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‘This brilliant storyteller. . . makes us feel the chaos and the fear as if every  
drop of blood was our own: that is his gift. It is much more than just  

a humane account; it is compellingly readable, deeply researched  
and beautifully written’  Simon Sebag Montefiore, Spectator

 
‘As in his Stalingrad, Antony Beevor skilfully combines the big picture  
of the developing strategic situation with a sense of the extraordinary 

experiences on the ground . . . The strength of Berlin: The Downfall, 1945  
is an irresistibly compelling narrative, of events so terrible that they  

still have the power, more than half a century on, to provoke  
wonder and awe’  Adam Sisman, Observer

 
‘In Stalingrad Beevor gave us a riveting account of that crucial fearful battle,  
when Hitler’s forces met their match . . . Beevor deploys the same successful 

techniques in Berlin. He combines a soldier’s understanding of war’s  
realities with a novelist’s eye for symbolic and emotional detail’   

Orlando Figes, Sunday Times
 

‘A compelling narrative, with fascinating detail and a thrilling pace.  
Beevor’s clear writing burns like a torch at night in a landscape of ruins, and  

convinces by its integrity and power’ Max Egremont, Literary Review 
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previous histories] obsolete at a stroke’  Frank McLynn, Independent
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Cal McCrystal, Independent on Sunday
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Introduction

Perhaps I was naive, or just too exhausted to think straight when I was 
correcting the proofs of this book at the beginning of January 2002. I 
never imagined the storms ahead. With publication planned for late 
spring, the editing process had been frantic, checking footnotes, index 
and all. As requested by Penguin’s publicity department, I gave a very 
brief interview to the Bookseller magazine about the book and thought no 
more about it. But, to my horror, I found that the short piece they printed 
then prompted the Daily Telegraph to speculate on what might be in this 
book, particularly about the mass rapes by the Red Army. They rang me 
asking for an interview and more details, but I firmly refused to help. The 
last thing any writer wants is a controversy five months before their book 
appears in the shops. And it is, of course, far worse when you find people 
exploding in moral outrage when they have not had a chance to read the 
text itself. 

The article appeared on 24 January spread over two pages. Grigori 
Karasin, the Russian ambassador, responded in the Telegraph the next 
day with a letter accusing me of ‘lies, slander and blasphemy’ against the 
Red Army. By eleven o’clock the telephone had begun to ring with requests 
for interviews, and this carried on throughout the day, with interest flaring 
in the United States and Australia, as well as the rest of Europe. All I could 
do was to ask the Penguin publicists to erect a barrier, refusing all inter-
views, while I ducked below the parapet. It was a frustrating and bewildering 
experience. I forced the Telegraph to publish a letter from me correcting 
some of their worst errors and exaggerations. 
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On the Monday, my wife received a call from the Russian embassy to 
say that the ambassador wished to speak to me. I was on a reconnaissance 
in Normandy for a future book and so I waited until I returned to London 
before ringing. The ambassador was in a meeting, but he rang shortly 
afterwards. I thanked him for calling back. ‘Oh, Antony. You must not 
call me Mr Ambassador. You should call me Grigori. You must come for 
lunch here at the embassy. A lunch with vodka and the best Russian food.’ 
After his denunciation in the letters’ column of the Telegraph, I had not 
expected this opening worthy of a Ferrero Rocher prize for diplomacy. I 
immediately said that I would send him an early copy of the proofs, and 
that he must realize that it contained much negative material, because 
there really was a dark side to the story. This only prompted profuse 
thanks and a demand that I get my diary to fix a date. I insisted again that 
he should read the book first. I emphasized that I did not wish to put him 
in an embarrassing position. ‘We are talking about lunch,’ he said mag-
nanimously, as if that solved everything. 

Norman Davies had kindly invited me to dine at St Antony’s College 
in Oxford, and after dinner, we both talked with Marrack Goulding, the 
Warden, a former diplomat. I told him about Karasin’s attack and then 
the abrupt about-turn with the invitation to lunch. Goulding’s immediate 
reaction was that no Russian ambassador would have made such an about-
turn without a direct instruction from Moscow. I found this observation 
unsettling. I had not expected the Russians to be happy about the book, 
but to take it quite so seriously struck me as alarming. 

On Friday 15 February  –  as it happened, at the moment when the 
Americans and British were preparing to invade Iraq – I made the fol-
lowing entry in my diary: 

Today I went to lunch with Grigori Karasin, the Russian ambassador. 
Number 13 Kensington Palace Gardens has been the residence since 
1932. It is a gloomy, mock-baronial building, with huge halls. Karasin 
showed me around and talked of its history, including Churchill 
coming in late 1940 to talk to Maisky in the winter garden, presumably 
with a warning of Nazi preparations to invade the Soviet Union. Stalin 
convinced himself that this was just angliyskaya provokatsiya to force 
him into a war with Germany. Karasin also pointed out from the win-
dow where a large bunker had been built in 1940.
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He then took me through to Maisky’s study, where a table was laid 
for two. A beautiful young woman in black served us, and the toasts in 
vodka started, predictably with the victory of the Allies over Nazi 
Germany. I gave him a copy of Stalingrad which he said he would read 
attentively and tell me what he thought of it. 

