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Politics in the Soviet Countryside under
the Great Terror :
The 1936 Crop Failure and Azov -Chernom orsk Krai

Kenji UCHIDA

This article analyzes a process of agricultural campaigns in the latter half of 1936 in
Azov-Chernomorsk krai. Doing this, it intends to examine the following two hypotheses.
First, division of the krai into Krasnodar and Rostov oblasts in 1937 was a reaction from
the Party leadership to the krai's poor performance in agricultural campaigns in 1936.
Incidentally, Azov-Chernomorsk krai itself was a product of division of North Caucasus
in 1934. One of the most conspicuous characteristics in the Stalinist formula of rule is
that the regime reformed a scheme of administrative-territorial divisions, after it had
somehow broken through critical situations in the countryside.

The second one relates to the background of the so-called Great Terror. A show trial
towards “Trotskist-Zinovievite groups” was held in summer 1936, and from then on hys-
teria of hunting “enemies of people” grasped the whole party organizations. It had become
more fierce and extreme since the February-March Plenum of the Central Committee in
1937. Leaders of Azov-Chernomorsk became victims of the terror in 1937, too. A
hypothesis here is that failures in the 1936 agriculture was an important factor which

triggered off the tidal waves of purges in 1937.

Before discussing about Azov-Chernomorsk, we had better have a glance at the 1936
agriculture in the Soviet Union as a whole. In this year agriculture suffered from an un-
usually severe drought. The drought also heavily damaged fodder production, which
would in turn raise a serious problem of supplying livestock with fodder, especially dur-
ing the forthcoming winter.

With the very poor crop in mind, it is easily assumed that grain procurements in 1936
bore relentless features. Many plenipotentiaries were sent to the MTS and kolkhozes, and
they arrested or imposed fines upon many kolkhozniks who did not fulfil assignments of
grain deliveries. In spite of these harsh measures, procurements did not proceed with
such a tempo as requied by the Party leadership, except in a few regions. After all, grain
procurements badly delayed and could be never said to have been successful as a whole.
Many regions were, on the contrary, given aid of a great amount of grain, sowing seeds
and fodder by the State.

Though Azov-Chernomorsk also experienced unusually unfavorable weather in 1936,
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it could claim to have fulfilled its task of grain procurements earliest second to Crimea.
On the other hand, autumn plowing of spring sowing area was faced with great difficul-
ties. The krai could not eventually finish plowing within a time limit, that is by October
20. After the dead-line passed, threats to local activists became much more sharpened.
On November 9, the kraikom issued an ultimatum, which was extremely harsh in tone and
content. It demanded district leaders and activists to fulfil their tasks at any costs. As a
result, repressions and arbitrariness prevailed everywhere.

With these severe measures, the krai at last fulfilled the plan of autumn plowing on
November 21. But this meant at the same time a serious failure, because according to the
Party leadership, the sooner in autumn fields were plowed, the more yields could be
obtained, and the term of plowing should have been observed by all means.

A peculiar condition made it more difficult for Azov-Chernomorsk to conduct the au-
tumn plowing campaign than other regions. The krai had to organize planting trees as a
countermeasure against sukhovei, the strong and dry east wind, along with the plowing
campaign. According to Sheboldaev, the krai lost nearly a half of crop every year under
the influence of sukhovei. In December 1935, Stalin ordered the country that it should
obtain “within three or four years 70—80 billiards puds of grain” every vear. The Sta-
lin's slogan obliged the krai almost to double yields. Assuming the Sheboldaev’s argument
cited above, it would be therefore rather natural for the krai's leadership to have
attached special importance to a tree-planting project.

In August 1936, the kraikom decided a three-year plan of afforestation, and began to
organize a campaign in autumn. It did not, however, progress favorably as well as the au-
tumn plowing. Both campaigns contradicted each other in practice. There was still a se-
rious shortage of tractive forces including beasts of draft, and demands from both sides
for them could not be satisfied at the same time. Many directors of the MTS were ac-
cused for having refused to offer tractors for plowing of tree-planting area, on a pretence
of needs for the autumn plowing.

