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The History of Trotsky's Papers

Jean wan Hetjenoort

7

Whea the papers of Leon Trotsky were acquired by the Harvard Library —
thanks to the generosity of John W. Blodgett, Jr., '23, and bis daughter, Mus.
Katherine Winter, ’63 —it was stipulatcd that, in order to protect Trotsky’s
associates, the cxile correspondence, some 17.500 letters constituting about one
third of the entive collection, remain closed until 1980. On 2 January these let-
ters were opened to the public, and on 7 January an cxhibition in the Houghton
Library was inangurated with the following talk by Professor van Heijenoort,
who was Trotsky's secretary, translator, and bodyguard from r932 to 1930.

' — Lps.

I ARE HERE at the terminal point of a long trajectory.

The initial point of that trajectory is Moscow, 1927.

From there it passes through Alma-Ara, in Siberia near

the Chincsc border, then bends back to Prinkipo, a
small island in the Marmara Sea; from Turkey, it gocs on to Marseilles
and Daris, then to Oslo and Hgnefoss in Norway; from Norway the
trajectory rcaches Tampico, then Coyoacin, in the outskirts of Mex-
ico City; and then, finally, it goes from Coyoacin ta Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts.

Crates containing Trotsky’s papers followed him in his odyssey, and
the volume of his papers increased continually as the years went by.
The papers that left Moscow with him were, first, his correspondence
of the civil war, consisting mostly of copies of telegrams cxchanged
between him and Lenin during the years 1917-1921, and, second,
the documents written during the Left Opposition’s fight against
Stalin in the years 1923—1927. This was the original nuclens around
which began, in 1928 in Alma-Ata, a new crystalization of documents.
During the year that Trotsky spent in Siberia his archives were en-
riched by correspondence that he was able to conduct with his fellow
deportees. These people, men like Rakovsky and Solntsev, were tal-
ented men who until recently had occupied important positions in
the Soviet state as diplomats, cconomists, and sa on, and the corre-
spondence exchanged during the year 1928 is based on an intimate
knowledge of the machinery of the Soviet state. When [ arrived in
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Prinkipo in 1932, there were shelves on the two sides of a Iong gallery
on the sccond floor of the house, and there stood what we called the
papki (folders, in Russian), containing the papers taken out of Russia.
Many of them had not been opened since they had left Moscow and
they were an object of marvel to us.

With Trotsky, the archives ook, at the beginning of 1929, the jong
trip from Alma-Ara to Istanbul. One could ask why Stalin allowed
Trotsky to take his papers with him. This is part of a bigger question:
why did Stalin let Trotsky out of Russia? The answer to that question
15 not simple, and now 1s not the occasion to discuss it in detail. T will
simply remark that, at that time, Stalin was still maneuvering with
some of the members of the Politburo; he also thought, apparently,
that, once Trotsky was abroad, it would be casier to brand lum as 2
foreign agent. Of course, a few ycars later, Stalin began biting his
fingers and regrecting what he had done.

Once settled in Prinkipo, Trotsky began to write abundantly, There
were what [ call his Jarge books, like My Life and the History of the
Raissian Revolution, plus a continuous flow of articles, plus a large
correspondence. There were Trotskyist groups in perhaps thirty to
forty countrics in the world, and Trotsky constantly exchanged let-
ters with their leaders, somctimes with rank-and-file members. Ide also
corresponded with a number of persons wha were not connected with
a Trotskyist group. The letters received and copies of the letters scat
were kept in files. We even had a special folder for letters from auto-
graph-seekers and from cranks who offered him advice on how to
save his soul or improve his health.

There are a number of what I call holes in the archives and, perhaps
to help scholars, I now want to say a few words on this.

There was a fire in the villa Izzct Pasha, in which Trotsky was liv-
ing in Prinkipo, at two o’clock in the morning in the night between
28 February and 1 March 1931. Fortunately, the firc was a kind of
flash fire; the contents of closed closcts remained untouched; folders
were thrown through the windows by Jan I'rankel, A large coliec-
tion of picturcs dating from the revolution and kept by Natalia Ivan-
ovna in her room was burnt; also lost were a number of Ictters that
Trotsky had recently received and had kept on his desk in order to
answer them. All in all, howevcr, very little was lost.