We prepared to eat and more toasts followed. ‘Antony, I think that 
we understand each other,’ he said. It was a phrase which he repeated 
twice more during the lunch. ‘I wanted to thank you for your letter to 
the newspaper.’ He admitted that he had received two signals from 
Moscow on the subject, which rather confirmed Marrack Goulding’s 
suggestion. ‘They thanked me for defending our veterans.’ We talked 
of the veterans and their difficulty in re-examining the Stalinist 
period objectively. He strongly implied that because the victory over 
Nazism was still seen as ‘sacred’, a clear break with Soviet dogma was 
impossible while they remained alive. But he firmly re-emphasized 
that I should remember that ‘the victory is sacred.’ 

There was a distinct contradiction in the way that he saw the Daily 
Telegraph article as a politically motivated attack, while at the same 
time acknowledging that the press was a law unto itself. I tried to 
emphasize this point. Selling newspapers came before everything, and 
it was perhaps inevitable that ambassadors tended to suspect a political 
dimension which never existed. In the case of the Telegraph and other 
newspapers, the problem was that a story like mass rape has always 
sold newspapers. 

I had by then relaxed, reassured that the purpose of the lunch was 
not after all to quiz me on my sources. We talked of the history of the 
Second World War, but then he turned to current affairs. I was 
relieved to find that despite the vodka – we had drunk almost a small 
bottle each – I was still able to talk coherently and avoid slurring my 
words. Thank God for the pint of full cream milk which I had con-
sumed just before leaving home. 

No doubt lulled at the time by the unexpected charm offensive and the 
vodka, I was very slow to fill in the sub-text which began to occur to me 
only the following day. The victory over ‘the Fascist beast’ was indeed 
sacred. It was sacred even for those who had been repressed under Stalin-
ism. Almost all Russian families had suffered over three generations 
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during the First World War, the Revolution, the Civil War, the famines, 
the purges, and then the ‘Great Patriotic War’. The one thing in which 
every Russian could take pride was Soviet resistance to the Nazi invasion 
and the ultimate victory. What I had failed to see was that nothing tar-
nished that ‘sacred’ achievement as much as the mass rapes. This was 
confirmed later when the pro-Kremlin media, both press and television, 
began to attack me. 

In the run-up to publication, there was a very unexpected and slightly 
comical side-effect. The German ambassador, Hans-Friedrich von Ploetz, 
contacted me to say that he wanted to show how both Germans and 
Russians could now be grown up about the Second World War, so he pro-
posed giving a joint launch party for my book with his friend Grigori 
Karasin. I gulped and said that perhaps he should read the book first. I 
immediately sent both him and Karasin copies of the proofs. That Sunday 
I was woken by a very early telephone call. It was Ploetz to say that, having 
read the text, he now understood what I had tried to say. He could not 
possibly suggest a joint launch party, and he considered it impossible even 
to offer me one on his own. This was because his next posting was as 
German ambassador to Moscow. 

I happened to see Karasin just afterwards at the Foreign Office during 
a conference on the wartime exchange of letters and signals between 
Churchill and Stalin. He seemed to be avoiding me, so I went up to him 
and apologized that I had bombarded him with so much to read. A much 
taller man than me, he looked straight over the top of my head and said: 
‘You must understand that I cannot possibly agree with what you write.’ 
I replied that of course I understood. 

To my great surprise I heard from him again on 17 June. My heart sank 
when the telephone rang, and I heard: ‘This is the Russian embassy. The 
ambassador would like to speak to you.’ Then Karasin’s voice: ‘Antony, 
how are you?’ he said as if we were still the best of friends. He told me 
that he wanted to organize a joint interview, him and me, to be conducted 
by Yefin Barban of Moskovskii Novetsii, ‘a good liberal newspaper’, he 
added as if to reassure me that it was not the old Izvestia. We agreed a date 
a few days hence. He suggested teatime. At least, I thought, I would not 
have to drink a pint of milk beforehand. But when I discussed the prospect 
with well-informed friends, they urged me to make my excuses and drop 
out to avoid any possible trap. I took their point, rang the embassy to 
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leave a message and wrote a letter to Karasin to apologise for changing 
my mind. 

When the book was published, I looked forward to seeing what the 
reviewers would make of my great scoop, which had nothing to do with 
the mass rapes. A friendly archivist in the State Archive of the Russian 
Federation (GARF) had slipped us some unreleased documents which 
were still classified as secret. They revealed that in April 1945, Lavrenti 
Beria, Stalin’s head of the secret police, was sending in his NKVD Rifle 
Divisions to seal off Dahlem and the Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute where all 
the German atomic research was carried out. Beria knew from his spies 
in the Manhattan Project that the Americans were working towards a 
nuclear device, and Russian scientists were desperately trying to catch up 
in what was called Operation Borodino, the Soviet attempt to create an 
atomic bomb overseen by Beria himself. Dahlem was in the south-west 
corner of Berlin, the point closest to the American bridgehead over the 
River Elbe and within easy striking distance of the Nazi capital. Sud-
denly, Stalin’s insistence that Marshals Zhukov and Konev should 
surround Berlin first, before striking inwards, became clear. The Ameri-
cans must not be allowed to get to Dahlem first. But, as it turned out, not 
a single reviewer, either here or in the United States or indeed anywhere 
else, ever mentioned it. 

Antony Beevor 
London, January 2020
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