

du Nord. The friends who had come to see me off waved and

started to turn away; the coaches jolted as they passed over the
points, and the bottles of mineral water by the window clinked gently
one against the other. Soon we had left the dingy grey suburbs of
Paris behind us and were running smoothly through the rainswept
landscape of northern France. Night was falling and in my compart-
ment it was nearly dark. I did not switch on the light at once, but sat
looking out at the muddy fields and dripping woods.

I was on my way to Moscow, and, from Moscow, | was going, if it
was humanly possible, to die Caucasus and Central Asia, to Tashkent,
Bokhara and Samarkand. Already, as I watched that drab, sodden
countryside rushing past the window, I saw in my imagination the
jagged mountains of Georgia, the golden deserts, the green oases and
the sunlit domes and minarets of Turkestan. Suddenly, as I sat there
in the half'light, I felt immensely excited.

Slowly gathering speed, the long train pulled out of the Gare

In many ways I was sorry to be leaving Paris. It had been an ideal
post at which to begin a diplomatic carcer, and the years I had spent
there had been uninterruptedly happy. It had been, too, an agreeable
dty to live in. There was the broad sweep of the Champs Elysées
and the Avenue du Bois; the magnificence of the Place Venddme and
the Place de la Concorde; the grey stone of the buildings gilded by the
sunlight; the green of the trees; the life and noise of the streets less
overwhelming, more intimate than the roar of the London traffic.
There were those pleasant walks on summer evenings along the banks
of the Seine, under the trees, to the Ile de la Cité; friends* houses with
their cool panelled rooms; the lights reflected in the river, as one went
home at night.

And then there was the enjoyable sensation of being permanently

1T



GOLDEN ROAD

at the centre of things. Something was always happening; somebody
was always arriving or leaving. We lived in an atmosphere of con-
tinual crisis. It might be Mr. Ramsay MacDonald and Sir John Simon,
looking a little shaken after a rough crossing, on their way to talk
things over with Signor Mussolini at Stresa; or Sir Samuel Hoare,
always so neat and tidy, come to see Monsieur Laval, intelligent, olive-
skinned and leering, with his discoloured teeth and crumpled white tie;
or Mr. and Mrs. Baldwin, hurrying home from Aix-les-Bains, the
serenity of their summer holiday disturbed by talk of sanctions and
the threat of war; or Mr. Eden, travelling backwards and forwards to
Geneva; or Mr. Churchill, then a private Member of Parliament, un-
fashionably preoccupied with questions of defence, come to talk to
the French soldiers about their eastern frontier.

All these distinguished visitors had to be met, fed, supplied with the
latest reports on the situation, and sent off again by air or train with
their retinue of secretaries and detectives. At all hours of die day and
night the shiny black official cars crunched the gravel of the Embassy
courtyard; telephones rang querulously and continuously; red and
black leather dispatch boxes filled with sheaves of Foreign Office
telegrams flew backwards and forwards to the Chancery; Sir George
Clerk, the most hospitable of Ambassadors, dispensed informal but
lavish entertainment in the most magnificent of Embassies. It was an
exhausting but also an entertaining and instructive existence. Small
wonder that in Paris we felt ourselves closer to the centre of things
than our less fortunate colleagues stranded in remote Embassies and
Legations in South America and eastern Europe.

Everything that happened in the world seemed to affect us directly
and violently in Paris. One crisis followed another: the Abyssinian
War, the remilitarization of the Rhineland, the Spanish Civil War.
Each time angry crowds demonstrated in the streets. At one moment
they wanted to drown M. Herriot. ‘A T'eau, Her riot/ they cried
menacingly. The Abyssinian War and the threat of sanctions against
Italy brought a violent reaction against Great Britain on the part of
the pro-Fascist right wing. ‘Conspuez Sir Clerk f they shouted when
the Ambassdor appeared, and we were given a platoon of Gardes
Mobiles with steel helmets and fixed bayonets to guard the Embassy.

12



INTERNATIONALE

Over Spain rival factions raised rival cries, the Left predominating.
‘Des avions pour TEspagnef they yelled rhythmically, as they
marched along the boulevards. Strangely enough, the remilitarization
of the Rhineland, which to those who knew what was going on
behind the scenes was the biggest crisis of all, left the general public
relatively unmoved, though, had they been aware of our refusal to
support their Government against Hitler at this vital juncture, they
would have been justified in going to almost any lengths to show their
disapproval of British policy.

Nor, in those troubled years before the war, did French domestic
affairs present a less animated picture than the European scene itself.
From die February Riots of 1934 to the advent of the Front Populaire
and the sit-down strikes of 1936, parliamentary democracy in France
was at its wildest and most unstable. Governments were formed and
reformed, shuffled and re-shuffled, by politicians of the Right, Left and
Centre, all of whom the people of France took less and less seriously
as they became more and more discredited. Some remained in power
for a few weeks, some for a few days. Every week increasingly
inflammatory speeches were made and increasingly unsavoury scandals
brought to light. On the extreme Left and on the extreme Right
private armies were forming, always ready for a scuffle with each
other or with the police. Up and down the Champs Elysées crowds
of demonstrators surged threateningly, overturning the litde tables
outside the cafés. Even in the Chamber of Deputies the proceedings
were daily interrupted by shouts of ‘TraitreP and ‘Assassin! and, on
occasion, by free fights.

In French politics the dominating factor had long been a strong
leftward trend and, in the summer of 1936, to the accompaniment of
strikes and rioting, the Front Populaire had come to power under weak
Socialist leadership. Behind this convenient facade the strength of the
Communists, ably led by Maurice Thorez, was steadily increasing. At
the elections they had polled more votes than ever before. For the first
time their leaders were associated, though indirectly, with the Govern-
ment of the country. In the trade union movement their influence was
in the ascendant. They enjoyed the advantages of power without its
responsibilities. There were many ways by which they could exert
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GOLDEN ROAD

pressure on the Government. Some people held them responsible for
the strikes which were paralysing the industrial and economic life of
the country.

Two pictures from that period of uncertainty and disorder stick in
my mind.

One is a scene in the gigantic Renault Motor Works at Boulogne-
sur-Seine, newly seized by the strikers. With two friends I had
managed to slip past the pickets on the gate. Wandering through
workshop after workshop where girls and men were bedding down
for the night on the luxurious cushions of half-finished limousines, we
eventually came to the Managing Director's office. There the Strike
Committee had established their Headquarters. The luxuriously
furnished room was draped from floor to ceiling with red flags,
plentifully adorned with hammers and sickles. Against this im-
provised background sat the strikers’ leaders, unshaven, with berets
or cloth caps on their heads and cigarettes drooping from the comers
of their mouths, presided over by a massively formidable woman
whose deftly flicking knitting-needles struck me as symbolic. From
this nerve centre, as we watched, orders went out by messenger or
telephone to different parts of the works. For M. Léon Blum, that
amiable drawing-room Socialist and his newly formed Government,
they told us, they cared less than nothing. It was all rather like a scene
out of a play. Was this, we wondered, a passing phase? Or did it
represent the shape of things to come?

Another memory from those days is of a vast crowd, many
thousands strong, sweeping along towards the Place de la Bastille on
July 14th. Above it waves a forest of red flags with here and there an
isolated tricolour, and, borne aloft on the shoulders of the crowd,
immense portraits of Stalin, brooding over the proceedings with
benign malignity, and the French Communist leaders: Maurice Thorez,
square and bloated-looking, who, when war came was to run away to
Moscow; Gabriel Péri, the frail intellectual who was to become a
resistance leader and be tortured to death in a Gestapo prison; Jacques
Duclos, spectacled and cunning; Andre Marty, the mutineer of the
Black Sea Fleet; Marcel Cachiti, who had become the Grand Old Man
of French Communism. Out in front a tall, pale girl in a red shirt
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INTERNATIONALE

strides along, her black hair streaming out behind her* From time to
time sections of the crowd start to sing and the lugubrious strains of the
‘Internationale’ rise and fall above the tumult Then, as the singing
dies away, there is a shrill cry of ‘Les Soviets!* and thousands of hoarse
voices take up the rhythmic refrain, ‘LES SOV-I-ETS PAR-TOUT. LES

SOV-I-ETS PAR-TOUT/

In the disturbed state of their country, with the Germans back in the
Rhineland and a weak Government in power at home, it was only
natural that many Frenchmen should begin to look about them with
increasing anxiety. Their looks turned eastwards: across the reassuring
fortifications of the Maginot Line to France’s hereditary enemy,
Germany; further east still to Russia — Russia, France’s new found and
untried ally; Russia, whose rulers, so many people thought, bore no
small share of responsibility for France’s present disturbed state.

