Mother's memoir reveals sensitive Stalin
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Keke Djugashvili: son installed her in a former Tsarist palace 

12:01AM BST 07 May 2007

Josef Stalin, the monstrous Soviet dictator responsible for the deaths of millions, was a "sensitive child" with a love of flowers, his mother's memoirs have revealed.
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Stalin was born in Georgia in 1878, the only child of a cobbler, Beso Djugashvili and his wife, Keke. In her memoirs, released from a secret Soviet archive, she detailed how a series of illnesses and accidents left "Soso" - her nickname for Josef - partially crippled, and how he coped with a violent alcoholic father.

"My Soso was a very sensitive child," said Keke. "As soon as he heard the sound of his father singing balaam-balaam from the street, he'd immediately run to me asking if he could go to our neighbours' until his father fell asleep."

Keke recounted how she used her child's love of flowers to encourage him to walk. Holding out a camomile, she would entice him to move towards her.

She also wrote about her son's struggle to win a scholarship to the seminary of the Georgian capital, Tiflis, now Tbilisi, to become a student priest.
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On the train there, where his now estranged father was working, she recounted how her teenage son suddenly began to cry. "Mummy," he said, "what if, when we arrive in the city, father finds me and forces me to become a shoemaker? I want to study. I'd rather kill myself than become a cobbler."

"I kissed him and wiped away his tears," she recalled, adding: "Nobody will stop you studying, nobody is going to take you away from me."

Keke's memoirs were released by the Georgian president, Mikhail Saakashvili at the request of Simon Sebag Montefiore, whose new book, Young Stalin, is published this month.

Stalin later rebelled against his studies, however, and declared himself a revolutionary seeking the end of Tsarist Russia. Following his rise he installed Keke in a Tsarist palace in the Caucasus, but she occupied only one tiny room and died in 1937.