- Other gaps in the archives come from the fact that Trotsky’s life
during his twelve years of exile, cspecially after his departure from

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXVIII, Number 3
(July 1980)



The History of Trotsky’s Papers 203

Turkey, was far from tranquil. In France, for months he was ranning
from one place to another. In Norway, he was interned for four
months in rather difhcult conditions. All these circumstances were not
propitious to an orderly filing of archives. In addition, Trotsky’s
collaborators changed quite frequently, and some of them had no
special liking for keeping papers in order.

A big hole was punched i the archives in 1933. We went from
Turkey to France in July 1933. The French government had granted
a visa to Trotsky, with no explicit restriction. Nevertheless, the at-
titude of the French police presented an element of uncertainty. When
the crates containing the archives were opened, Lean Sedov, Trotsky's
son, took out what I wauld call the sensitive folders, those of leaders of
the French and German Trotskyist groups (Pierre Naville, Raymond
Molinier, Irwin Ackerknecht, and so on}, and put them in what he
considercd to be a safe place. Thesc folders never found their way
back into the archives. Scdov also took out his own folder. He had
left Prinkipo for Berlin in February 1937, Detween February ro3x
and July 1933 Trotsky had an extensive correspondence with him,
two or three times a week, he would dictate a letter to his son to the
Russian typist. These letters were very rich in content. The Scdov
folder never came back to the archives, and to this day I do not know
where it ss.

In the night between 6 and 7 November 1937, a number of pack-
ages containing papers were stolen from a house where they had been
stored, in the ruc Michelet in Paris. The report of the French police
stated that the door had been cut and the whole operation conducted
with professional care. A gang of professional burglars had been sent
from Moscow. Through Mark Zborowski, a Stalinist secret agent
who had gained Sedov’s confidence, Stalin’s police knew in advance
what there was in the house on the ruc Michelet. After the theft,
Sedov wrote to his father that the stolen bundles contained, for the
most part, newspapers or newspaper clippings. It is hard to believe
that Stalin’s police brought a gang of professional burglars all the way
from Moscow to Paris merely in order to stcal some newspapers,
knowing in advance what the bundles cantained. So perhaps some of
the folders taken out of the archives by Sedov were among the papers
stolen from the ruc Michelet.

] should also mention that part of Trotsky’s papcrs, namely the
civil war correspondence, was sold by him to the Amsterdam Institute
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in 1935. That correspondence has been published in Russian and
English. _

I have indicated these gaps in the archives in order to help scholars
to understand what is here and what 1s not. I would like to say a few
words now about Trotsky’s methods of work. Ixcept when he was
working on a historical book, like the one on Lenin or the one on
Stalin, he was not a scholar digping in archives. His articles are con-
cerned, most of the time, with the present and the future, not with the
past. When he was writing them, he used the information brought
ta him by the daily newspapers. We kept the archives in good order,
but there was relatively little use of them. Once in a while, swhen dic-
tating a letter, he would ask me to dig out the copy of his previous
letter to the same correspondent, but that was relatively rare. One ex-
ception to what I am now saying was the work for the Dewey Com-
mission on the Moscow trials. Hearings were held in Coyoacin in
April 1937. Before the commissioners arrived, we started to prepare.
Woe scarched the whole archives for documents refuting the falsc ac-
cusations madce agamnst Trotsky in Moscow. The papki were opencd
for the first ime since they had leflc Moscow, letting escape the dust
they had gathered. Every scrap of paper in the archives was scrutinized,
One can catch a glimpse of that worle by glancing at the two volumes,
of hearings and of documents, published by the Commission.