Russia seemed to hold the answer to so many of their problems.
Could they count on Russian help in the event of a war with Germany ;
What would this help amount to? What was the truth about the Red
Army, about the Soviet economic and industrial position? Were the
Russians, working through the Communist International, responsible
for the political and industrial disturbances in France? If so, why were
they seeking by these methods to undermine the strength of their only
ally? Would the Russians leave the Spanish Republicans in the lurch?
Would they, in case of need, help Czechoslovakia or Poland? Did the
Soviet system offer a solution to any of France’s own social and
economic problems? Or was it a menace to which Fascism or Nazism
were the only answers? Such were the questions which every thinking
Frenchman was asking himself.

Nor did the problems concern France alone. To every European it
was of vital importance to know what the Soviet Union stood for,
what her aims were and what part she would play in the international
conflagration which already seemed inevitable. The years which I
spent in Paris, with its essentially continental political atmosphere, had
convinced me that, without a first-hand knowledge of the Soviet
Union and of its political system, any picture that one might form of
the international situation would inevitably be incomplete.
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GOLDEN ROAD

Russia also had other attractions. After a year at the Foreign Office
and three more in Paris, I had decided that a change to a more active
and less luxurious existence would do me no harm.

I was twenty-five. But, already, I was beginning to get a little set in
my ways; perhaps, I reflected in my rare moments of introspection,
even a little smug. There were those pin-striped suits from Scholte;
those blue and white shirts from Beale and Inman with their starched
collars; those neat, well-cleaned shoes from Lobb; the dark red
carnation that came every morning from the florist in the Faubourg
Saint Honoré. After breakfast, a brief walk under the trees in the
Champs Elysées. Or sometimes a ride among the leafy avenues of the
Bois. Then the daily, not disagreeable task of drafting telegrams and
dispatches, on thick, blue laid paper, in a style and a handwriting
which, I flattered myself, both discreetly reflected a classical education.
Occasional telephone calls. Occasional visits to the Quai d’Orsay:
the smell of bees-wax in the passages; the rather fusty smell of the
cluttered, steam-heated offices; comment allcz-vous, eher collégue? Lun-
cheon at a restaurant or at somebody’s house: politics and people.
Afterwards, a pleasant feeling of repletion. Then, more telegrams,
more dispatches, more telephone calls till dinner time. A bath. A
drink. And then all the different lights and colours and smells and
noises of Paris at night. Big official dinner parties, with white ties and
decorations. Small private dinner parties with black ties and that par-
ticular type of general conversation at which the French excel. The
best-dressed women, the best food, the best wine, the best brandy in the
world. Parties in restaurants. Parties in night clubs. The Theatre de
Dix Heures, the chansonniers: jokes about politics and sex. The Bai
Tabarin: die rattle and bang of the can-can; the plump thighs of the
dancers in their long black silk stockings. Week after week; month
after month. An agreeable existence, but one that, if prolonged unduly,
seemed bound to lead to chronic liver trouble, if to nothing worse.

I have always relished contrasts, and what more complete contrast
could there be after Paris than Moscow? I had seen something of the
West. Now [ wanted to see the East.

My knowledge of Russia and the Russians was derived largely from
the charmingly inconsequent White Russian émigrés of both sexes to
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INTERNATIONALE

be found in the night clubs of every capital in the world and at that
time particularly well represented in Paris. From these and from an
occasional Soviet film shown at a little Communist cinema behind the
Odeon, I had, rightly or wrongly, gained the impression that Russia
must be a mysterious and highly coloured part of the world, different
from other countries, and offering a better chance of adventure than
most places. In the back of my mind lurked the idea that through
Moscow might lie the road to Turkestan, to Samarkand, Tashkent and
Bokhara, names which for me had then, and still have, an unrivalled
power of attraction. I decided to apply for a transfer to Moscow.

Everyone whom I consulted about my projects told me that I was
deeply mistaken. They assured me that the Moscow Embassy was a
dead end. Life there would be even more sedentary and a great deal
duller than life in London or Paris. I should spend long hours in a steam-
heated Chancery, to which I should be confined by inclement weather,
relentless superiors and the machinations of the O.G.P.U. My only
relaxation would be an exhausting round of official parties at which I
should meet the same tedious diplomatic colleagues again and again.
I should see no Russians and gain no insight into the intricacies of Soviet
policy. As for Turkestan, I should never get there. No one, they said,
had been there for twenty years. Even before the revolution the
Imperial Government had done their best to keep out foreigners, and
now travel there was quite out of the question — especially for a British
Government official. Why not stay where I was until in the normal
course of things I was transferred to Rome, Washington or Brussels?

A spirit of contradiction has always, to some extent, guided my
behaviour. This well-meant advice made up my mind. I was now
determined to go to Russia as soon as possible. In the Private
Secretaries at the Foreign Office I found surprised but ready allies, for
I was the first member of the Service who had ever asked to go to such
a notoriously unpleasant post, and the necessary dispositions were made
with alacrity. And so, on that cold, rather dreary evening in February
1937» | found myself comfortably installed in a centrally heated first-
class sleeper, travelling eastwards.



CHAPTER II
THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS

yt LLnext day we rattled across Europe. First, across northern

LA Germany with its flat, well-ordered fields and tidy villages. On
L jLthe platforms, comfortable-looking women with flaxen-haired
children; the grey green of the Reichswehr uniforms; trolleys with beer
and sausages. At the frontier I presented the laissez-passer which [ had
been given by Count Welczek, the German Ambassador in Paris.
*Heil Hitler f it said. ‘Heil Hiderf barked the green-uniformed fron-
tier police, saluting with outstretched arm as they handed it back to me.
By the time we reached Poland it was dark, and Warsaw passed unseen
in a swirl of lights.

A little before midnight, leaving the last Polish station behind us,
we plunged again into the dark pine forests. The snow was piled high
on either side of the track and stretched away dimly under the trees.
Suddenly, as I looked out of the window, I saw that we were coming
to a high barbed-wire fence, floodlit, and broken at intervals by watch-
towers from which machine guns protruded. The train slowed down
and then passed through a high wooden arch with over it a large five-
pointed red star. We were in Russia.

Soldiers, their bright green-peaked caps adorned with red star,
hammer and sickle and their long grey greatcoats reaching almost to
the heels of their soft top boots, boarded the train, and a few moments
later we steamed into the frontier station of Negoreloye.

Here we were to change trains. Outside, on the platform, the intense
cold took one’s breath away. Then we were herded into the over-
powering warmth of the Customs’ building. This was a fine big,
bright room, decorated with murals depicting scenes from Soviet life.
Across its walls streamed a procession of pretematurally happy and
healthy soldiers, peasants, workers, old men, women and children,
getting in the harvest, driving tractors, building houses and
manipulating large and complicated machines. All round the room, in
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THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS

half a dozen languages, golden letters a foot high invited the workers
of the world to unite. In the comers stood pots, wrapped in crinkly
pink paper, in which grew aspidistras.

It was then that I first noticed the smell, the smell which, for the next
two and a half'years, was to form an inescapable background to my life.
It was not quite like anything that I had ever smelt before, a composite
aroma compounded of various ingredient odours inextricably mingled
one with another. There was always, so travellers in Imperial Russia
tell me, an old Russian smell made up from the scent of black bread and
sheepskin and vodka and unwashed humanity. Now to these were
added the more modem smells of petrol and disinfectant and the
clinging, cloying odour of Soviet soap. The resulting, slightly musty
flavour pervades the whole country, penetrating every nook and
cranny, from the Kremlin to the remotest hovel in Siberia. Since
leaving Russia, I have smelt it once or twice again, for Russians in
sufficiently large numbers seem to carry it with them abroad, and each
time with that special power of evocation which smells possess, it has
brought back with startling vividness the memories of those years.

