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Comrade Hitchens! 

I like the way the Bolsheviki hailed each other in their letters, and will be disappointed if inquiry reveals that the exclamation mark was a national habit - just as the Americans favour the businesslike colon, while the British stick with the diffident yet intimate comma. I like the comrades' "shock" greeting, with its suggestion that the recipient may have fallen into some deviationist reverie, and its further suggestion that he had better snap out of it and reattend, on pain of death, to his quotas. I like the air of menace, of vigilance, of sleeplessness. Comrade Hitchens! There is probably not that much in my book that you don't already know. You already know, in that case, that Bolshevism presents a record of baseness and inanity that exhausts all dictionaries; indeed, heaven stops the nose at it. So it is still obscure to me why you wouldn't want to put more distance between yourself and these events than you do, with your reverence for Lenin and your unregretted discipleship of Trotsky. These two men did not just precede Stalin. They created a fully functioning police state for his later use. And they showed him a remarkable thing: that it was possible to run a country with a formula of dead freedom, lies and violence - and unpunctuated self-righteousness. During one of our four or five evenings on the subject, you quietly stressed that Lenin's performance was "not hypocritical". I wonder at that. Isn't unpunctuated self-righteousness, in a man presiding over the less than perfect world of the Soviet Union, 19I7-24, automatically not not hypocritical? Off the record, Lenin was capable of telling the truth, blandly conceding that certain policies had had certain (unpleasant) results. But nothing here qualifies Bunin's judgment, with which I increasingly concur: Lenin,that congenital moral imbecile . . . 

The arc of the late Dmitri Volkogonov is an interesting one, is it not? His book Stalin: Triumph and Tragedy appeared in 1989; and although the cover of my paperback is wreathed in quotes like "a massive indictment" and so on, it is in fact comparatively lenient. In 1988, Volkogonov didn't know that Stalin was responsible for the fates of his parents (and two uncles). He found out later, and directly, in the archives: his father was shot in the Terror for possessing some work of Bukharin's, and his mother died in "exile" - that is, as a police-harassed woman of the road. Dmitri was nine years old in 1937; he sensed what life was like, but he had already eaten the ideology . . . His Stalin has blind spots, tacit assumptions (he is almost jocose on the repressions of the clergy). Because he was still a believer: a political believer. The disappearance of that belief was complex, and partly independent of filial outrage, coming, "like the melancholy of a spiritual hangover" (these feelings are described in Autopsy for an Empire . Volkogonov died shortly after completing it, in 1995). A queasy counterrevolution of the mind, the heart, the soul, the gut. Volkogonov's subsequent books in his trilogy, Trotsky: The Eternal Revolutionary (1992) and Lenin: A New Biography (1994), continue a curve of mounting disgust and despair. "Perhaps the only thing I achieved in this life," he wrote (when his life was ending), "was to break with the faith I had held for so long". The workings of Volkogonov's internal perestroika are altogether alien to me; but this quietly extraordinary remark is a goad to the imagination. 

You must understand the process better than I do, because you have undergone it, or partly undergone it. Your restructuring remains incomplete. Why? An admiration for Lenin and Trotsky is meaningless without an admiration for terror. They would not want your admiration if it failed to include an admiration for terror. Do you admire terror? I know you admire freedom. A while ago I told you that 1989 was a turning point in your evolution as a writer. Until then your prose had always given me the impression of less than complete disclosure - the sense that certain truths might have to be postponable. Then you lost that inhibition, and your writing voice gained a new quality: freedom. 

Seen in terms of freedom alone, October 1917 was not a political revolution riding on the back of a popular revolution (February). It was a counterrevolution. The "unrest" of 1921 - in the armed forces (mutiny at Kronstadt and elsewhere), in the post-Civil War remains of the proletariat (strikes, demonstrations, riots), and in the countryside (peasant rebellion involving millions) - constituted a popular revolution far more thoroughgoing than those of 1917 and 1905. The Bolsheviki called this a counterrevolution, and bloodily suppressed it. Whereas, in fact, their revolution was the counterrevolution. 

Your boy Trotsky. No, I haven't read Isaac Deutscher's The Prophet Armed and The Prophet Unarmed and The Prophet Outcast , but I have read Volkogonov's Trotsky: The Eternal Revolutionary (make that Counterrevolutionary. And what's all this "eternal" stuff and "prophet" stuff? What was he a prophet of? A Communist England? A Communist USA?). As is certainly not the case with Lenin (I groaned with deep recognition when I learned that he couldn't pronounce his r's: not a good start, I think, for a Russian revolutionary), the attraction to Trotsky is intelligible, and has some human basis. For one thing, he had literary talent - there is always a lulling quality in his rhythms; and he was a great encapsulator. 

But Trotsky was never a contender for the leadership. In that struggle he was a mere poseur (reading French novels during meeting's of the Central Committee): a Congress election result of 1921 put Trotsky tenth (and he didn't come tenth because he was more humane than the other nine). More basically, Trotsky was a murdering bastard and a fucking liar. And he did it with gusto. He was a nun-killer - they all were. "We must rid ourselves once and for all," said Trotsky, "of the Quaker-Papist babble about the sanctity of human life." What they had in mind was vanguard violence: a violence "not seen for centuries" (Conquest); a violence, said Martin Malia (in The Soviet Tragedy: A History of Socialism in Russia ), "whose scope and inhumanity far exceeded anything in the national past". 

With fraternal love, as always, Martin. 

This is our first extract from Koba the Dread: Laughter and the Twenty Million by Martin Amis (Cape, pounds 16.99). To order a copy for pounds 14.99 plus p&p call Guardian book service on 0780 066 7979. On Monday in G2: Kingsley the Communist. 
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