Northern Don okrug was reproached most severely for delaying in tree-planting. The
decision of November 9 mentioned above thundered out words of warning in the okrug
leaders’ ears. It also strongly urged all the district leaders to engage themselves in tree-
planting with the same resoluteness as in procurements campaigns. But unlike in the au-
tumn plowing, even the ultimatum could not improve situations. After all, the goal could
not be achieved both in Northern Don and in the krai as a whole. Thus the krai and the
okrug ended the 1936 agricultural campaigns with serious failures remained.

A new year began in Azov-Chernomorsk with a great shock. On January 2, the Party
Central Committee decided to remove Sheboldaev from his post as the first secretary of
the kraikom. Andreev, a member of the Politburo, came to Rostov with the decision and

directed its implementation. The plenum of the kraikom confirmed Sheboldaev’s removal
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and Evdokimov's appointment as his successor. Soon after this, the krai's leadership was
almost totally reshuffled.

Under the new leadership, agriculture of the Sheboldaev era became subject to bitter
attacks. The krat could not achieve one of the most important obligations, i. e. raising
yields per hectare. Northern Don lagged far behind in this respect. On January 21, a de-
cision was announced to abolish Northern Don okrug. Evdokimov explained its purpose,
referring to the delay of agriculture in the okrug. According to him, kolkhozes there had
needed proper guidance and help. Its abolition would make it possible for the krai's
leadership to intervene directly into affairs in individual districts and kolkhozes there.

As for the question of Northern Don, Evdokimov further revealed that the Central
Committee had issued two special decisions in 1936. The decisions included a serious
warning to Sheboldaev and Larin in that if they did not succeed in raising yields in the
okrug, they should be punished severely and might be removed from their posts. But they
had in fact ignored the warning and had not taken any necessary measures, claimed
Evdokimov.

Denunciation by the new leadership was also turned against the tree-planting plan. The
plan assigned districts too high quotas of plantation. It was said that in some districts,
kolkhozes had to ofter all pastures and meadows in order to fulfil their quotas. This re-
duced the area of pastures and meadows to a considerable extent, which would in turn
affect fodder production negatively. As was shown previously, fodder production in
1936 suffered from heavy damage caused by the drought. Many of livestock died from
short supply of fodder in Azov-Chernomorsk as well as in other regions during the win-
ter of 1936—-37. This disaster perhaps taught the Party leadership a lesson of the
necessity of expanding fodder production. The tree-planting plan should have been de-
nounced for having curtailed fodder production and damaged stock raising.

The change in the krai’s leadership ought to be regarded as a result of interactions of
many factors. However, we can safely conclude, from what has been discussed, that the
poor performance in the 1936 agricultural campaigns played at least a significant role in

the change.

At the beginning of 1937, purges swayed not only in Azov-Chernomorsk but also in
other regions. A number of leaders of agriculture in those regions, where the 1936 agri-
cultural campaigns had failed or had been faced with great difficulties, were arrested as
enemies. The Stalin’s ambition to harvest 70 ~ 80 billiards puds of grain was miserably
blighted in the very first year. Purges of agricultural leaders can be regarded as a re-
prisal to it. At least one phase of the tidal waves of purges in 1937 was triggered off by
the failures in the 1936 agriculture.

The year of 1937 saw large-scale reorganization of administrative-territorial division.
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Here too, a lot of those regions became subject to it where agriculture had shown a poor
performance in 1936. Odessa, Kursk, Voronezh and West Siberia and others were di-
vided into two or curtailed their territories. The abolition of Northern Don was already
mentioned. The reorganization in 1937 was the third as a large-scale one in the 1930s.
The first was the abolition of okrugs in July 1930, and the second was the division of
districts and regions in 1934. In any case of the three, collectivization or agricultural
campaigns prior to it were faced with serious difficulties, and the Party leadership real-
ized that the control from above so far had been still ineffective. It hence tried to further
enforce control over the local party organizations and the countryside, by reforming the
administrative-territorial scheme. Thus the territorial reorganizaion constituted a major

part of the Stalinist measures against crises.
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