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Gareth Jones – When the Holodomor Makes the News…
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[In a Berlin press conference on March 29th 1933, Welsh journalist Gareth Jones, exposed his personal observations of the famine conditions in the Soviet Union & especially Ukraine, in which he claimed that millions were dying.  His story made front page news in both the USA and the UK.   So, why was it that Gareth’s numerous famine-exposing articles failed to hit ‘critical mass’? And like Gareth himself, following his mysterious murder 2 years later, the story of the Holodomor disappeared almost without trace? 

It is difficult for us in these days of 24-hour news channels, to imagine a time, when major news stories took days to surface, and were not universally known. The Soviets played their part of course, in preventing the ‘truth’ from leaving the USSR – censoring the press, controlling the movement of  journalists to affected districts and making it illegal to take un-developed film out of the country. Against this background, it is all the more remarkable that Gareth was able to go ‘off message’.  
In the West, then as today, the big names controlled more than one of the media (including radio and the newsreels as well as newspapers) and each had their own agendas. For example Hearst’s anti-Red campaign in 1935 used the Holodomor in order to attack Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’. 
Or Lord Beaverbrook’s UK politically right of centre newspapers – including the Daily Express, which under the editor in chief, Alexander Beverley Baxter had the largest daily circulation in the world of 2 million copies.

Indeed, Gareth was personally commissioned by Beverley Baxter to write 5 exclusive articles directly following his 1933 Soviet visit. And, for the huge sum of £250 (worth nearly 25,000 dollars in today’s money) which perhaps shows the importance the Beaverbrook paper attached to the story. 
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However, things are never that straightforward. Is it a coincidence that his articles in the Daily Express in 1933, coincided with the arrest of 6 British engineers working for Metropolitan Vickers?
The engineers had been charged with espionage in mid-March 1933, while Gareth was actually out in Ukraine. His first articles were published on Monday April 3rd 1933 under the headline ‘The Real Truth about Russia at Last’, but are relegated to page 2, while the plight of the Vickers’ engineers takes precedence on Page 1.
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Monday 3

rd

April 1933


The article had been preceded with a publicity trailer on Saturday April 1st telling Express readers to pre-order their Monday’s copy as ‘there is sure to be a big demand for it’. But there was no mention of the famine, the focus being on the fate of the six engineers… 
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In his second article on April 4th the main headline was ‘Russians Confess to Starvation’, but before Gareth’s related article ‘Bread! We are dying’ were two news items about the arrest of the Metrovik Engineers, including a Parliamentary Bill to Control Imports. 
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Tuesday 4

th

April 1933


On the engineers’ eventual expulsion from the USSR and arrival in the UK The News Chronicle on April 24 reported the rapturous homecoming:

 

“London gave the four engineers from Moscow a heroes’ welcome yesterday.  A few thousand people, cheers, the National Anthem, ‘For he’s a jolly good fellow’, bouquets, handshakes, slaps on the back, tears of thankfulness.  But not overdone.  Quite English.”
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Inevitably, as soon as interest in the engineers’ plight had subsided, unfortunately so did the story of a famine quickly slide off the British news agenda.  From British Public Records, the UK government itself knew about the extent of the famine, but the British establishment clearly didn’t want to rock the boat in its further acquisition of cheap grain imports – Gareth’s famine articles may have been well received whilst the engineers were under arrest and whilst diplomatic relations were strained, but after their release, his reports would no longer have been ‘music to their ears’.
 
In the USA the story also sank almost without trace, but for a different reason, that of securing diplomatic relations between the Soviet Union & the USA, under the new presidency of Roosevelt. Gareth’s Berlin Press Conference was faithfully reported by Pulitzer Prize winners like H.R. Knickerbocker in the New York Evening Post & Adsel Mowrer in the Chicago Sun (and Gareth also had two articles published in the Hearst Press under his own name in June 1933).
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On 29

th

March 1933, Gareth held Berlin 

Press Conference where he exposed the 

Famine.

First USA Newspaper reports published 

same evening (by two previous Pulitzer 

Prize Winners).
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The initial news was instantly snowed under by Walter Duranty’s now notorious article in the New York Times stating “Russians hungry, but not starving”.  Even though it wasn’t front page news (as it appeared on Page 14), there is little doubt that his authority as an expert on all things Soviet,  being the 1932 Pulitzer prize winner would have held much greater sway than Gareth’s, amongst the political classes in the USA. 
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Gareth called a liar in 

New York Times

by their Stalin 

Apologist & Pulitzer Prize Winner, Walter Duranty – 3/31/1933

“…there appears from a British 

source a big scare story in the 

American press about famine in the 

Soviet Union, with "thousands already 

dead and millions menaced by death 

and starvation.“

Duranty; “thought Mr. Jones' 

judgment was somewhat hasty…

Since I talked with Mr Jones I have 

made exhaustive enquiries about this 

alleged famine situation.”

