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The historical study of Soviet politics has its peculia­

rities. Dealing with the 1920s, Western historians have 

generally studied factional politics - Lenin and Stalin versus 

the oppositions • or the manipulation of the party apparatus 

that brought Stalin to power. Soviet historians have also 

concentrated heavily on the factional struggles, admittedly 

from a somewhat different perspective. In addition, they often 

write histories of particular government institutions (Sovnarkom, 

Rabkrin and the like) that rather resemble commissioned company 

histories in their avoidance of the scandalous, dramatic and 

political aspects of their theme. 

Reaching the 1930s, both Western and Soviet historians 

have a tendency to throw up their hands and retire from the 

fray. Western historians run out of factions to write about. 

There is a memoir literature on the purges and a rather schematic 

scholarly literature on political control mechanisms, but the 

Stalin biography emerges as the basic genre of political 

history. For Soviet historians, the subject of the purges is 

taboo except for a few risqu~ paragraphs in memoirs, and even 

biographies of Stalin are not possible. There are no more 

institutional histories, and the safest (though extremely boring} 

topic is the 1936 Constitution. 
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the Soviet field, notably studies of bureaucratic and regional 

politics and local political histories. The neglect has various 

causes. In the first place, it reflects a bias of the sources. 

For example, there are abundant records on the factions of the 

1920s, not only because of Trotsky's deportation (though that 

is an important factor) but also because factions were a 

Bolshevik preoccupation. Bureaucratic politics, on the other 

hand, were something that the Bolsheviks' unworldly and Marxist 

background made them slow to recognize, even though the turf 

battles started more or less on the morning after the Revolution. 

As a result, tne primary record is there but there are relatively 
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model - like its mirror image, the Soviet concept of monolithic 

unity of party and state - made the bureaucratic and regional 

dimensions of politics seem insignificant, if not non-existent. 

In terms of the totalitarian model it was important to study 

transmission belts, mobilizatton mechanisms and levers of control. 

But policy formation was basically a question of how the leader 

interpreted the ideology, not a political process comparable 

in some respects to non-totalttarian societies. 

My study of the politics of Soviet industrialization during 

the First Five-Year Plan, of which this paper is a part, is to 

some extent an effort to redress the balance. It deals with 

bureaucratic politics - the conflicts between different institutions 

like the economic ministries, the state control agency and the 

trade unions over industrialization tempos and priorities, 

labor/management relations and other issues related to the First 

Five-Year Plan. It also deals with the regional dimension of 

politics, that is, the competition between regional authorities 

over investment allocations stimulated by the ambitious industrial 

development plans. Industrialization, the focus of this study, 

was the regime's primary preoccupation throughout the period. 

Thus, the politics I des:cribe were of central not peripheral 

concern to the participants, and involved major political actors. 

A study of this kind is possible now because Western scholars 

may, with some luck and a lot of persistence, have much better 

access to materials in the 
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past. My image of the bureaucratic politics of the First Five­

Year Plan was formed to a large extent by working on the 

archives of some of the relevant bureaucracies. 1 Similarly, my 

sense of regional politics came initially from reading a type 

of source that is hard to come by in the West and even in many 

Soviet libraries2 • the stenographic reports of regional and 

republican party conferences. Twenty years ago. I probably would 

not have had those opportWliti.es. 

Soviet politics described in terms like bureaucratic 

conflict are bound to seem less exotic and more familiar than 

"the politics of totalitarianism" analyzed in the classic works 

of Sovietology. Some people feel this is a loss - even a 

betrayal - because the 1984 imagery captured the essence of 

societies like the Stalinist one. But there has to come a time 

wh 372.964i73eel 
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all, the differences are what are interesting. How do bureaucratic 

politics interact with the 
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Vesenkhaa anatomy of a bureaucracy 

Founded in 1918 as a government agency overseeing the 
3 

economy as a whole, Vesenkha in fact functioned almost from 

the beginning as a People's Commissariat (Ministry) of industry 

and industrial development, having charge of all nationalized 

industries and supervisory responsibility over private and 

artisan industry. Although Vesenkha had a planning sector, 

Gosplan, the State Planning Commission, was the main economic 

planning authority in the system. Vesenkha, however, had an 

executive apparatus to carry out its decisions, whereas Gosplan 

did not. 