How did the archives come to Harvard? Well, a it by design and
a bit by chance. By the end of 1938, after Munich, Trotsky felt, of
course, that war was coming in lfurope. He was convinced that in
casc of war Stalin would make an attempt on s life, He even pre-
dicted morc or less exactly the time at which Stalin would do 1t. An
attempt on his life might very well be an atrempt on his papers also.
‘The scenario that Trotsky had in mind was the following: the Mexican
Stalinists would mobilize a crowd against the house in Coyoacan, two
or three hundred people perhaps, whe would surround the house.
Taking advantage of the demonstration, same professional agents, at
a certain point, would overcome the Mexican police garrison, enter
the house, kill him, and set his papers afire. Trotsky had a very strong
sense of history. Ide was convinced that his papers were important for
future generations. Asidc from the danger of destruction by Stalin’s
agents, the climatic conditions in Mexico were not very goad for the
preservation of papers. So Trotsky began to think about an American
mstitution. Several were approached: Chicago University, the Hoover
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Library in California, and Harvard. LFach of these institutions sent
2 man to Mexico to examine the papers before signing a contract. I
was the one there who showed the papers, and T remember these visits,
in 1939, Why did the papers come to Harvard? I don’t think there
was any strong reason. At a certain point Trotsky was in favor of the
Hoover Library, but probably IHarvard moved a bit faster than the
othcr mstitutions, and that's the way 1t was donc.

For the sake of the sale, the papers were divided. Of course, Trot-
sky could not scll the papers he was still using, cven creating, from
day to day. So the cuteff date of 31 December 1936 was sct. On that
day Trotsky had been at sea between Oslo and Tampico, There was,
for the last days of 1936 and the first days of 1937, a gap in the ar-
chives, and that seemed to be a convenient breaking point. So the
first batch of papers sold to Harvard included everything until the end
of 1936, and nothing was said about the other papers, because these
were active files and they were growing every day. But in August
1940, shortly after the contract for the first part had been signed,
Trotsky was murdered. Immediatcly after his death, Natalia Ivanovna
and her lawyer and adviser, Albert (Goldman, decided to have CYEry-
thing that was left in the house shifced to Cambridge. So all the papers
in the new files, starting from 1937, were put in crates and scnt to
Harvard. Even Trotsky’s Turkish passport, even his Mexican resi-
dence permit. These papers arrived at Harvard in the fall of 1940.
They were deposited here, but had not yet been sold. The contract of
salc was sigined only in 1946, After the war, Natalia [vanovna gathered
a number of papers from various sources; in particular, documents that
were sent back to her from FEurope — not a large number, but imper-
tant documents — and these again formed a new batch which was sold
td Harvard in 1953,

Cutting across this chronolagical division, there is another division,
bhased on contents and imposed by Trotsky himself. When his papers
were sold to Harvard, Trotsky stipulated that his correspondence (re-
ceived and sent) be closed for forty years. That delay was designed
to secure the safety of a number of persons in Europe. It worked out
very well. This correspondence formed the closed section that has
now just been opened. 1 remember coming to Hacvard for the first
time, in the fall of 1940, to open the crates that had just arrived. At
that time, the 1980s seemed to be the end of the world. But they came,
as you can see,
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[ would like to offer a few words of advice to those who are going
to use the archives. It is a complex batch of papers, in its extent and
mn its contents. My first advice would be not to have any short-term
perspective, You must know a great deal in order to be able to do
something well. Persons have to be identified, circumstances have to
be reconstructed. My advice is to check and re-check cverything,
You will be greatly helped in that task by the threc-volume catalogue
compiled by Mr, Patrick Miche, A librarian, however, cannot read
through every document and study all the circumstances in which it
was witten. Ilc lays hold of names and datcs, and has to go on. Somc-
times, a piece of information cannot be ohtamed except by comparing
one document with another document that is very far apart, which is
beyond the work of a librarian. So you will find, in that catalogue,
nunor crrors and discrepancics. | here make an appeal to the users of
the catalogue to keep a record of any inaccuracy they find and give
it to the librarian in charge at Houghton. We will devise machinery
so that the catalogue can be improved by a kind of collective worl.
I must also say that, at the beginning, Mr. Miehe used, in good faith,
[saac Decutscher’s book, and this book is notoriously deficicnt as far
as dates, places, spelling of names and so on, are concerned.

