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With tensions between the U.S. and Russia at historic levels and threat of a hot war breaking
out in Ukraine, we would do well to remember FDR’s visionary leadership and pursuit of
diplomacy

Reuters reported last week that the Ukrainian military was carrying out war games with
newly delivered American military hardware in preparation for a conflict that could break out
at any time.

For years now, the U.S. media has been demonizing Russia, accusing its leader Vladimir
Putin of being an iron-fisted dictator who has interfered in U.S. elections, poisoned
opponents, and carried out aggression by illegally annexing Crimea.

With Russia having amassed over 100,000 troops on Ukraine’s border, the U.S. Congress is
prepared to pass a “sanctions bill from hell” whose purpose would be to cripple Russia’s
economy.

Mississippi Senator, Roger Wicker, the second highest Republican on the Senate Armed
Services Committee, went so far as to suggest in an interview with Fox News that the U.S.

should not rule out a preemptive nuclear strike on Russia if it invaded Ukraine.
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Today’s deeply Russophobic political climate provides an opportune moment to look back to
an era of promise in the U.S.-Russian relationship—when U.S. leaders were more sober
minded and rationale.

Seventy-seven years ago today, U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt brokered a deal with
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin that offers a
particular model of diplomatic engagement.

Under the terms of the Yalta agreements, Stalin agreed to enter the war in the Pacific in
exchange for the return of Russian territory that had been lost during the Russo-Japanese
war.

Stalin further agreed to the division of Germany and to stay out of Greece’s civil war. In
return, the U.S. and Great Britain agreed to a Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe to
avoid the prospect of Germany ever invading Russia again.


https://www.mississippifreepress.org/18727/sen-wicker-dont-rule-out-attacking-russia-with-nukes-ground-troops/

Leaders of the Big Three at the negotiating table at the Yalta conference. [Source: wikipedia.org]

Conservatives have compared FDR’s performance at Yalta to British Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler at the Munich conference in September 1938.

In May 2005, then-U.S. president George W. Bush stated in a speech in Latvia that “the Yalta
Agreement followed in the unjust tradition of Munich and the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Once
again, when powerful governments negotiated, the freedom of small nations was somehow
expendable.”

However, as historian Jacques Pauwels shows in the below account drawn from his book,
The Myth of the Good War, Stalin was in fact a pragmatic statesman who made many
concessions at Yalta. He agreed to the Allies terms because he legitimately feared a
renewed German-Western alliance and replication of the Allied invasion of Russia in
1918-1919 following the Russian civil war.

Image on the right is from amazon.com
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After World War Il, the Yalta accords broke down when both Russia and the U.S. violated
their terms. FDR’s successor, Harry S. Truman was no longer committed to U.S.-Russia
cooperation, having gained power following the purging of Henry Wallace, Roosevelt’s Vice-
President from 1940-1944, who had wanted to continue the policy of détente.

In a history of the Yalta agreements published in 1970, Diane Shaver-Clemens wrote “we
are living with the problems of a world that could not benefit from the experience at Yalta. It
is perhaps relevant to ask what the world would have been like if the spirit of Yalta had
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triumphed.
The same question, | think, is relevant today.

Below is an excerpt from Jacques Pauwels’ book, The Myth of the Good War: America in the
Second World War, rev ed. (Toronto: Lorimer Publishers, 2015), dealing with Yalta. Pauwels’
account debunks historical misconceptions and stereotypes that still prevail about Russia
today and gives us a model of diplomatic cooperation that hopefully will prevail again.

Yalta, February 1945: Indulging Stalin?

The events of the years 1943 and 1944 in countries such as Italy, Greece, and France had
shown all too clearly that it was the liberators who determined how the local fascists were
chastised or spared, how democracy was restored, how much input the antifascist
resistance movements and the local population in general were permitted in the
reconstruction of their own country, and whether political, social, and economic reforms
were introduced or not.