Vesenkha was subordinate to Sovnarkom, the Council of 

People's Commissars of the USSR, and its companion body STO, 

the Council of Labor and Defence. But, like other Soviet insti­

tutions, it also followed policy guidelines laid down by the 

party's Central Committee and Politburo. There was a functional 

overlap in this situation that had some significance in bureau­

cratic-political terms. If Sovnarkom's People's 
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rubber-stamped versions of projects introduced by Vesenkha, 

whose chairman was ex officio one of 11-13 voting members of 

each body, But this was not always the casea sometimes Vesenkha 

and another government agency (usually Rabkrin, the Commissariat 

of Workers' and Peasants' Inspection, in the period 1927-30) 

would present different reports and draft decrees on the same 

question, leaving Sovnarkom or STO to982.41 546.24 i6b3 125.62 663 TmF0 0 2perdp. 546.24 Tm
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But in practice this was 





-11-

an industrial department before 1934. 19 One of the few 
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with other branches of the bureaucracy, and, with the advent 

of the First Five-Year Plan in 1929, carrying out crucial 

functions for a regime whose primary preoccupation was industri­

alization. In 1929-30, the years of factional struggle with the 

Right, Vesenkha's position was further strengthened by the fact 

that Kuibyshev, its chairman, belonged to 
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syndicates. 20 6,437 people were working in the republican 

Vesenkhas and the regional (oblast and okrug) sovnarkhoz~. 27 

About a quarter of the personnel in Vesenkha's central apparat, 

trusts and syndicates were Communists, with the proportion rising 

sharply in the upper 
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the Chief Metals Administration; and V.S.Mikhailov, deputy head 

of the Defence Industry Administration. 32 Such men were highly 

valued by Vesenkha, and often they were more highly paid than 

their Communist superiors, 33 whose income was held down {at least 

in theory) by the "party maximum". 

However, the bourgeois experts came to be a great political 

embarrassment and problem for Vesenkha in the years of the First 

Five-Year Plan. Early in 1928, on a local OGPU initiative that 

was taken up by Stalin, 34 the State Prosecutor announced that 

"economic counter-revolution•• and sabotage had been discovered 

in the coal industry of the Donbass. 35 Most of those accused 

were Donbass mining engineers, together with a small group of 

experts from the Vesenkha apparat (Skorutto was indicted, and his 

superior Nazimov was named as a conspirator in the Shakhty Trial). 

But it was immediately clear that a new policy was being intro­

duced that put bourgeois experts as a grouQ under suspicion of 

sabotage and conspiracy. 

The anti-expert policy, which came to be part of the broader 

movement of Cultural Revolution, 36 cannot be traced to any kind 

of leadership consensus but seems peculiarly associated with 

Stalin, Molotov and, in executive terms, the OGPU which carried 

out the arrests. It may be regarded as one of the first of Stalin's 

truly ''dictatorial'* actions, for it was a policy that was introduced 

arbitrarily, without apparent consultation and to the chagrin 

of many in the Communist leadership. (Apart from the Rightist 
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objection on principle, any Communist who headed a government 

agency had to have objections in practice, since he employed 
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when Vesenkha publicly repudiated any of its experts who had 

turned out to be "traitors". 

The real generic accusation against the economic experts -

leaving aside the baroque scenarios of sabotage, conspiracy and 

spying that were unfolded at the show trials - was that they 

were too cautious in their approach to the industrialization 

drive and did not believe that the most ambitious First Five-Year 

Plan targets favoured by the political leadership could be 

achieved. (The accusation was probably well founded, and applied 

as much to the experts in Vesenkha, which had supported higher 

targets in the debates of 1926-9, as to those in Gosplan, which 

had supported lower ones. 42 ) An associated accusation, or at 

least reproach, was directed at the Communists who had worked 

with the bourgeois experts. In Stalin's view, they were easily 

misled by the experts because of their own lack of technical 

knowledge. 43 As Ordzhonikidze, head of Rabkrin, put it, they 

were liable to become "toys in the hands of their apparat••. 44 

These were awkward charges for Vesenkha to handle, despite 

its good showing in the First Five-Year Plan drafting debate. 