“…There is no actual starvation or 

deaths from starvation, but there is 

widespread mortality from diseases 

due to malnutrition.”
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Regrettably, I don’t have the time today to consider Duranty’s motives for writing his article, but the subject is discussed more fully by Sally J Taylor, in her 1990 biography of Duranty and also by Dr Ray Gamache in his new book ‘Gareth Jones: Eyewitness to the Holodomor’ .
Suffice it to say Duranty’s self-belief in his influence is borne out by his travels to Washington with Foreign Commissar Litvinov to secure those diplomatic relations, which were eventually established in November 1933. For Duranty, on Christmas Day of that year, came the greatest prize of all – an interview with Stalin himself. It was a reward for work, well done. Stalin according to Duranty said that he; ‘had done a good job in … reporting the USSR”. 
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Maxim Litvinov

Soviet Commissar

who secured diplomatic relations with the 

USA in Washington, DC on 16

th

Nov 

1933.

Walter Duranty

Pictured eating caviar at a tribute to Soviet 

recognition at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in 

Nov 1933 & at which he was personally 

‘cheered’ by his journalist colleagues!
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A lot has been made of Duranty’s article ‘spiking’ Gareth reports & contributing to its demise but the brutal reality is that the Great Depression had brought US citizens suffering and deprivation of their own. Furthermore, few people in Europe and even the USA had any connection or emotional involvement with, or direct knowledge of, distant countries. A modern day analogy might be the famine in Ethiopia; or atrocities in Rwanda, where events took a long time to filter through to the consciousness of the West. 
Even before exposing the famine to the world, Gareth first broke the news to his former employer in a personal letter. As a young 27-year old, he even had the audacity to rebuke the former Prime Minister by stating; “The situation is so grave, so much worse than in 1921, I am amazed at your admiration for Stalin”! Lloyd George had always referred fondly to Gareth as ‘my dear boy’, but evidently he was so incensed at seeing his own political name being used in association with Gareth’s, in order to give weight and credence to his famine allegations, that he never spoke to Gareth again…  
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What we do know, from a letter sent by Gareth to a university friend in 1934, is that Litvinov personally banned him from ever returning to the Soviet Union. This must have been a major blow to Gareth, who had devoted his university career to specialising in Russian language and literature and who, despite his young age, was one of a handful of world experts in Soviet affairs.  
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Gareth wrote; “Alas! You will be very amused to hear that the inoffensive little 'Joneski' has achieved the dignity of being a marked man on the black list of the OG.PU & I hear that there is a long list of crimes which I have committed under my name in the secret police file in Moscow and funnily enough espionage is said to be among them.
As a matter of fact Litvinoff sent a special cable from Moscow to the Soviet Embassy in London to tell them to make the strongest of complaints to Mr. Lloyd George XE "Lloyd George"  about me.” 
Little more than a year later on a round-the-world fact-finding trip, Gareth was kidnapped in Inner Mongolia and after two weeks in captivity, was murdered by Chinese bandits on the 30th August 1935.  Over the past decade, circumstantial evidence of NKVD Soviet Secret Police involvement in his murder has come to light… However, at that time, and for the next 70 years, his honest reporting, was almost but not quite completely, airbrushed from history…
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It was in 1990, and by sheer quirk of fate, that the Jones family home in South Wales was burgled.  Gareth’s sister who was almost 90 at the time moved to a nursing home and the house was cleared.  Amongst the possessions, a large collection of Gareth’s letters to his parents were found, as well as a small monogrammed suitcase, in which we discovered many of his journalist diaries.
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My mother Dr Siriol Colley having recently retired from medical general practice, then decided to write a book investigating his mysterious murder in the Far East, based primarily on 500-pages of British Public Records Office documents. Unable to find a publisher, I volunteered to edit & privately publish ‘Gareth Jones – A Manchukuo Incident’. To help promote my mother’s 2001 book, as an IT consultant, I produced a simple website and have been adding to it ever since. 
From these small beginnings my mother & I were invited to New York in 2003, when almost nobody, even within the Ukrainian Diaspora, had heard of Gareth Jones, before my mother’s two speeches at Columbia University and the Shevchenko Scientific Society.