In Italy for example, the American and British liberators had sidelined the leftist resistance
movement, established a regime (under Marshal Badoglio) that was sarcastically described
as “fascism without Mussolini,” and - violating previous inter-allied agreements - had
excluded the Soviets from any input into the postwar arrangements for the country.

This unsubtle conduct set a fateful precedent: it implicitly gave Stalin carte blanche to
proceed similarly in countries in Eastern Europe that were destined to be liberated by the
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Red Army. However, this symmetry was far from perfect. First, until the summer of 1944 the
Soviets continued to fight almost exclusively in their own country. It was only in the fall of
that same year that they liberated neighbouring countries such as Romania and Bulgaria,
states which could hardly rival Italy and France.

Soviet parade after liberation from Nazi rule in North Bessarabia in Romania. [Source: wikipedia.org]

Second, a sphere-of-influence formula agreed upon between Stalin and Churchill (during
WC'’s visit to Moscow in the fall of 1944.) afforded the Western Allies a small but possibly
important percentage of input in some countries of Eastern Europe, which the Soviets did
not enjoy anywhere in Western Europe. Regarding their prospects for influence in the post-
war reorganization of Europe, then, the situation of the Americans and the British did not
look bad at all toward the end of 1944.

And yet, there were also reasons for concern. After the failure of Operation Market Garden,
the September 1944 attempt by the American and British to cross the Rhine, it had become
obvious that the war in Europe was far from over. A considerable part of the continent still
awaited liberation, and Nazi Germany itself had yet to be conquered.

In the meantime, it was evident that Poland would be liberated in its entirety by the Soviets,
a prospect that alarmed the conservative and strongly anti-Soviet Polish government-in-
exile in London. This government, incidentally, did not consist of devoted democrats, as is
too often taken for granted, but represented the autocratic Polish regime of the prewar
period, a regime that had connived with Hitler himself and that on the occasion of the

Munich Pact had followed his example by pocketing a piece of Czechoslovakia."”

Furthermore, by the start of 1945 at the latest it was as good as certain that the prestige of
marching victoriously into Berlin would fall to the Red Army, and not to American or British
troops. The advance of the British-Americans in the direction of the German capital was first
checked in the Netherlands at the time of Operation Market Garden and was strongly
impeded again between December 1944 and January 1945 by Field Marshal von Rundstedt’s
unexpected counteroffensive in the Ardennes.

The latter episode was destined to enter the American collective consciousness as well as
American history books as a gigantic and heroic clash, the Battle of the Bulge, and was
celebrated in due course in an eponymous Hollywood production. In reality, however, the
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confrontation in the Ardennes represented a serious setback for the Americans. Von
Rundstedt’s counteroffensive did eventually end in failure, but initially the German pressure
was considerable.

Scene from the Battle of the Bulge. [Source: thoughtco.com]

The Americans battled back heroically on many occasions, for example at Bastogne, but
there were also cases of panic and confusion, and the danger would not be fully averted

before the end of January 1945.”' It was therefore decided to call once again on the unloved
but useful Soviet partner.

Responding to an urgent American request, the Red Army unleashed a major offensive in
Poland on January 12, 1945, one week earlier than originally planned.

Forced to face a new threat in the east, the Wehrmacht had to divert resources from its
project in the Ardennes, thus relieving the pressure on the Americans.

But on the Eastern Front the Germans could not stop the Soviet steamroller, which forged
ahead so quickly that in a few weeks it reached the banks of the Oder. In early February, the
Soviets arrived in Frankfurt-on-the-Oder, a town situated less than one hundred kilometres
from the German capital.

The Americans had reason to be grateful for the military favour rendered by Moscow, but
they were far from happy that in the undeclared inter-Allied race to Berlin the Soviets had
thus taken a huge lead over their Western partners, who had not even reached the banks of

the Rhine and were still separated from Berlin by more than 500 kilometres."!