The reason was that in 1929-30, as the Plan got under way, 

Vesenkha showed many signs of panic, confusion and inability to 

cope with the enormous new responsibilities laid upon it. It was 

supposed to be directing simultaneous construction of dozens of 

major projects, some without precedents, others without blueprints 

and yet others in inaccessible, locations like Magnitogorsk. All 
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and the ideological allure 
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project back on the rails. They were jubilant when Khrennikov 

was arrested, readily accepting that he was a wrecker because 

of the way he had opposed their plans. The Uralmash plant was 

finally completed, over a year behind schedule, in July 1933. 51 

Another danger for Vesenkha was that it might be bypassed 

on a development issue. There was anger in Vesenkha in mid 1930 

when the head of the Khibinsk "Apatit'* trust dealt directly 

with Rudzutak, a deputy chairman of STO, instead of going through 

Vesenkha's Chemical Administration and its presidiurn. 52 Part of 

the problem here was Tomsky, the inexperienced and politically­

disgraced head of the Chemicals Administration. But basically 

Vesenkha had very little influence over the Khibinsk project, 

situated on a distant area of the Kola Peninsula north-east of 

Leningrad, because it was so actively sponsored by Kirov, the 

Leningrad party's First Secretary, working together with the OGPU, 

which was to supply the convict labor. When the Politburo 

discussed the question, the big report came from the Leningraders. 

(Tomsky was not even present to give a co-report, having been 

lured into a difficult on-site visit to Khibinsk and apparently 
~3 misinformed about the date of the Politburo meeting.) 

Of course, it was also possible for regional pressure to work 

in Vesenkha's favour. This was the case in the conflict between 

Rabkrin and Vesenkha's Kharkov-based trust, Southern Steel, which 

is described later in this paper. From the Stalino okrug party 

committee to the Ukrainian Politburo, the Ukrainian Communists 

were solid in their support of Southern Steel's reconstruction 
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plans. They demonstrated this in a very lively manner at the 

XVI Party Conference in April 1929, 54 and took up the gauntlet 

again with even greater vigor at the Ukrainian Party Congress in 

June 1930. 55 Vesenkha ultimately lost the battle over Southern 

Steel, but it is inconceivable that it could have continued so 

long without the Ukrainians' involvement and support. 

Vesenkha's weaknesses, notably in its dealings with Rabkrin 

in 1929-30, are what will emerge most strongly in the case history 

that forms the second part of this paper. Its residual strengths, 

however, should not be forgotten. When all is said and done, this 

was still the government agency in charge of ome of the life-and-

death policies of the period - the industrialization drive of the 

First Five-Year Plan. The chairmanship of Vesenkha was in many 

ways the most attractive and challenging job in government. It 

is not surprising that Ordzhonikidze.3413EMC 
ET
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Rabkrin and Vesenkha, 1929-30: The Ordzhoniki~ze takeover 

From 1926 to 1930, G.K. (Sergo) Ordzhonikidze headed a 

dual organ of state and part control, the state Commissariat 

of \vorkers' and Peasants • Inspection (Rabkrin) and the party's 

Central Control Commission (TsKK). Ordzhonikidze, a Georgian, 

had previously been First Secretary of the Transcaucasus party 

organization. His predecessor in the Rabkrin/TsKK F468
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only in December 1930, after his appointment - again as Kuibyshev's 

successor - to the chairmanship of Vesenkha. 

During Kuibyshev's days at Rabkrin/TsKK (1924-26), Rabkrin 

was a rather ineffectual agency with a bias towards administrative 

theory and no special interest in industry or Vesenkha (which was 

then under the energetic leadership of Dzerzhinsky). This seems 

to have changed radically soon after Ordzhonikidze took over, 

despite the fact that his other 
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of the investigations of industry. 



-24-

capacity - in other words, demonstrating how industrial production 

could be maximized with minimum new investment. On any given 

problem, Rabkrin was likely to recommend a smaller budget than 

Vesenkha was asking, while at the same time advocating a higher 

production target than Vesenkha wanted to accept. As far as 

tempos and targets were concerned, Rabkrin in 1929-30 was 

constantly outbidding Vesenkha, just as Vesenkha had outbidden 

Gosplan a few years earlier in the debates that accompanied 

the drafting of the Five-Year Plan. The effect of this was 

increasingly to put Vesenkha on the defensive. 