[image: image15.emf]Dr M. Siriol Colley, Prof. Mark Von Hagen & Prof. James Mace, Holodomor Conference, Nov 2003
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 On that same New York trip we also met Andrew Stuttaford and showed him the diaries. While my mother and I had been a little slow on the uptake, he was the one who immediately appreciated the significance of these documents.  
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Andrew Stuttaford perusing Gareth’s Diaries (with Cheryl Madden) at Columbia, 2003


However, their importance was finally acknowledged worldwide when Gareth’s diaries were displayed in The Wren Library at Trinity College, Cambridge in 2009, where Gareth was a former student. This event coincided with the UK premiere of a documentary about Gareth & the Holodomor by the Ukrainian director Sergei Bukovsky, called ‘The Living’.  [Time doesn’t permit detailed examination, but here are just a few of brief examples of pages from his 1933 Soviet diaries.]

[image: image17.emf]Sample pages from Gareth’s 1933 Soviet Diaries

Boy on train asking for 

bread.

I dropped a small piece 

on floor and put it in 

spittoon. Peasant 

came and picked it up  

& ate it

.
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In the Ukraine. A little later I 

crossed the border from Greater 

Russia into Ukraine. 

Everywhere I talked to peasants 

who walked past – they all had the 

same story;

“There is no bread – we haven’t 

had bread for 2 months – a lot are 

dying.”
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Despite the best efforts of the Ukrainian Diaspora to promote the 75th anniversary commemorations, in a single day, news of the Cambridge exhibition commanded more newspaper column inches in the UK and international press than had been achieved in the previous 2 years. The Gareth Jones commemorative website received over 100,000 hits in that following week.  Was this perhaps just because Cambridge University greater sway over the news media than the Ukrainian Diaspora? Or were there, other underlying reasons that Gareth’s story making the news agenda? 
Attending the November 2009, Cambridge premiere was controversial BBC news journalist, John Sweeney, who a fortnight afterwards was to air a BBC documentary entitled; ‘Stalin’s Back’ as a result of Putin’s attack that year on Georgia and his re-deification of Stalin…  Talking to camera on a train travelling through the former USSR that summer, Sweeney was happy to quote Gareth’s first-hand accounts of his own 1933 travels through Ukraine.  Perhaps Gareth was once again a useful vehicle through which to attack Moscow, just as he was in 1933.
Nevertheless Gareth’s archive and newspaper articles now form a primary resource for the Holodomor and other world events. This resource is now out there for others to place his contribution in a wider historical context. 
Tim Snyder has certainly helped to promote much academic interest in Gareth. By Gareth’s name appearing in the first paragraph of Snyder’s first two chapters in his book; ‘Bloodlands’, also resulted in a 2012 BBC ‘Storeyville’ documentary entitled; ‘Hitler, Stalin & Mr Jones’; which had 400,000 UK viewers on its first screening in July 2012…
This year, Dr Ray Gamache was the first academic to make an in depth study of Gareth’s Soviet articles and diaries in his 2013 book; ‘Eyewitness to the Holodomor’ and there are other studies in the pipeline; including a new Welsh language TV documentary. 

[image: image19.emf]Dr Ray Gamache

promoting his new book

‘

Gareth Jones: Eyewitness

to the Holodomor

’

in front of the Tri-Lingual

Commemorative Plaque

to Gareth Jones at

Aberystwyth University, Wales

in June 2013.

(Below – The Blessing of the Plaque at the 

2006 Unveiling Ceremony)
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In conclusion, the media through which the present generation learns about the Holodomor may have changed since Gareth’s newspaper reports but the message remains loud and clear.  In the 1930s, the Holodomor story sank without trace but the subject is still, politically controversial for some and the possibility of future denigrations of Gareth Jones is a real and current issue.  We all have a responsibility to ensure that, whatever the political climate, this terrible event in history is not suppressed again.
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EPHONE:  GENTRAL 8000

The Dailp Exprg \'a.

8 SHOE LANE, LONDON,.E.C. 4.

Jth April 1933

¥y desr Gareth Jones:

First let me congratulate you on
the first rate stuff you sent us. I am

very pleased with you indeed and hope that
this will not be the last time we shall be
asscciated together. = -

.~ The business office is sending you
at once a cheque for £100 on the completion
of tHe contract. You will remember that my
arrangement was that I should have as many
articles as I desired. I have included the
Evening Standard in that series as outlined
to you at the time. Therefore, the £250
includes the entire series to this group.
Your articles in the Western Kail will not
concern this transaction.

Hoping you will have great success,
I remain,

Yours faithfully,
Gareth Jones Esq.,
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