Already after the failure of Market garden, it became apparent to the American and British
leaders that they would lose the race to Berlin and that the Red Army would eventually
control the lion’s share of German territory, so that in keeping with precedents set by the
liberators in Italy and elsewhere, the Soviets would be able to impose their will on post-war
Germany.
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This produced much pessimism, and doomsayers like General MacArthur, who opined in
November 1944 that all of Europe would inevitably fall under Soviet hegemony, undoubtedly

gained additional credibility at the time of the setback suffered in the Battle of the Bulge.” It
was true that if military developments alone would be allowed to determine things, the
eventual outcome would be very unfavourable to the Western Allies. However, the result
might be different if the Soviets could be talked into agreements which would be binding

regardless of military developments.®

Precisely this is what the British and the Americans hoped to achieve in a series of meetings
with Soviet representatives in London in the fall of 1944. They proposed to divide Germany
into three roughly equal occupation zones regardless of the position of each ally’s army at
the end of the hostilities. (A fourth occupation zone would be assigned to the French much
later.)

This arrangement was clearly in their own interest, but Stalin accepted the Western
proposal. It was a major success for the BritishAmericans, which must have dumbfounded
pessimists such as MacArthur. “In brief,” writes the American historian Gabriel Kolko, “the
Russians agreed not to run Germany unilaterally despite every indication of an imminent

military victory that would permit them to do so.”"”

An additional unexpected bonus for the Western Allies turned out to be the fact that the
Soviets also agreed that the capital, Berlin, like Germany as a whole, would be divided into
three occupation zones, even though it was obvious that the Red Army would take the city
and that Berlin would be situated deep in the occupation zone assigned to the USSR.

That a “West Berlin” could later exist in the heart of East Germany was due to the
accommodating attitude displayed by Stalin in the fall of 1944 and again the successes of
the Red Army and the Yalta Agreements during the winter of 1944-45.

Indeed, the London Agreements regarding the future occupation zones in Germany, and the
agreements reached by the Big Three (Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin) at the Yalta
Conference between February 4 and 11, 1945, can be properly understood only from the
perspective of the conundrum of the Western Allies at the time of the setbacks of their own
armed forces and the simultaneous successes of the Red Army in 1944-45,

It has often been said that in the Crimean resort of Yalta the shrewd Stalin managed to dupe
his Western colleagues, and above all President Roosevelt, who was already a very sick man
at the time. Nothing could be further from the truth. First, it was the British and Americans
who had nothing to lose, and everything to gain, from such a meeting. The reverse applied
to the Soviets, who might arguably have been better off without this conference.

Indeed, the Red Army’s spectacular advance deep into the German heartland put more and
more trumps into Stalin’s hands. On the eve of the conference General Zhukov stood on the
banks of the Oder River, a mere stone’s throw from Berlin.

This is why Washington and London, and not Moscow, insisted on a meeting of the Allied
leaders. Precisely because they were so desperate to meet Stalin in order to reach binding
agreements, Roosevelt and Churchill also proved willing to accept his precondition for a
conference, namely, that it be held in the USSR.



The American and British leaders had to undertake an inconveniently long voyage, allowing
the Soviets a kind of “home-game advantage” during the tug-of-war that the conference
promised to be. But these were minor imperfections compared to the advantages that a
conference might bring and compared to the huge disadvantages certain to be associated
with the anticipated occupation of most of Germany by the Red Army. Stalin had not needed
or wanted a meeting of the Big Three at this stage of the war.

However, as we will soon see, he had reasons of his own for agreeing to hold such a
conference, from which he of course also expected to derive certain advantages for the
Soviet side, and he also had good reasons to reveal himself accommodating vis-a-vis his

Western partners.™

Second, the agreements which eventually resulted from the Yalta Conference were indeed
favourable to the Western Allies. Roosevelt’'s secretary of state, Edward Stettinius Jr., who
was present at the Crimean resort, later wrote that in this conference “the Soviet Union

made more concessions to the [west] than were made to the Soviet Union.”™

And the American historian Carolyn Woods Eisenberg emphasizes that the U.S. delegation
left Yalta “in an exultant spirit,” convinced that thanks to the reasonableness of the Soviets
not only the Americans but mankind in its entirety had “won the first great victory of the

n[10]

peace.