I had a laissez-passer and the Customs formalities did not take long.
Tentatively, I tried the Russian I had leamt in the Paris night clubs on
the Customs officer who inspected my luggage, and found that he
could understand it. Better still, I could understand what he said in
reply, though some of his expressions, Soviet official jargon for the
most part, were new to me. Two or three more Customs officials and
frontier guards clustered round to observe the phenomenon of a
foreigner who spoke even a few words of Russian. They were quite
young, with tow-coloured hair and the high cheekbones and slighdy
flattened features of the Slav. Soon we were all laughing and joking
as if we had known each other for years. An hour passed, during which
nothing in particular happened; then another, during which the
luggage was transferred bit by bit to the Moscow train. Looking at
the clock, I saw that it was still midnight, or, rather, had become mid-
night once more. For we had gained (or was it lost?) two hours on
crossing the frontier.

At last we boarded the train. I had been given a sleeping-compart-
ment to myself. It was not unlike an ordinary European wagon-lit, but
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GOLDEN ROAD

higher and larger and more ornate, with a kind of Edwardian mag-
nificence. On a brass plate I found the date of its construction: 1903*
The conductor too, an old man with yellow parchment skin and long
drooping moustaches, was of pre-revolutionary vintage and told me
that he had held his present appointment since Tsarist days. With
shaking hands he brought me clean sheets, and halfa tumbler of vodka,
and a saucer of caviare and some black bread and a glass of sweet weak
tea with lemon in it. Presently the engine gave a long, wolf-
like howl and we moved off at a steady fifteen miles an hour across the
flat snow-covered plain in the direction of Minsk and Moscow. In a
few minutes I was in bed and asleep.

We reached Moscow early next afternoon. It was bleak and bitterly
cold. Underfoot the snow had been trampled into hard grey ice. Dan
Lascelles, the First Secretary, met me at the station. He had been in
Russia for eighteen months and said that he found it deeply depressing.

On the way from the station we passed through streets of high
modem buildings, noisy with the clang of trams. Looking down side
streets, I could see cobbles and mud and tumble-down wooden shacks.
Everywhere there were houses and blocks of flats in varying stages of
construction and demolition, some half built, some half pulled down.
Jostling crowds thronged the pavements. Their faces were for the most
part pale and their clothes drab. Half the women seemed pregnant.

Suddenly we were crossing the vast expanse of the Red Square.
Snow was falling. A flag, floodlit in the failing light, flapped blood-red
above the Kremlin. Under the high red wall stood Lenin’s massive
mausoleum of dark red granite, with two sentries, motionless as statues
standing on guard. A long straggling queue shuffled across the snow
towards the entrance: townsfolk in dark, dingy clothes, peasant-women
with handkerchiefs round their heads, peasants in felt boots and
Asiatics in vast fur hats, turbans and brightly striped robes.

We stopped the car and got out. Immediately, as foreigners, we
were hustled up to the head of the queue. Then, carried forward by
the crowd, we swept past the guards with their fixed bayonets, through
the low archway and down the steps. Inside, the subdued light of
hidden electric bulbs was reflected from polished red basalt and heavy
bronze. At the bottom of the steps we passed through a doorway into
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THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS

the inner chamber. Lenin lay in a glass case, mummified, his head on a
little flat pillow, the lower part of his body shrouded in a tattered flag;
from the roof above hung other flags, the battle honours of the
Revolution; round the glass case more soldiers stood on guard. There
were more lights. As we moved on towards the body, we were forced
into single file. For a moment we looked down on it: yellowish skin
tighdy drawn across the high cheekbones and domed forehead; the
broad nose; the pointed, closely trimmed beard tilted upwards; an
expression of faint, inscrutable amusement. ‘Move along/ said the
guards, shepherding the devout, docile crowd, and we were swept
onwards and upwards into the daylight and the open air.

Facing us at the far end of the square rose the Cathedral of Saint
Basil, a cluster of brightly coloured, fantastically twisted, onion-shaped
domes, now an anti-God Museum. We got back into the car and,
crossing the frozen Moscow River, a few moments later we drove
through the gates of the Embassy, formerly the house of a sugar
millionaire, a large ornate building of a pale yellow colour.

Across the river, spread out before us, lay the Kremlin, a city within
a city. High fortress walls of faded rose-coloured brick, broken by
watch-towers, encircled the whole. From within these rose the spires
and domes and pinnacles of churches and palaces, their pale walls and
golden cupolas gleaming against the leaden background of the
darkening sky, heavy with the threat of more snow. As we watched, a
flock of grey hooded crows, starded by some noise, rose from the roof
of one of the palaces, flapped ponderously round, and then setded again.
In between, the river lay white and frozen. Nearby a factory siren
shrieked and from down the river came the hiss and thud of a pile-
driver. The smell of Russia, wafted across from the city beyond the
river, was stronger than ever. Later I was to see Leningrad, Peter the
Great’s ‘window on Europe', with its sad classical beauty and its
symmetrical rows of shabby baroque palaces reflected in the still, green
waters of the canals. That had a look of the West. But this, this strange
barbaric conglomeration of shapes and styles and colours, this, surely,
was already more than half way to Asia.

Next day I started work in the Chancery, reading back files, studying
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GOLDEN ROAD

the Annual Reports and, with my gradually increasing knowledge of
Russian, ploughing laboriously through the turgid columns of the
Soviet press.

In Paris much of our information on the political situation had come
to us from our social contacts with the people directly concerned,
French politicians, journalists, civil servants and other public figures.
As a Secretary of the Embassy, it had been one of my duties to keep in
touch with all sorts and conditions of people, from the extreme Right
to the extreme Left. Like all Frenchmen, nothing pleased them better
than to be given an opportunity of expounding their views on the
political situation. The only difficulty was to decide which views were
worth listening to.

In Moscow things were very different. Apart from routine dealings
of the strictest formality with one or two frightened officials of the
People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs, whose attitude made it clear
that they wished to have as litde to do with us as possible, we had
practically no contacts with Russians. Indeed, it was notoriously dan-
gerous for Soviet citizens, even in the course of their official duties, to
have any kind of dealings with foreigners, for by so doing, they were
bound sooner or later to attract the attention of that ubiquitous organi-
zation, the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, or N.K.V.D.

At first some exception was made for members of the theatrical
profession, actors, actresses and ballerinas, a few of whom the Authori-
ties allowed or possibly, for reasons of their own, even encouraged to
cultivate foreign diplomats, and during the first weeks after my
arrival I attended a number of parties, arranged by the younger,
unattached members of the diplomatic corps, and attended by some
of the lesser lights of the stage and ballet. But inevitably something
of a blight was cast on these proceedings by the knowledge that the
charming young lady with whom one was conversing so amicably
would in an hour or two be sitting down to draft a report of everything
one had said to her, or, if she was unlucky, might have been arrested
and be already on her way to Siberia.

Sometimes, with typical Russian hospitality and disregard for the
consequences, our guests asked us to their homes, stuffy litde bed-
rooms, which, owing to the housing shortage, they generally shared
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THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS

with their entire families and one or two complete strangers thrown in.
On these occasions, the most elaborate precautions were taken. Any
preliminary telephoning was done from public call boxes; a day was
chosen when our host’s less reliable room-mates were likely to be out;
the car was left two or three blocks away. It was probable, indeed
certain, that the authorities knew all about it, but it was not advisable
to draw unnecessary attention to what was going on and thus invite
attention from a horde of amateur spies and informers.

But, once the party had started and the vodka was circulating, all
these troubles were soon forgotten; songs were sung, tears shed, healths
drunk, glasses emptied and flung against the wall, more and more
friends called in from neighbouring rooms to join in the fun, and all
the paraphernalia of Slav charm and conviviality was brought into
play. It was certainly not from any lack of inclination that the average
Russian avoided contacts with foreigners. Indeed, if they had had theii
way, life would have been one long carousal. But soon even these
rare excursions into Soviet society came to an end. Events took a
turn which caused even the few Russians whom we knew to shun us

like the plague.

Two or three months after my arrival, an official at the Commissariat
for Foreign Affairs rang up one morning to give me the seemingly
harmless message that there had been a last-minute change in the com-
position of the Soviet Delegation which was to attend the coronation
of King George VI. Marshal Tukachevski, Chief of the Soviet General
Staff and Deputy Commissar for Defence had, it appeared, a severe
cold, and would be unable to go to England.