Vesenkha was also on the defensive for another reason, the 

harrassment and arrest of its "bourgeois experts" at every level 

trom the plants to the central apparat. Rabkrin played a role 

here too, since its investigators often turned up instances of 

alleged incompetence and abuses on the part of individual 

engineers and experts (as well as Communist managers and adminis­

trators). In addition, Rabkrin was the agency charged with 

carrying out a general purge of the government bureaucracy, 

including Vesenkha, in 1929-30. 

On one issue, capital investment in the Southern Steel Trust 

(Iugostal') and the desirability of a general reconstruction of 

the Stalino Metallurgical Plant, Rabkrin and Vesenkha became 

involved in a particularly intense private and public controversy. 

The basic situation was that Vesenkha's Southern Steel - the trust 

responsible for the major Ukrainian metallurgical centres, 
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headed by the irrepressible Stepan Birman, ex-chairman of the 

revolutionary Budapest Soviet of 1918 - wanted to expand and 

reconstruct all of its twelve plants including Stalino (formerly 

Iuzovka, now Donetsk) during the First Five-Year Plan. Rabkrin 

objected to this on the grounds of expense and the fact that 

production would drop while the plants were under reconstruction; 

and it objected in particular to any major investment in Stalino. 

As understood by Southern Steel and others in the Ukraine, th 0 0 134E5413 0 0 13.7 0 0 13.3 84.58 550.57e
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to adjudicate the question, and held several 
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Conference, Rabkrin representatives rose one after 
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in his wrecking, he was supposed to have carried out the wishes 

of the old owners - now abroad, but hoping to return - by 

pressing for new investment in 
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from Nolotov's fervor in the anti-expert campaign: at a guest 

appearance at a Moscow Party Conference, he gave his opinion 

that the ex-Menshevik economist Groman, whom Molotov had JUSt 

denounced as a wrecker, was "a person who could not be bought 11 

(chelovek nedokupnyi), even if his ideology did make him a 

political danger. 93 

But at the XVI Party Congress in June-July 1930, Ordzhonikidze 

took quite a different tack. A large part of his TsKK/Rabkrin 

report to the Congress consisted of a strong attack on Vesenkha 

and its handling of the challenge posed by the First Five-Year 

Plan. In case after case, Ordzhonikidze argued, Vesenkha had set 

the output targets too low and been careless and extravagant 

about investment funds; time after time, Rabkrin had had to 

intervene to correct the situation. On the Southern Steel issue, 

for example, Rabkrin had demonstrated that by keeping all the 

existing furnaces in operation and not throwing money away on 

general reconstruction of Stalino and other plants, output in 

1932-3 could be raised from the 1,8 million tons of pig-iron 

projected by Vesenkha's Five-Year Plan for Southern Steel to 

2.4 million. 94 Why, Ordzhonikidze asked, had Rabkrin been able 

to discover so much production potential in industry that was 

not visible to Vesenkha? Rabkrin had no magical resources, 

Ordzhonikidze said, only "devoted, honest Communists and some 

specialists, including foreigners. Evidently the whole superiority 

of our investigations lies in the fact that so far there have 
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been no wreckers 
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3) The industrialists must not turn into a sort of caste; 

they must fearlessly uncover defects and harness themselves 

to work together with the party, helping it. 

4) The industrialists must purge themselves and more boldly 

fill their ranks with fresh proletarian blood /sic/. 

In the months that followed, morale at Vesenkha was low, 

and Kuibyshev - not a dynamic leader even at his best - may well 

have been perceived as a lame-duck chairman. 104 Whether Ordzhoni­

kidze had already been promised Kuibyshev's job or whether both 

men were awaiting Stalin's decision is not clear. In any case. it 

was early in November 1930, five months after the XVI Party 
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filled nine out of eighteen positions as Vesenkha sector heads 