Famous photograph of Big 3 at Yalta—Winston Churchill, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Joseph Stalin.
[Source: wikipedia.org]

With regard to Germany, the London Agreements were officially confirmed in Yalta by the
Big Three. As mentioned, the division of Germany into occupation zones was advantageous
to the Americans and the British, because already in the fall of 1944 and even more so at
the time of the Yalta Conference it appeared likely that the Red Army, which stood in
Frankfurt-on-the-Oder in the east, might find itself in Frankfurt-on-the-Main in the West
when the hostilities concluded.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yalta_Conference

Furthermore, the British and Americans were assigned the bigger and richer western part of
Germany. It was also agreed in principle on the Crimean Peninsula that after the war
Germany would have to make reparation payments, as had been the case after the First
World War.

Both Roosevelt and Churchill found it justified and reasonable that half of these payments,
then roughly estimated at 20 billion dollars, would go to the Soviet Union, where the Nazi
vandals had conducted themselves in a particularly barbarous and destructive manner. (The
amount of 10 billion dollars assigned to the USSR has been considered by some to be too
high, but in reality it was “very moderate,” as the German historian Wilfried Loth has put it;
a few years after the Yalta Conference, in 1947, the total war damage suffered by the Soviet
Union was conservatively calculated at no less than 128 billion dollars.)

To Stalin, the issue of reparation payments was crucially important. It is very likely that he
revealed himself to be so accommodating toward his Western partners regarding the
division of Germany into occupation zones because he craved their cooperation in the

matter of reparations.""

Conversely, to obtain the Soviet leader’s ratification of Germany’s division into occupation
zones and his acceptance of other arrangements that were advantageous to themselves,
the Americans and the British also indulged Stalin in some respects. In return for Stalin’s
renewed commitment to eventually declare war on Japan, for example, Roosevelt offered
American assent to the Soviet recuperation of the Far Eastern territories that czarist Russia

had lost as a result of the Russian-Japanese War of 1904-05."*

99960 -8

Yalta American Delegation in Livadia Palace from left to right: Secretary of State Edward Stettinius, Maj.
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Gen. L. S. Kuter, Admiral E. J. King, General George C. Marshall, Ambassador Averell Harriman, Admiral
William Leahy, and President F. D. Roosevelt. Livadia Palace, Crimea, Russia. [Source: wikipedia.org]

No definitive decisions for Germany’s future were arrived at in Yalta, even though
particularly the Americans, and to a certain extent also the Soviets, showed some interest at
the time in the widely publicized plan of the American secretary of the treasury, Henry
Morgenthau.

Morgenthau reportedly proposed to solve the “German problem” by simply dismantling the
country’s industry, thereby transforming Germany into a backward, poor, and therefore
harmless agrarian state. In reality, this plan amounted to not much more than a rather
vague and incoherent series of proposals, far less draconian than its opponents claimed and

many Germans still believe.™

What was not properly realized at the time, neither in Washington nor in Moscow, was that
not only major moral but also serious practical objections could be raised against the
Morgenthau Plan.

For example, the plan could hardly be reconciled with the expectation that Germany was to
pay huge reparations; this presupposed a certain measure of wealth, and for such wealth
there was no room in Morgenthau’s scenario. “The logical inference of the Morgenthau
Plan,” writes the German historian Jorg Fisch categorically, “was that there could be no

question of reparations payments.”™"

Moreover, as the American historian Carolyn Woods Eisenberg points out, Morgenthau’s
plans for a “pastoralization” of Germany were totally “out of step with the thinking of the
most important US . . . policy-makers,” who had good reasons for favouring the alternative
option, “the economic reconstruction of Germany.”

Certain American politicians feared that the Plan would drive Germany into the arms of
anarchy, chaos, and possibly Bolshevism. Businessmen realized that one would not be able
to do any profitable business with a poor Germany.