We thought no more of it until a day or two later, when we read in
the papers that the Marshal had been transferred from his position as
Deputy People’s Commissar for Defence to a relatively unimportant
command. His cold was evidently having a damaging effect on his
military career.

After that, things happened quickly. First, a brief communiqué was
published announcing that Tukachevski and six or seven other Marshals
or Generals of the Red Army had been charged with high treason and
were on trial for their life. A second communiqué announced that they
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had made a full confession of their guilt and been sentenced to death.
A third brought the news of their execution. Even by the Soviet
public, hardened to such shocks, the news was received with consterna-
tion. Up to a few days before these men had been held up as heroes,
as examples of every military and civic virtue. Their portraits, larger
than life size, were still to be seen publicly exhibited all over Moscow,
side by side with those of Stalin and the members of the Politbureau.
Now these had to be removed hastily and surreptitiously.

There was nothing new in the ‘liquidation’, as it was called, of public
figures. For some years past numerous politicians and others had met
with this fate, variously branded as ‘Trotskists’, ‘wreckers’, ‘Fascist
spies’, ‘diversionists’ and so on; some after public trial, others as a
result of what was known as an administrative measure.

But now the tempo of the ‘purge’, as it was called, changed. The
sudden execution as traitors, without any warning, of a large part of
the Soviet High Command proved the signal for mass liquidations on
an unprecedented scale, for a reign of terror which had no parallel
since the Revolution. Gaining momentum as it went, the purge swept
like a whirlwind through the Army, the Navy, the Air Force, the
Government, the Civil Service, the intelligentsia, industry, even
through the ranks of the dreaded Secret Police itself. No one was safe.
The highest and the lowest alike were dragged from their beds at three
in the morning to vanish for ever. Nor was the round-up confined
to Moscow alone. Throughout the country, in every Republic of the
Union, men who were well known to have fought and worked all
their lives for the Party and the Revolution disappeared, either never to
be heard of again or else to appear again in due course in court and
confess that they were spies or wreckers or the agents of a foreign
power. Every day in the papers there were long lists of prominent
public figures who had been ‘unmasked’™ as traitors, while yet other
liquidations could be deduced from the announcements that new men
had been appointed to important posts without any indication of what
had happened to their predecessors.

On a lower level, one could only observe disappearances and draw
the obvious conclusion. The Embassy porter went out for a walk and
never came back; our cook went; so did one of the chauffeurs. The
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officials at the Commissariat for Foreign Affairs became more inac-
cessible than ever. They found themselves in a particularly unenvi-
able situation. Contacts with foreigners were notoriously fatal;
Tukachevski, it was thought, had been shot for alleged contacts with
the German General Staff. Yet it was their duty to see foreigners. If
they refused, they were clearly neglecting their duty, or else had a
guilty conscience. If, on the other hand, they continued to see
foreigners, someone sooner or later was bound to accuse them of
betraying State Secrets or plotting the overthrow of the Soviet regime.
Theirs was an unhealthy occupation. One after another they disap-
peared. Their successors were paralysed with fear, for the turn-over
was very rapid.

One would ring up and ask to speak to Comrade Ivanov. ‘He is sick/
an unfamiliar voice would reply nervously, ‘he is busy; he has gone for
a walk/ ‘And who,” one would ask, ‘is doing his work? ‘For the time
being/ the voice would reply unhappily, ‘I am — Comrade Maximov.’
*May I come and see you, Mr. Maximov? one would inquire. ‘It is
very difficult/ would come the evasive answer, ‘I also am very busy.’

Next time, if one could remember his name, one would ring up Mr.
Maximov. And once more there would be the increasingly familiar
answer: ‘He is sick; he is busy; he has gone for a walk/ ‘For the time
being, I am replacing him/ And the chances were that that would be
the last that one would hear of Comrade Maximov.

There was much speculation as to the amount of truth in the charges
brought against those purged and as to the exact numbers involved.
Theories on the subject varied. One thing was certain: that a great
many people took advantage of the purge to get rid of their personal
enemies and rivals. If you wanted a man’s job or his room or his wife,
you denounced him as a Trotskist or a British spy, and the chances were
that he would disappear. The N.K.V.D. were working overtime.
There was no time to go into details. Besides, the spirit of competition
had entered into it. The great thing, if you were a conscientious
official, was to get more convictions to your credit than the next man.
Soon the dangers of this excessive zeal and widespread delation were
realized and steps were taken to discourage unjustified denunciations.
This process was known as ‘purging the purgers* and gave excellent
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opportunities for working off old scores. The fun became faster and
more furious.

Fear hung over the city like a mist, seeping in everywhere. Every-
one lived in terror of everyone else. Agents of the N.K.V.D. were
everywhere. Every day one could read in the papers commendations
of soldiers who had denounced their officers, children who had
‘unmasked’ their fathers. No one could be trusted. No one was safe.

Not long after the liquidation of Tukachevski and the others, the
Soviet Government gave an official reception in honour of some
visiting celebrity. It was attended by the Diplomatic Corps and by
what was left of the Soviet High Command.

Never have I seen men look more uneasy than those Generals and
Admirals, many of whom must have been close friends and associates
of the dead men. They were appalled at being in the same room with
foreigners; that was the most dangerous tiling of all. Whenever they
saw foreign naval and military attaches coming in their direction,
they sidled hurriedly away. Nor were they inclined for conversation
with each other or with the important figures from the political world
who were also attending the party. It was impossible to say nowadays
who might or might not be a traitor, or who might not, on the strength
of some cha~ce remark, denounce you as one yourself. And so they stood
about in doorways and in comers by themselves, their faces a greenish-
yellowish grey above their stiff uniform collars and rows of medals.

After the elaborate supper, served on the Tsar’s gold plate, still
resplendent with the Imperial Cipher, a band played fox-trots and
rumbas. But the feeling of impending doom could not be dispelled so
easily. Even Litvinov, People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs, his
rotund figure encased in irreproachable evening dress, looked uneasy,
as he trotted round the room, his shapely adopted daughter clasped
tightly to him.

And so by force of circumstances the foreigners in Moscow, dip-
lomats and journalists for the most part, were thrown back more and
more on their own company. Night after night we would put on our
white ties and go and dine at one or other Embassy or Legation, sitting
next to the same people, discussing the same topics. It was a highly
artificial existence, but one that had its compensations, for, amongst the
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two or three hundred people who made up Moscow’s entire foreign
colony, there were a great many who were well worth knowing and
the ghetto-like conditions under which we lived drew us closer
together than would have been the case elsewhere.

For our knowledge of what was going on about us in the country in
which we were living, we relied on the columns of the Soviet press,
often surprisingly revealing; on rumours, for the most part of dubious
value; on such information as one could glean from the litde incidents
of everyday life; and on what one could see for oneself as one plodded
in one’s heavy snow boots along the streets of Moscow.

This was often the most valuable source of all. From a tour of the
poorly stocked shops, where long shabbily dressed queues of depressed-
looking people waited for hours, often vainly, in the hope of obtaining
the bare necessities of life, and from a comparison of prices and wage
rates, it was possible to form a not inaccurate idea of Soviet standards
of living. It was possible, too, by comparing these and other known
data concerning industrial production to hazard a guess at the principal
motive underlying Soviet economic policy: namely determination to
build up heavy industry and thus at all costs make the country strong
and self-supporting and ready for war.

To this end everything was sacrificed, the interests of the individual
consumer first of all, an exception only being made in the case of those
engaged on work of national importance, who, for the good of their
health and as a reward for their services, were allowed special privileges.
This, it appeared, was the official explanation of the life of luxury led
by the Soviet aristocracy — the People’s Commissars, the Generals and
the high bureaucrats — of whom we occasionally caught glimpses
driving in magnificent cars to and from their country estates or enter-
taining blonde young ladies to champagne under the gold chandeliers
of the Hotel Metropole. But theirs, though a merry life, was usually a
short one too, for, though all were in danger, the tallest were usually
the first to fall — a thought which, I suspect, consoled many of the
humbler members of the community for much of what they had to
put up with.

