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Seated portrait of Joseph Stalin (1878–1953), leader of the Soviet Union from 1924 to 
1953, issued for the 1950 Soviet Union legislative election. 
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On the first morning of March 1953, the most feared man on earth was lying on the 
floor of his own bedroom, and for hours not one of the people guarding him would 
open the door. 

They knew he was in there. They knew he had not rung for breakfast, had not called 
for his papers, had not made a sound all day. They were trained, armed, and 
stationed a few feet away. And they stood in the corridor and did nothing, for hours, 
because the one thing more dangerous than a sick Stalin was a Stalin who woke to 
find you had walked into his room uninvited. 

He had spent a quarter of a century building a wall around himself that no assassin 
could cross. The wall worked perfectly. It kept everyone out, right to the end, 
including the people who might have saved his life. 

Joseph Stalin was, by any reasonable measure, one of the hardest men in history to 
kill. No ruler is ever truly beyond reach; a coup, an insider, a conspiracy among 
frightened subordinates can undo any amount of bodyguarding, and Stalin knew it 
better than anyone. But against the things security can actually stop, the assassin at 
the gate, the poisoner in the kitchen, the sniper on the route, he had built something 
close to perfect. He ruled a country of nearly two hundred million people, a great 
many of whom had excellent reason to want him dead, and he died in his bed at the 
age of seventy-four. To understand why that morning on the floor is one of the 
strangest deaths in modern history, you first have to understand the machine he built 
to make it impossible. 

The Wall 
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Stalin’s personal security was the work of one man, Nikolai Vlasik, who ran it for 
around a quarter of a century and treated the dictator’s survival as an engineering 
problem to be solved. 

The numbers alone were formidable. Stalin’s personal protection unit ran to roughly 
two hundred people, with thirty or forty bodyguards working in rotating shifts directly 
around him. The staff who cooked his food, cleaned his rooms, and waited his table 
were not servants who had been hired; they were state security officers who had 
been trained first and assigned second. There was no one near him who had not been 
vetted by the apparatus. 

The travel arrangements read like fiction. When Stalin moved, several identical 
limousines drove different routes, and only a handful of people knew which car held 
the man himself. When he went by train, other trains ran ahead of and behind his, 
packed with security. Guards lined both sides of the road along his route, a tactic 
borrowed from the old Tsars. And, by several accounts, he made use of body 
doubles, men made up to resemble him closely enough to stand in at a distance and 
confuse anyone planning a shot, though how often they were used is debated. 



It worked. Across all the years Vlasik ran the wall, no known assassination attempt 
came close to succeeding. The food was tasted. The rooms were watched. The 
doctors were vetted. Stalin had made himself, as far as any human being can, 
unkillable. 

And then the wall did what walls do. It kept everyone out. 

The Paranoia That Ate Its Own Defences 

A wall is only as good as the trust of the people manning it, and in his final years 
Stalin set about destroying exactly that. 

He had always been suspicious. By the early 1950s the suspicion had curdled into 
something close to a permanent state of siege, and it turned, fatally, on the very 
people who kept him alive. In 1952 he had Vlasik himself, the architect of his security 
and a man who had guarded him for twenty-five years, arrested and removed. His 
long-serving personal secretary went too. Then came the move that sealed his fate: 
the so-called Doctors’ Plot, a manufactured conspiracy in which a group of the 
country’s most senior physicians, many of them Jewish, were arrested on invented 
charges of medically murdering Soviet officials. 

The man with crippling high blood pressure, a known history of arteriosclerosis, and a 
body in its seventies had just arrested many of the best doctors in the Soviet Union 
and let it be known that treating powerful patients could be reframed as attempted 
murder. He had removed his trusted bodyguard and his trusted secretary. He had 
taught every person within reach of him a single, vivid lesson: proximity to Stalin’s 
body was the most dangerous place to stand in the country. 