And influential Americans worried about the possibly extremely negative implications of the
Morgenthau Plan regarding the fate of Opel, Ford-Werke, and other highly-profitable German

branch plants of American corporations.™

It was not a coincidence that precisely the representatives of firms with huge investments in
Germany—such as Alfred P. Sloan, the influential chairman of the board of GM, the parent
firm of Opel—were most categorically opposed to the Morgenthau Plan. (The Soviet
ambassador to the U.S., Andrei Gromyko, was not far off the mark when he remarked that
the opposition against the Morgenthau Plan was spearheaded by America’s “imperialist
circles.”)

The Plan would thus gradually and quietly disappear from the scene during the months that
followed the Yalta Conference. Morgenthau himself, a good friend of Roosevelt, would be
dismissed from his high-ranking government position on July 5, 1945, by the new president,
Truman.™®

From the perspective of the Western Allies, then, the sometimes vaguely formulated
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agreements concluded in Yalta regarding Germany were important and advantageous. In
addition, Stalin was prepared to discuss the future of the Eastern European countries
liberated by the Red Army, such as Poland, even though the Big Three had never discussed
the postwar fate of Western European countries such as France, Italy, and Belgium.

Stalin had no illusions regarding Western Europe, and he did not want to jeopardize the
relationship with his British and American allies for the sake of countries that happened to
be far away from the borders of the Soviet Union, the “socialist fatherland” whose survival
and security had obsessed him since the beginning of his career.

With respect to Eastern Europe in general, however, and with Poland in particular, the
situation was very different. The Soviet Union was keenly interested in the post-war makeup
of neighbouring countries whose governments had formerly been unfriendly and sometimes
totally hostile to the USSR, and whose territories formed the traditional invasion road to
Moscow.

As for the postwar reorganization of Poland and other countries of Eastern Europe, Stalin
had good reasons and, in the form of the Red Army’s presence in these countries, effective
means to demand for the Soviet Union at least the same kind of input that the Americans
and the British had permitted themselves in Western Europe.

Stalin had not challenged the Western Allies’ modus operandi in Western Europe; it may be
supposed that he felt that it was now the turn of his Western partners to give him a free

hand in Eastern Europe."”

In spite of all this, however, in Yalta Stalin was prepared to discuss the fate of Poland and
the rest of Eastern Europe, even though the topic of Western Europe remained
unmentioned. In addition, the actual Soviet demands turned out to be minimal and far from
unreasonable, as Churchill and Roosevelt could hardly deny: the so-called Curzon Line
should form the border between Poland and the Soviet Union (for which Poland would
receive compensation in the form of German territory to the east of a line formed by the
Oder and Neisse rivers) and no anti-Soviet regimes would be tolerated in Poland and other

neighbouring states."®
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In return for their agreement to these demands, the Americans and the British received
from Stalin what they wanted in the liberated countries of Eastern Europe, namely, no social
and economic changes along communistic lines, free elections, and continuing input for
themselves—together with the USSR, of course—In the future affairs of these countries.

This kind of formula was far from unrealistic, and variations of it were to be implemented
successfully after the war in Finland and Austria.

The Yalta Agreements, then, did not award the Soviet Union the monopoly of influence in
Eastern Europe, that is, the kind of exclusive influence that the Americans and the British
already enjoyed, with Stalin’s silent approval, in Western Europe, even though they
assigned “controlling influence” in Eastern Europe to the USSR.

The Yalta Agreements thus represented a considerable success for the Western Allies. It has
often been said of Churchill that he had grave misgivings about the “concessions” that
Roosevelt allegedly had made in the Crimean resort. In reality, he was totally euphoric when

the conference ended,"® and with good reason, since the British and Americans had fared
far better at Yalta than they would have dared to hope when it started.