It was not until May Day, after I had been in Moscow for a couple
of months, that I first saw Stalin.
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Holding at that time no official position save that of Secretary
General of the Communist Party, he did not attend the state receptions
to which foreign diplomats were invited. Nor would he receive
Foreign Ambassadors. Sometimes our own Ambassador, Lord Chil-
oton, after a long, inconclusive and exasperating interview with
Litvinov, then Commissar for Foreign Affairs, would demand to see
him, more as a joke than anything. Litvinov’s chubby little hands
would spread themselves in an appeasing gesture, while his round
bespectacled face arranged itself in an apologetic smile. ‘I am very
sorry/ he would say in that fluent but guttural English which he had
learnt as a refugee in London before the Revolution, when his name had
been variously Finkeistein, Wallach, or just plain Mr. Harris, ‘I am very
sorry indeed. But Mr. Stalin, he is just a private gendeman, and he
<loes not like to see foreigners. He leaves that to me.’ And Mr.
Litvinov’s tubby little body would shake with laughter.

But at least twice a year Stalin would appear in public, on May ist
and November 7th, when, standing on Lenin’s tomb, he would take
the salute at ceremonial parades of the Red Army. And then there was
no doubt about the position he occupied, however unofficial it might
be. Unobtrusively, he would emerge from a litde side door in the
Kremlin wall, followed by the other members of the supreme Polit-
bureau of the Party, and, clambering up to the top of the Mausoleum,
would take up his position a litde in front of the others, looking out
over the great expanse of the Red Square, a squat Asiatic figure in a
peaked cap and drab semi-military greatcoat: narrow eyes close set
under heavy brows, the downward sweep of his moustache ponderous
beneath a hawk-like nose, his expression alternating between benignity
and bored inscrutability. Infantry, cavalry, tanks would sweep past
while fighters and bombers roared overhead. Every now and then he
would raise his hand, palm outstretched, with a little gesture that was
at once a friendly wave, a benediction and a salute. But most of the
time he would chat affably to those around him, while they, for their
part, grinned nervously and moved uneasily from one foot to the other,
forgetting the parade and the high office they held and everything else
in their mingled joy and terror at being spoken to by him.

From time to time there would be loud bursts of cheering: cheers
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for Stalin; cheers for the infantry, rank upon rank of goose-stepping
automatons; cheers for the Cossacks galloping past in their traditional
uniform; cheers for the heavy tanks, thundering and rattling at full
speed across the cobbles; especially loud cheers for the Special Security
Troops of the N.K.V.D. in their smart royal-blue and scarlet caps.

At first it did not occur to me to look and see who was cheering.
When [ did, the answer was not immediately apparent. For the first
time, I realized that, except for the Diplomatic Corps, clustered in
an uncnthusiastic group round the foot of the mausoleum, and some
heavily guarded school-children about a quarter of a mile away on the
far side of the square, there was no one there to cheer. All round the
Red Square stretched a grim, silent line of security troops, blocking
the entrances, extending into the neighbouring streets and down to the
river, perched on the roofs of the surrounding houses. Nowhere in
sight was there anyone who looked like a member of the general
public.

It was then that [ grasped that the cheering was potted, synthetic
cheering, issuing from loudspeakers, discreetly sited at the four comers
of the square and conveniently obviating the need for unhygienic,
insecure spectators. Only later did the ‘toiling masses’ make their
appearance, in the form of a ‘Spontaneous Workers’ Demonstration’,
consisting of two or three columns of ordinary Soviet citizens, who
were marched past at a brisk trot, freely interspersed with Security
Troops. Not content with keeping an eye on the marchers, these lost
no opportunity of urging the laggards among them to walk faster and
cheer louder. But the cheers that came from them were poor, half-
hearted, half-starved cheers, not like the full-throated roars that issued
from the loudspeakers.

Living in Moscow, even under the conditions to which we were
condemned, one could in a few months find out more about the real
character of the Soviet Union than one could hope to learn by reading
all the books that were ever written on the subject.

But I, for one, had not altogether given up hope of seeing Soviet life
at rather closer quarters; nor had I for a moment abandoned the idea
of somehow or another getting to Central Asia. With the melting of
the snows, I started to draw up a plan of campaign.
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CHAPTER III

CASTING ABOUT

I Soviet Government to travel in Central Asia. The older resi-

dents among the diplomats laughed at the idea of my even
applying for it. The whole of Turkestan had long been a forbidden zone
and now, with the spy-scare and purge at their height, steps were being
taken to restrict the movement of foreigners even in other parts of the
Union. In short, if I went at all, I should have to go unofficially. The
question was whether or not, if I travelled without permission, I should
succeed in evading the vigilance of the N.K. V.D.

The map showed three main lines of approach to Turkestan. You
could travel direct by train across the Orenburg Steppe from Moscow
to Tashkent. This was the simplest way, but people who tried to buy
a ticket to Tashkent at the Moscow railway station were, it appeared,
simply told that they could not have one unless they first produced a
permit from the ‘competent authorities’. Alternatively, you could
travel across Siberia as far as Novosibirsk, and then change trains and
go south to Turkestan by the recently completed Turksib Railway.
But here, too, I felt, at some stage, the traveller would be faced with an
embarrassing request to produce a permit or pass. Finally — and this
looked to me the most promising route — you could travel by train to
Baku on the Caspian, a perfectly normal and legitimate journey, even
for foreigners. There, if you were lucky, you might find a ship to

O ne tiling was quite certain. I should not get permission from the

take you across the Caspian to Krasnovodsk and so, via the Transcaspian
Railway, to Samarkand, Bokhara and Tashkent Perhaps in Baku the
‘competent authorities’ might be less vigilant than in Moscow, perhaps
there would be a chance of slipping aboard one of the ships in the
harbour unnoticed. And anyhow, if the worst came to the worst and
I got no further than Baku, I could always come back through the
Caucasus and see that, having also acquired, no doubt, much useful
experience for the future.
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Accordingly, after first booking a sleeper to Baku, I packed some
clean shirts, some sardines, some books and a spare pair of boots in a
kitbag, dressed myself as inconspicuously as possible, and boarded the
train.

The three days’ journey from Moscow to Baku was so uneventful
as to be monotonous. Once again I had a palatial first-class sleeping-
compartment to myself. The sheets were clean; at intervals the con-
ductor brought me glasses of tea from the samovar, and there was a
dining-car in which I consumed copious meals in company with a non-
descript collection of officials and Red Army officers. After several
attempts to eat at ordinary Western European times, I gave up and
went over to the Russian time-table: luncheon at eleven, dinner at five,
supper from midnight onwards and glasses of tea at all hours of the day
and night. Apart from this concession to local usage and the uncer-
tainty of my ultimate destination, I might not have been in the Soviet
Union.

For the first two days there was little change in the landscape. We
travelled southwards at a leisurely pace through green, fertile country
to Kharkov, and then dirough the eastern Ukraine to Rostov-on-Don.
Even the towns we passed through seemed familiar — like Moscow on
a smaller scale, the onion-shaped domes of the Middle Ages mingling
incongruously with the solidly ornate official and industrial style of the
nineteenth century and the utilitarian austerity of the modern

After Rostov the railway crosses the Kuban Steppe, the home of the
Kuban Cossacks, bom cavalrymen, descended from the Cossack
garrisons sent by the Tsars in the eighteenth century to guard what
were then the frontiers of the Empire against the inroads of marauding
tribes. That night we skirted eastwards along the northern foothills of
the Caucasus and woke next morning to find ourselves travelling south
once more along the shore of the Caspian, between the smooth, grey
sea and the wild mountains of Daghestan. Here Shamyl, the leader of
the Caucasian tribes in their struggle for independence, held out
against the Russians until well into the second half of the nineteenth
century. Already the names of the towns, Makhach-Kala and Derbent,
had an Eastern sound.
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Even before you reach Baku, the derricks of the oil wells and the all-
pervading smell of oil warn you that you are approaching the town.
Oil is the life of Baku. The earth is soaked with it and for miles round
the waters of the Caspian are coated with an oily film. In ancient times
Persian fire-worshippers, finding flames springing from the ground at
places where the oil-sodden earth had caught fire, founded a holy city
here.