in 1931; 107 and, to illustrate the same point from a Rabkrin 

standpoint, of Rabkrin's fifteen heads of operational groups in 

1Y30, six were working in Vesenkha in 1931 and another two had 

worked there briefly in 1930-31 before moving elsewhere. 108 On 

his arrival in Vesenkha, Ordzhonikidze announced eleven senior 

appointments (one deputy commissar and ten Presidium members): 109 

of the eleven appointees, eight were from Rabkrin or TsKK, two 

from the Central Committee Secretariat, and one from the OGPU. 110 

Ordzhonikidze was in a trickier position with regard to 

policy. A number of the policies with which he had been associated 

at Rabkrin - vigilance against expert "wrecking" in the economy, 

advocacy of high targets for industrial production but low 

investment in upkeep and maintenance, detailed deta6586 0 0 13.4.08 Tm
(anTc 13.3 0 07k8.57 Tm
(high 9h h1(de510.0367 Tc 13157 0 1 367.46 388.0 13.3 25913.he 55BTm
(one mil 0 1 367.46 825.1
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pages to the Prosecutor's conclusions on the "Industrial Party" 

wreckers111 - experts who had held high economic posts in 

Vesenkha, Gosplan 
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more than window-dressing and political insurance. (At his most 

vigilant, Ordzhonikidze usually denounced wreckers who were 

already under arrest.) No new purges were conducted in Vesenkha. 

Mezhlauk and Kosier remained at Vesenkha as deputy chairmen, 

despite the innuendos of the OGPU document circulated at the 

XVI Party Congress. Stepan Birman was immediately called back 

from the Urals to head Vesenkha's central Accounting and Book­

keeping sector115 (later he was to become one of Ordzhonikidze•s 

most visible and successful industrialists, as director of the 

Petrovsky Metallurgical Plant in the Ukraine). Prokofev, Vesenkha's 

new security man, made no apparent impact: he did not attend 

Presidium meetings,
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we can only speculate on this. In any case, whatever his role 

in initiating the new policy may have been, Ordzhonikidze 

immediately moved energetically to implement it. He took an 

active part612.97 Tm495y4i0 13.3 4330.1 612.92 Tm
(in5.3 3.4821 0 0 183.3 730.1 612.9brnitnitiating )24
16.3506 0 02533.3 830.1 612.9expertsTm
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was the continuing industrialization priority and the fact that -

however painfully and patchily - it had pulled off the First 

Five-Year Plan which had so often seemed 
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he quickly moved away from his expert-baiting stance at the 

XVI Party Congress, and 
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well with Ordzhonikidze's sentiments once he and Birman were 

on the same side of the bureaucratic fence. For his industrial 

directors, Ordzhonikidze preferred assertive, risk-taking 

types like Birman. He disliked it when his directors enlisted 

noutsiders" like regional party secretaries to help lobby 
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independent, empire-building bureaucracy like Ordzhonikidze's 

Vesenkha/Narkomtiazhprom in systemic terms. The idea that the 

totalitarian dictatorship prevented the emergence of such 

phenomena seems untenable. It would seem more plausible to 

argue that the political system of the 1930s actually generated 

barons and baronial fiefdoms, bu~ at the same time had a low 

tolerance for them. But this still leaves us with more questions 
' than answers. In terms of-concrete historical research, we 

have scarcely begun to explore the complicated interaction of 

dictator, police and powerful bureaucracies in the Stalin· period. 

Major reconceptualization of Stalinist politics may have to 

wait until more of that basic research is done. 





NOTES 2) 

M.Savelev and A.Poskrebyshev, Direktivy VKP(b2 po khoziai­

stvennym voprosam (Moscow-Leningrad, 1931). 

6. The breakdown of Central Committee members is based on my 

biographical 







NOTES 5) 

1928, Rabinovich was listed as a member of a Vesenkha 

advisory council, but in the final version dated 15 March 

his name was crossed out in pencil (TsGANKh 3429/1/5145, p. 129). 

The existence of the Shakhty conspiracy, though not yet the 

names of alleged participants, had been announced in the 

press on 10 March. 

41. S,A.Khrennikov, 



NOTES 6) 

49. Riazanov, in XVI konferentsiia VKP(b). ARrel' 1929 goda. 







NOTES 9) 

80. There was a major reorganization of industry (sponsored in 

part by Rabkrin) in the winter of 1929-30 involving the 

creation of new industrial corporations (obyedineniia) - see 

••on the reorganization of the administration of industry", 

5 December 1929, in Resheniia partii i pravitel'stva po 

khoziaistvennym voprosam (1917-1957 gg.), vol. 2 (Moscow, 

1967), pp. 136-42. In the first version of the reform, which 

was industry-wide, the new metallurgical corporations were 

Steel and New Steel, responsible respectively for old metallur­

gical plants throughout the Soviet Union and new ones (TsGANKh 

3429/1/5203, p. 591). But a few months later these were 

scrapped in favour of Steel (now located in Kharkov, as 

Southern Steel had been, and responsible for Ukrainian metal­

lurgy, old and new plants alike} and Eastern Steel (located 

in Sverdlovsk and responsible for Urals and Siberian metallurgy). 