Of course, some day some of these letters will be published, and
this will nvolve scveral probhlems. Some of the letters were dictated
by Trotsky in Russian, a beautiful Russian; it was his langnage; using
it, he felt perfectly at ease, and it’s there that onc can best gauge and
judge his style. His German and French were quite good. In Mexico
he improved his English, and he learned Spanish to the point of read-
ing newspapers and carrying on short conversations. e dicraced Jet-
ters in German, French, English. When he would dictate to me in
French, there was always a ceraain interplay. T would straighten out
his syntax. Semetimes he would insist on a certain turp of phrase, be-
cause he felt it was convc',fmg his thought more exactly, althnngh it
was not quite correct in French; cither he would sncceed in imposing
it on me or I would succeed in changing it. It was a similar situation
when Trotsky was dictating in German or in English. We were to
some extent shaping what he was dictating. Moreover, Trotsky would
not give the punctuation while dictating; this was introduced by the
sccretary. Those who will prepare letters for publication should be
awarc of this situation. Most often, the letters cannot be printed as
they are; that is, in a photogeaphic way. Certain small things have to
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Le done: spelling, accents in French, and so on. Many of these Jetters
were typed in difiicolt conditions, sometimes in great haste, sometimes
on half-broken typcwriters, sometimes on typewriters without the
proper accents, and so on. Hence a certain amount of polishing up
is unavoidable. But it has to be donc in a very subtle way. The letters
cannot be rewritten, of course; but there are slight changes that peo-
ple will have to learn how to make in a very, very delicate way.

Fmally, T want to speak on the significance of the correspondence,
that is, of the part of the archives that has just been opened. One
should not expect startling revelations on the palitical plane. Trotsky
was not a man to have two sets of ideas, one presented in his published
writings and one reserved for his private letters. The continuity on
the political plane between the published writings and the correspon-
dence will be apparent to all. There is no contradiction. "T'he Jetters,
however, add a great deal to the published writings. They add a new
dimension. The published writings operate with political concepts,
and it is not casy to fecl the man behind the writings. Even Trotsky’s
autobiography, My Life, reveals Jittle of his mner life. There is a lot
of drama; we sce Trotsky escaping from Siberia and racing chrough
the steppes, but we don’t know exactly what he feels. The corre-
spondcnce i1s going to change that. Some letters arc quite revealing
about him as a man. The letters to Natalia [vanovna, to his son Liova,
to his daughter Zina will bring his inner life closer to us. But all the
leteers, if we read them carefully, contribute to a deeper understand-
ing of his pecsonality.,

An important function of the correspondence is to reveal to us what
Trotsky knew at a certain time on a certain topic, When, at a certain
date, he was writing on Russia, what did he know exactly about what
was going on in the top circles of the bureateracy? The carrespon-
dence throws light on his sources of information and on the amount
of information he had at his disposal at a certain time.

The letters were, of course, sent ta correspondents; they reveal a
great deal about Trotsky’s ways of dealing with people. We can feel
the tone of his relationship with a specific person. We see how he
would handle people.

There is, of course, a recurring preoccupation through all the corre-
spondence, namely, the building of the Trotskyist groups threughout
the world. There were Trotskyist groups in thirty or forty counntrics.
These groups were growing m very difficult conditions, persecuted
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from all sides. Most of the time, cach one was divided, in two, three,
or four factions, Tt is hard to imagine the amount of time, cffort, pa-
tience that Trotsky spent on that work, Only by going throngh the
correspondence can one begin to gauge the extent of this activity of
his during the twelve years of his exile. It was for him a constant ob-
ject of preoccupation, to the point of disturbing his sleep and his daily
life. All this begins to transpire when you read his letters,

There arc about 17,500 documents, of which more than 4,000 are
letters written by Trotsky himsclf. All of this has to be studied with
care and atrention. Those who are ready to give it that attention will
get great rewards, and I wish them good luck.
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