On alighting from the train, I put myself in the hands of an elderly
Tartar baggage porter and together we walked to die nearest hotel.
The manager, however, after looking doubtfully at my passport,
announced that his establishment was ‘not suitable for foreigners’ and
suggested that I should seek accommodation at the big new square
white hotel on the sea front. This turned out to be run by Intourist,
the State Travel Agency for Foreigners, and although at the moment
there were no foreigners in it the management clearly knew exactly
how to deal with them. [ was given a room and my passport was at
once taken away from me. It was not, [ was beginning to discover, as
easy to stray from the beaten track as I had thought it might be. Still
wondering what my next move should be, I had dinner and went
to bed.

I had been asleep for some hours when I was abruptly awoken by
the blare of music and by a series of cataclysmic crashes. It was clearly
useless to try to sleep and so I got up and went upstairs to see what
was going on.

The room above mine was, it turned out, a restaurant, and at a point
which must have been just above my bed a team of six solidly built
Armenians were executing, with immense gusto, a Cossack dance,
kicking out their legs to the front and sides and springing in die air,
to the accompaniment of a full-sized band and of frenzied shouting
and hand-clapping from all present. There was no hope of sleep.
I ordered a bottle of vodka and decided to make a night of it. From
national dances, the band now switched to jazz and soon die floor
was crowded with the élite of Baku; officers and officials and their
girls, Party Members and the big men of the oil world. They danced
with more enthusiasm than skill. Up to a year or two before jazz,
or ‘dzhaz’, as it was called, had been frowned on as bourgeois stuff.
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Now suddenly, by one of those sudden, unaccountable changes of line
which form such a bewildering feature of Soviet conduct, it had
become the height of Soviet culture. Indeed in Moscow a State Dzhaz
Band had been formed, whose leader, it was rumoured, drew a higher
salary than Stalin himself. Obedient to the Party line, the chief
citizens of Baku, Russians, Tartars, Jews, Georgians and Armenians,
clasping their peroxided companions to them, shuffled solemnly round
to the strains of 1 ain’t nobody’s baby rendered with considerable
feeling by a Tartar band, which presently broke into a swing version
of the ‘Internationale’. The women, though for the most part drably
dressed, all wore painted nails and a great deal of lipstick. This, too,
was evidently a sign of culture.

Thinking it over as I retired to bed for the second time, I wondered
whether the Soviet Government did not perhaps regard such things as
jazz, lipstick and red nail varnish as aphrodisiacs and had not
encouraged them in the hope of putting up the birth-rate and thus
increasing the nation’s war potential. It seemed as good an explanation
as any.

Next morning I set out to see what I could of Baku. It was a pleasant
enough town, well-laid-out avenues of trees gave a grateful shade. The
streets were thronged with a motley crowd of different racial types and
outside die shops the same queues as in Moscow waited patiently for
their turn to choose from a rather poorer selection of goods at rather
higher prices. Like that of most Soviet towns, its population had risen
sharply since the Revolution, and there was the usual housing shortage.
To the south, in the direction of the main oilfield, a whole suburb of
square white tenements had sprung into being, but many of the oil
workers were still housed in tumble-down shacks and cabins.

Side by side with the modem Russian city and rapidly being squeezed
out of existence by it, is the old Persian town which Tsar Alexander I
captured from the Shah of Persia in 1806. Its mosques and minarets
and flat-roofed houses of pale, sun-baked, clay bricks reminded me that
I was already on the fringes of Asia, as did also a string of camels
encountered on its outskirts.

On one of the desolate red hills that overlook the town I found a
memorial to the British troops killed in the fighting against the Bol-
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sheviks twenty years before, an episode in our military history which
few English people any longer remember. But the Soviet authorities
have never ceased to do everything they could to keep alive the
memory of Allied intervention, and while I was in Baku elaborate
preparations were being made for the celebration of the twentieth
anniversary of the death of the Twenty-six Commissars of Baku, said
to have been shot after they had been taken prisoner by the British.

I have always heard that the twenty-seventh Commissar (who some-
how escaped) was no less a personage than Anastasi Mikoyan, today a
prominent member of die Politbureau. Meeting him at official parties,
I could not help wondering, as he pressed on us delicious wines ‘from
my litde place in the Caucasus’, whether this elegant Asiatic statesman
still bore us any ill-will. Looking at his fierce, handsome, inscrutable
face above the well-cut, high-necked, silk shirt, smiling so amiably at a
visiting British celebrity, I felt that he almost certainly did.

Amongst the local inhabitants, on the other hand, both here and
elsewhere in the Caucasus, there were a number who retained pleasant
enough memories of the British occupation and of the short-lived
independent states of Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia. Those, they
said, were the days. The Highlanders in particular had won all hearts.

Nowadays, as I was reminded every time I opened a local newspaper
or looked at a public notice, Baku is the capital city of the Soviet
Socialist Republic of Azerbaijan, one of the federal republics of the
Soviet Union, with its own President and its own Government and
the right to secede from the Union whenever it likes. In theory the
Soviet Constitution grants a considerable measure of autonomy to the
sixteen or so Soviet Socialist Republics (the number has been increased
by the addition of the Baltic States and other spoils of war) which go
to make up the Union. In practice, policy in all save minor admini-
strative matters is dictated from Moscow. It is true to say, however,
that in each case the local instruments of Soviet power are for the most
part natives of die republic in question rather than Russians. Thus in
Azerbaijan the office-holders were mainly Azerbaijanis, a Turko-
Tartar race closely akin to the inhabitants of Persian Azerbaijan across
the border, while in the neighbouring Republic of Georgia, Stalin’s
native land, power was in the hands of Georgians. Samarkand, my
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ultimate destination, was in the Republic of Uzbekistan, the land of the
Uzbeks, who are Turkis, akin in language and origin to the Ottoman
Turks. And so on; all these different races being no more like European
Russians than the people of Birmingham are like Chinese.

As the basis for a policy of imperialism, this system has much to
recommend it. Power is vested in the hands of a group of reliable
natives, who are responsible for seeing that the wishes of the central
authority are carried out. If they prove unreliable, they can be replaced
by others, while, if the worst comes to the worst, an emissary of the
central authority can be sent to put things right. By this means, no
risks are taken and an appearance of autonomy is preserved. Moreover
it is a system which is capable of application to any new country which
happens to fall under Soviet dominion. Thus, more recently, in
Esthonia, Latvia and Lithuania Soviet Socialist Republics have been
set up and politically reliable governments formed from members of
the local Communist Parties. It is, we are now learning, a stereotyped
pattern into which almost any people or country can be made to fit
with a little squeezing and pushing.

After two or three days I had seen all [ wanted of Baku, and directed
my attention to the next stage of my journey. My first move was a
blunder. I walked into the local branch of Intourist and informed the
seedy little Armenian clerk behind the counter that I wished to book
a passage across the Caspian to Central Asia.

I could not have upset him more if I had told him that six Turks were
outside waiting to skin him alive. At first he said nothing. Then, when
he had recovered sufficiendy from the shock, he started, with truly
oriental reiteration, to enumerate the reasons which made it impos-
sible for me to go where I wanted. Central Asia was a closed zone; it
was dangerous; it was unhygienic; it was of no interest; there were no
ships running across the Caspian; if there had been any ships there
would have been no room on board; why did I not go back to Moscow
where everything was so much more cultured?

I decided that I had better go away and think again. Taking a seat
in a restaurant I ordered a late breakfast of vodka and fresh caviare from
the Caspian and settled down to read the local newspaper.
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The front page, I noticed, was given up to the Twenty-six Com-
missars, and featured a highly fanciful drawing of their execution by a
mixed firing squad composed of Tsarist officers, Turkoman tribesmen
and British other ranks, but on the back page an article caught my eye
which I was soon reading with the most lively interest. It related the
experiences of a scientific expedition of some kind in the neighbour-
hood of a place called Lenkoran in the extreme south of Soviet
Azerbaijan, on the Persian frontier. The expedition, who had travelled
by ship from Baku, had found much to interest them in southern
Azerbaijan. The climate was subtropical and the flora exotic and
luxuriant, while the fauna, it appeared, actually included tigers. The
inhabitants, the writer added, were a little backward, but coming on
nicely.