The allegation that in the Crimean resort the shrewd Stalin wrung all sorts of concessions
from his Western colleagues is therefore totally false. It is true that afterwards the Yalta
Agreements would not be properly implemented, for example regarding Poland and the rest
of Eastern Europe. This had a lot to do with Stalin’s reaction to America’s “atomic
diplomacy” of the summer of 1945, after the “nuking” of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, when
Washington believed that it could impose its will on the presumably defenseless Soviets,
and also with the irreconcilable, and totally unrealistic anti-Soviet attitude of the Polish
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government-in-exile in London.

The London Poles did not even want to recognize the Curzon Line as the future eastern
border of their country, which had been acknowledged by Roosevelt and Churchill as both

fair and inevitable, and which had been officially accepted in Yalta.””

Owing to the intractability of the London Poles, Stalin increasingly played the card of a
communist and pro-Soviet Polish government-in-exile, the “Lublin Poles,” and this would
eventually lead to the installation of an exclusively communist regime in Warsaw.

The Americans, like the British, would complain loudly about this, but their protest was
hardly reconcilable with the uncontested fact that after the war they themselves would
install or support dictatorial regimes in many countries, such as Greece, Turkey, and China,
and that in those dictatorial client states they never insisted on the kind of free elections
that they urged Stalin to organize in Poland and elsewhere in Eastern Europe.

Stalin was a realist. On the occasion of the London Agreements and the Yalta Conference he
proved to be accommodating vis-a-vis Churchill and Roosevelt not because he wanted to be
so, but because he correctly calculated that he could hardly afford not to be.

The war in which the USSR had suffered grievously and had just barely escaped total
obliteration was not yet over. The Soviets’ military situation in early 1945 was excellent, of
course, but all sorts of disagreeable things could still come to pass. As the end approached
for the Third Reich, for example, the propaganda machine of Goebbels aggressively pursued
an ultimate rescue scenario for the Nazi state, namely, the project of a separate armistice
between Germany and the Western Allies, followed by a common crusade against the
Bolshevik Soviet Union.

This plan was not nearly as naive and unrealistic as one might assume, because Goebbels
knew only too well that leading circles in Great Britain and virtually everywhere else in the
Western world had considered Bolshevism as the “natural” enemy, and simultaneously
viewed Nazi Germany as the spearhead in the coming anti-Soviet crusade.

The Nazi propaganda minister was also keenly aware that during the war quite a few
Western leaders found the Soviets a useful ally but continued to despise the communist
state and were determined to eliminate it sooner or later.

As for the USSR, all this meant that after years of superhuman efforts and huge losses, when
victory seemed tantalizingly near, the order of the day continued to be survival—the
survival of the country and the survival of “socialism in one country,” which had always
been Stalin’s great obsession.

The Soviet leader worried about Goebbels’ scenario, and not without reason. In the camp of
the Western Allies several leading personalities, generals as well as statesmen, found this
scenario quite attractive. After the war some of them would openly express regret that the
American and British armies had not continued to march eastward in 1945, preferably all
the way to Moscow.

Churchill himself flirted with the thought of this kind of initiative and actually ordered

preparations to be made for what was codenamed Operation Unthinkable.”"
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Churchill had his sights set on the Soviet Union. [Source: rbth.com]

Stalin harboured no illusions with respect to the true Western feelings for the Soviet Union.
His diplomats and spies kept him well-informed about opinions and developments in
London, Washington, and elsewhere.

For the Soviet leader, who remembered the historical precedent of the Allied intervention in
the Russian Civil War, the possibility of a reversal of alliances, a combined German-Western
undertaking against the Soviet Union, constituted a genuine nightmare. He tried to exorcize
it by not giving Churchill and Roosevelt the slightest excuse to undertake something against
the USSR.

Thus it becomes possible to understand why he refrained from criticizing their conduct in
Western Europe and in Greece, and why he revealed himself to be so accommodating at

Yalta.” In any event, in Yalta in February 1945, Roosevelt and Churchill did not indulge
Stalin, to the contrary, the Soviet leader indulged his “Anglo-Saxon” counterparts.

*
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