Iosif Kosier was appointed chairman of Eastern Steel and 

Birman - in what was surely a partly punitive appointment 0 



NOTES 10) 

87. Sbornik postanovlenii i prikazov po promyshlennosti 1928-9, 

vypusk 9, P• 6. 

88. See, for example, Gurevich in XVI konferentsiia VKP(b), pp. 306-7. 

89. See the report by Ia.Iakovlev (Rabkrin/TsKK) non results and 

coming tasks of the struggle with bureaucratism.,, XVI konfe· 

rentsiia VKP(b), pp. 444-88 passim, especially pp. 461-5. 

90. See Kendall E.Bailes, Technology and Society under Lenin and 

Stalin (Princeton, 1978), PP• /6-7, 82 and 142-9, and Sheila 

Fitzpatrick, Education and Social Mobility in the Soviet 

Union, 1921-1934 (Cambridge, 1979), PP• 120 and 215. Soviet 

scholars writing on Ordzhonikidze also stress his moderate 

and conciliatory attitude to experts. 

91. Biulleten' TsKK VKP(b) i NK RKI SSSR i RSFSR, 1927 no. 8, PP• 13-14. 

92. Ordzhonikidze, speech to the Moscow meeting of graduating 

students, Pravda, 28 March 1928, 



NOTES 11) 

98. Materialy k otchetu TsKK VKP(b). Sostavlennyi OGPU (k dokladu 

tov. Ordzhonikidze (Moscow, 1930), P• 51. The comment on 

Mezhlauk was that he had been talked into buying unnecessary 

equipment for Leningrad industrial plants. 

99. Ibid., PP• 23, 50 and 51. An oil expert noted that Kosior, 

who had headed the major oil trust Azneft in the early 1920s, 

was "not a specialist in oil'•; and a metallurgical expert 

(Khrennikov} said that when Kosior moved from Azneft to 

Southern Steel he had trouble getting a grasp of his new 

field and was led into needless purchases of expensive 

foreign 



NOTES 12) 

listed in Vsia Moskva 1930 as head of Vesenkha's Chief 

Inspectorate), Organization, rationalization of production 

and administration of industry (V.Ia.Grossman), Finance 

(Z.G.Zangvil), Supply and distribution (M.A.Fushrnan), Fuel 

distribution (M.A.Fushrnan), Machinebuilding (M.M.Kaganovich), 

Fuel and energy (A.I.Izrailovich) and Building and timber 

(S.Z.Ginzburg). -Data from Vsia Moskva 1930 (Rabkrin listing), 

Vsia Moskva 1931 (Vesenkha listing) and Pravda, 14 July 1930, 

p. 1 (listing of TsKK membership). 

108. The six were V.Ia.Grossman, Z.G.Zangvil, A.I.Izrailovich, 

Ivl.M.Kaganovich, S.I.Ignat and F.G.Ego. A.V.Ozerskii and 

M.B.Grossman also worked briefly in Vesenkha before transferring 

to the Commissariat of External Trade (Ozerskii) and back to 

Rabkrin as head of its precious metals group (Grossman). 

There were also Rabkrin/Vesenkha crossovers at a lower level, 

for example I.Z.Gokhman, kTj
EMC 
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NOTES 14) 

115. TsGANKh 3429/1/5251, PP• 33 and 64. Birman was appointed 

head of sector on 4 January 1931 and member of the Presidium 

of Vesenkha on 6 January. 

116. TsGANKh 3429/1/5239 and 3429/1/5242 (protocols of meetings 

of the Vesenkha Presidium, January-February and April-August 

1931). 

117. TsGANKh 3429/1/5242, PP• 89-93. 

118. TsGANKh 3429/1/5259, p. 227, and 3429/1/5260, p. 91 (orders 

of 18 August and 14 September 1931). 

119. I.Stalin, "New circumstances - new tasks" (the "Six Conditions .. 

circumstances .. 