Lenkoran might be (and probably was) unhygienic; it might even
be dangerous; but no one could tell me that it was not full of interest or
that it could not be reached by sea from Baku. Triumphantly waving
my copy of the Bakinski Rabochi or Baku Worker, 1 burst once more
into the Intourist Office. This might not be Central Asia, but it was on
the way there and sounded as if it was well worth having a look at.

But the little Armenian knew where his duty lay. No, he said,
there were no boats. There had been boats, perhaps, but at present
there were none and in any case, when there were boats, they were
always full. Nor could you go to Lenkoran by land; there was no
railway and no road, nothing but a great howling wilderness. Besides,
when you got there it was unhealthy and unsafe, and of no interest
whatever.

‘But what/ I said, ‘about the tigers?’

‘Tigers, perhaps/ he replied pityingly, ‘but no culture/

I was clearly barking up the wrong tree. I left the office and strolled
aimlessly down to the harbour. There, a mixed crowd of Tartars and
Russians were loading ships or standing about and talking. Others
queued up for what seemed to be steamer tickets. I attached myself to
die nearest queue, which was mainly composed of Tartars, wild,
swarthy, unkempt-looking fellows in shaggy fur hats and tight-fitting
skull-caps, who jabbered to each other gutturally in their own language.

For an hour or two nothing happened. Then the window of the
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ticket office snapped open and we started to move slowly forward.
Eventually I reached the front. ‘Where to? said the pudding-faced
woman behind the grating. ‘Lenkoran/ I said wondering what her
reaction would be. ‘Three roubles/ she said giving me a ticket. ‘What
time does the boat sail?’ I asked, hoping she would not notice my
foreign accent. ‘In half an hour/ she said.

There was no time to be lost. Making my way back to the hotel, I
extracted my passport from a reluctant management by means of
a subterfuge, shouldered my kitbag and, running back to the docks,
pushed my way through the crowd and on board the S.S. Centrosoyus,
a bare minute before the gangway was taken up.
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of the old regime, having been built on the Volga in the ’eighties.

Every inch of the very limited deck-space was taken up by closely
packed Tartar families who with their bedding and their chickens were
already settling down for the night. A dense cloud of flies accompanied
us as we steamed slowly out of Baku harbour. After a copious but
singularly unappetizing meal the non-Tartar passengers and the crew
settled down for the night on the benches of the saloon. Preferring
the deck, I managed, after much stumbling about in the dark, to find
a vacant corner between two Tartars, where, using my kitbag as a
pillow, I disposed myself to sleep.

We reached our destination an hour or two after sunrise. The scene,
as we neared the shore, contrasted sharply with the barren red hills
round Baku and the even more barren steppe to the south of it.
Orchards and tea plantations grew almost down to the water’s edge.
Behind them, in the distance, rose a line of blue mountains. A few
red-tiled roofs jutted out from among the vivid green of the trees.
There were no signs of anything that could be called a town.

High-prowed Tartar boats put out to meet the ship, which lay at
some distance from the shore. Soon, after some preliminary bar-
gaining, they were ferrying backwards and forwards, loaded to the
gunwale with shouting, struggling humanity. To my dismay I found,
that, in addition to my kitbag, I was now carrying a Tartar baby, whose
mother had thrust it into my arms, and which seemed, at first sight, to
be suffering from smallpox.

Lenkoran, when we reached it, proved to be no more than a fishing
village of white-washed houses clustering round a single unpaved
street. Having inquired whether there was an inn, I was told that there
was and that it was a two-storeyed building; on the strength of which
description I had no difficulty in finding it. Here [ succeeded in
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obtaining a room. On the wall over the bed, I noticed, a previous
occupant had amused himself by squashing bed bugs in neat parallel
rows, one above the other.

My British passport, which I now displayed, caused considerable
excitement and an admiring crowd collected to look at it, most of
whom remained my fast friends for the rest of my stay. The infor-
mation that I was a foreigner clearly conveyed very little to them, and,
on ascertaining that I worked in the British Embassy in Moscow they
inquired whether that was die same as the Moscow Soviet. I did not
seek to enlighten them. In any case they showed no signs of the panic
which seized the average inhabitant of Moscow when he found that he
had inadvertendy come into contact with a foreigner or worse still a
foreign diplomat. Indeed for the next three days I spent the greater part
of my time walking, talking, eating or playing cards with the local
inhabitants or visitors from Baku who were occupying the other rooms
in the hotel. Amongst them was a pretty, fair, Russian girl with a small
baby, who told me that she was on sick leave from the collective farm
where she worked. She was supposed to have gone to a rest home in
the Crimea, but had been sent here by mistake. It was, she said, with a
flutter of her long eyelashes, nice to meet someone cultured in such an
uncultured place.

The principal products of Lenkoran, as far as I could make out, were
fish and tea. Apart from the high street where a flyblown and incon-
gruous selection of over-priced Moscow-made goods were exhibited
in the window of Aztorg (the Azerbaijan State Co-operative Store),
the Westernizing tendency of the Russian colonists was not particularly
evident and life centred round the seething Tartar bazaar, where
individual enterprise still flourished and whither the peasants from the
neighbouring villages ride to sell their wares to the highest bidder.
Though the prices of Russian-made goods were exorbitant, local
produce was cheap* Bread and dried fish, which form the staple diet
of the Turko-Tartar peasant, were plentiful. Meat of sorts was also
available at times for those who could afford it. Eggs, always a useful
stand-by on such occasions, could, I was told, sometimes be had, but
the supply had momentarily failed. There were no vegetables or fruit
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of any kind except garlic. On the other hand every kind of vodka was
to be found, at a price, and weak tea with a judicious admixture of mud
and dead flies.

Agriculture in the Lenkoran district and in the rest of Azerbaijan
had been almost entirely collectivized, though most of the peasants
seemed to take advantage of the rule by which they are allowed to
produce and sell on their own account a limited quantity of agricul-
tural produce, while the inhabitants of some of the more remote
villages apparently still managed to hold themselves completely aloof
from the collective farms.

At first sight the smiling faces of the Tartars and the comparative
absence of the outward and visible emblems of the Soviet power gave
the impression that this remote corner of the Soviet Union had per-
haps not been entirely brought into line. But I was to change my mind
before long. Lenkoran possessed no drainage system, or indeed any
sanitary arrangements whatever. But it boasted, in addition to a
Party Headquarters, a ‘School of Marxist-Leninist Propaganda’ housed
in one of the only decent buildings in the town.

Soon I was to have an even more striking proof of the long arm of
the Kremlin. On the second day after my arrival I was awakened by
an unaccustomed noise. A succession of lorries were driving headlong
through the town on the way to the port, each filled with depressed-
Jooking Turko-Tartar peasants under the escort of N.K.V.D.
frontier troops with fixed bayonets. As lorry followed lorry (the
procession was to last, intermittendy, all day) and it became clear that
the operation was taking place on a large scale, the population began
to show considerable interest in what was going on. Little groups
formed at street corners and, to my surprise, some bold spirits even
dared to express their disapproval openly, and ask the guards what they
were doing. It seemed that several hundred peasants had been arrested
with their families and were being deported to Central Asia. Ships
(including the Centrosoyus) were waiting to take them across the Caspian.

There was naturally much speculation as to the reason for these mass
arrests. The more ideologically correct suggested that the prisoners
were kulaks, or rich peasants, a class long since condemned to
liquidation, or that their papers were not in order.
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A rather more convincing explanation was put forward by an elderly
be-whiskered Russian whom I found airing his views in the minute and
somewhat ridiculous ‘Park of Rest and Culture’ with which Lenkoran
had recently been endowed. In his opinion, he said, the arrests had been
decreed from Moscow and merely formed part of the deliberate policy
of the Soviet Government who believed in transplanting portions of the
population from place to place as and when it suited them. The place
of those now being deported would probably be taken by other
peasants from Central Asia. This, he said, had often happened before.
It was, he added, somewhat cryptically, ‘a measure of precaution’.
And he tugged portentously at his white whiskers.

As we watched the lorries rolling down to the shore a youngish
nondescript man, with nothing to distinguish him from any other
Soviet citizen, came up to me with a copy of Krokodil, the official comic
weekly. I saw that he was pointing at an elaborate cartoon, depicting
the horrors of British rule in India. A khaki-clad officer, with side-
whiskers and projecting teeth, smoking a pipe and carrying a whip,
was herding some sad-looking Indians behind some barbed wire.
‘Not so different here,” the man said, and was gone. It had been a
glimpse, if only a brief one, at that unknown quantity: Soviet public
opinion.