The Last Night 

On the evening of 28 February 1953, Stalin dined at his dacha at Kuntsevo, outside 
Moscow, with four of his inner circle: Beria, his secret police chief; Malenkov, his 
likely successor; Khrushchev; and Bulganin. They ate and drank into the small hours, 
in the usual way, with the usual undercurrent that any one of them might be the next 
to be arrested. They left around dawn. 

According to the guards, Stalin then gave an order he had reportedly never given 
before. He told them he was going to bed and that they should do the same; he would 
not be needing them. Whether he truly said it, or whether the message was relayed 
by a guard close to Beria, was disputed even by the men who were there. Either way, 
the effect was that the watchers stood down. Stalin went into his rooms. He never 
walked out of them again. 

 

 

 



The Hours on the Floor 
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Stalin at his 70th birthday celebration with (left to right) Mao Zedong, Nikolai 
Bulganin, Walter Ulbricht, and Yumjaagiin Tsedenbal, in Moscow, December 1948 

The next day, 1 March, Stalin did not appear. Noon passed with no sound, which was 
unusual but not alarming, since he kept strange hours. By evening the silence had 
become frightening. One guard later put it plainly: they were afraid to go in without 
being called. 

So they waited. They invented reasons not to act. When a light finally came on in his 
quarters in the evening they told themselves all was well. It was only when a package 
arrived from the Central Committee, late at night, that the deputy commandant, 
Peter Lozgachev, finally had a pretext to enter, and reportedly steadied himself at the 
door before going in. By his account he found Stalin on the floor, conscious but 
unable to speak, lying in his bedclothes in a pool of urine where he had fallen, 
probably hours earlier, after a stroke. By the most cautious accounts he had been 
collapsed and unattended for the better part of a day. 

What followed was not a rescue. It was a committee. The guards telephoned the 
leadership rather than a hospital. Beria and Malenkov were summoned and took 
hours to arrive. By the later accounts of those present, when Beria did come he 
looked at the stricken Stalin, decided he was merely sleeping off the drink, upbraided 
the guards for raising the alarm, and left orders not to disturb the Boss. The four most 
powerful men left in the Soviet Union stood over the body of the dying one and, 
paralysed by the fear he had spent a lifetime cultivating, chose to do nothing. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mao_Zedong
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikolai_Bulganin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikolai_Bulganin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter_Ulbricht
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yumjaagiin_Tsedenbal


Doctors were not brought until the following day, by some accounts more than half a 
day after he was found. When they finally arrived they were, in the words of one 
witness, too frightened to touch him; their hands shook so badly they could barely 
conduct the examination. These were the replacements for the senior physicians 
Stalin had just thrown in prison. They diagnosed the massive stroke that anyone 
might have guessed, and there was, by then, nothing useful left to do. He lingered, 
mostly insensible, for four more days, and died on the evening of 5 March 1953. 

The Flaw in the Wall 

It is tempting to ask whether prompt help would have saved him. Honestly, it might 
not have; the official autopsy judged the stroke severe enough that no intervention 
would likely have changed the outcome, and the autopsy detail has been argued over 
ever since. The poisoning theories, which point a finger at Beria and a tasteless 
anticoagulant slipped into the wine, remain unproven, and the most careful medical 
reviews conclude that uncontrolled high blood pressure is a more than sufficient 
explanation. We may never know whether faster doctors would have mattered. The 
delay in treatment was, in truth, only one strand among several: his age, his 
untreated hypertension, the arteriosclerosis, and the plain limits of 1953 medicine all 
pulled the same way. 

But the medical question is not really the point. The point is that the system designed 
to keep Stalin alive failed at the one moment it existed for, and it failed not by 
accident but by design. He had engineered a world in which disturbing Stalin was the 
gravest possible mistake, and then he made the gravest possible case for being 
disturbed. 

A man cannot be guarded by people he has taught to fear him. That is the flaw no 
amount of security can patch, because the security is made of those same people. 

He had built the perfect wall, and he died on the wrong side of it, on the floor, waiting 
for help from people who had learned, from him, never to come. 

*** 
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