The deportation of the Turko-Tartars was not without its effect on
my own arrangements. On inquiring when the next steamer was due
to leave Lenkoran for Baku, Krasnovodsk or any other port, I was told
that all available shipping was being used for the transport of the
deportees to Krasnovodsk. It was not known when ordinary passengers
W’ould be taken again. There were no railways in southern Azer-
baijan, but in the bazaar I found some drivers mending a very old
motor truck. When enough passengers had collected, they said, the
truck would leave for a place called Astrakhan Bazar. Thence buses
sometimes ran to another place, Hadjikabul, and from Hadjikabul
there was a train to Baku. With luck the journey would not take more
than four days. If I did not go by the truck, there was no saying when
I should get away.

I had by now seen enough of Lenkoran and this seemed an oppor-
tunity not to be missed. One of my new-found friends provided me
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with a letter to someone who would give me lodging for the night in
Astrakhan Bazar where, it appeared, there was no accommodation for
travellers, and 1 returned to the hotel to get my kitbag and my passport.
But the latter document was nowhere to be found and by the time I
had retrieved it the truck had left. There was nothing for it but to
wait.

I consoled myself with the thought that I should now have plenty
of time to explore the surrounding country. Looking round, I found
in the bazaar a Tartar blacksmith shoeing a horse. He was a large,
brawny, jovial man, with high cheekbones, a snub nose and a villainous
black moustache that curled downwards round the corners of his
mouth. The sweat ran down his brown body in streams as he ham-
mered away. Round him a typical Eastern crowd of Tartars, with here
and there a Russian, had gathered to look on and exchange gossip.

The sight of the horse he was shoeing, a sturdy Tartar pony, gave me
an idea. I asked him if he or its owner could let me have it for a day or
two. ‘What will you pay? he asked immediately. As I had suspected,
he did a sideline in horse dealing.

Finally, after a good deal of talk, in which most of the crowd took
part, making suggestions and offering advice, I got what I wanted and,
accompanied by a friendly Tartar onlooker, set out in the direction of
the mountains where, my companion told me, the Moslem villagers
lived their own life relatively undisturbed by the doctrines of Marx and
Lenin.

It was a fine day, the horses were not bad and I jogged along con-
tentedly enough. Soon we had left the orchards and tea plantations
behind us and were riding along a dry river bed, with, on either side,
a tangled mass of semi-tropical vegetation. A snake slipped out of the
bushes and slid across our path; a brightly coloured bird flew out of a
tree, its wings flashing in the sunlight. I had, I felt, left Europe far
behind.

After we had been riding some hours, I noticed a troop of cavalry
riding across country at full gallop. They were some distance away
and [ watched them with interest. They were well mounted and were,

I noticed, wearing the uniform of the N.K.V.D. Special Troops. They
seemed to be heading in our direction. Suddenly, a broad circling
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movement brought them face to face with us. Then, before I had taken
in what was happening, I found myself staring down the barrels of a
pistol and half a dozen rifles. ‘Hands up,’ said the officer, and up went
my hands.

I took advantage of the somewhat embarrassing pause which now
ensued to explain to my captor, a shifty-looking little Tartar, that
I was a diplomat and could therefore not be arrested. Did he know
what a diplomat was? To this he replied, his foolish face suddenly
crafty, that he knew only too well and that if I went on arguing
he would shoot me on the spot instead of waiting till we got home. I
said that if he did the consequences would be very unpleasant for him»
to which he replied that they would be even more unpleasant for me.

This argument struck me as convincing and I relapsed into a gloomy
silence. Then, with my hands above my head, a revolver in the small
of my back and two rifles still covering me, we set out on the return
journey to Lenkoran.

After we had ridden for two or three miles I thought it time to bring
up once more the question of my diplomatic immunity. A first attempt
to extract a Soviet diplomatic pass which I was carrying from my note
case gave rise to more play with the revolver, but in the end I induced
my captor to take it out for me and look at it. It did not, however,
produce on him the effect for which I had hoped. Indeed it produced
no effect at all and finally after a little hedging he admitted that he
could not read Russian, or, as he put it, in his best Soviet official jargon,
was ‘illiterate as far as Russian is concerned’. I replied that until he
could find someone who could read Russian well enough to decipher
my card [ proposed to answer no questions. (He was anxious to know
what I was doing on a horse so near the Persian frontier.) ‘Wait and
see,” he replied proudly, ‘at N.K.V.D. headquarters we shall find any
number of people who can read Russian.” Once again we relapsed into
silence.

On our arrival the entire force was paraded and each man inspected
my card in turn but without success. By this time a certain embarrass-
ment had become evident amongst my captors, and seeing that I had
them at a disadvantage, I made some scarcely veiled allusions to the
lack of culture prevalent. They began to look more sheepish than ever.

43



GOLDEN ROAD

Then someone found amongst my papers a card of admission to the
May Day Parade on the Red Square and having succeeded in spelling
out the word propusk (pass) jumped to the conclusion that it was a
special pass to the frontier zone into which I had apparently unwittingly
wandered- This increased their dismay. Following up my advantage I
said that, as I was apparently the only person present who could read
Russian, perhaps the best way out of the difficulty in which we found
ourselves would be for me to read them what was written on my pass.
Somewhat guilelessly, they consented and I proceeded to read out with
considerable expression, and such improvements as occurred to me,
what my pass said about the treatment to be accorded to the represen-
tatives of friendly Powers and in particular the inadvisability of
arresting them. ‘Signed,” I concluded, ‘Maxim Litvinov, People’s
Commissar for Foreign Affairs of the Union of Soviet Socialist Repub-
lics,” and looked up to see what effect this had had on my captors.

There could be no doubt that it had made a considerable impression.
As if by magic, they abandoned the aggressive attitude which they had
adopted hitherto and became apologetic and amiable. They begged me
to overlook their most regrettable mistake. In particular they hoped
that, when I got back to Moscow, I would not mention this unfortunate
incident to Comrade Litvinov. I would understand that they had to be
careful so near the frontier; some high officers of the Red Army had
left hurriedly and illegally by that route a short time ago. I said I quite
realized the need for care and after shaking hands with a roomful of
Tartar militiamen returned to the inn.

I had not been back long when a messenger arrived from the Chief
of Police to say that a steamer had ‘arrived unexpectedly’ and would
leave next evening for Baku. This information caused great rejoicing
among all those who like myself had been marooned in Lenkoran and
we celebrated the occasion with a card and supper party which lasted
late into the night. Next afternoon five or six of us, including the girl
from the collective farm and her baby, an N.C.O. in the Chemical
Section of the Red Army, and a large, frowsy man who described him-
self as a Red Economist and whose life seemed to be bound up with the
Third Five Year Plan, settled into a four-berthed cabin on a very small
paddle steamer bearing the date 1856. Food had run out in the saloon
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and some tinned Yarmouth bloaters and a bottle of whisky gready
enhanced my prestige. The atmosphere soon became highly convivial
and remained so for so long that in the end I was glad once more to
find a vacant space amongst the Tartar horde on deck where I spent the
remainder of the night.

From Baku, where we arrived next morning, I took the train nordi-
wards to Tiflis, the capital of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Georgia.
My plan was to spend a few days there, cross the Caucasus by road, and
then return to Moscow. My visit to Lenkoran must, I felt, have
attracted so much attention that any attempt I might now make to
reach Central Asia would be doomed to failure in advance.

I reached Tiflis after a night in the train spent in the company of a
voluble gentleman of oriental appearance who introduced himself as
‘a prominent Armenian composer’. Immediately the town took my
fancy. It had a graceful quality, a southern charm, an air of leisure,
which I had so far found nowhere else in the Soviet Union. In the old
city the houses, crazy structures with jutting verandas, hang like
swallows’ nests from the side of a hill. Beneath them a mountain
stream tumbles its rushing waters and more houses cluster on the far
side. Where the valley opens out a broad avenue leads to the newer
part of the town, built by the Russians after the conquest of Georgia a
century ago.

Here I found a room in the Grand Hotel d’Orient, a long low stone
building where my 