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‘I didn’t kill him. I shot him, bullets and the fall killed him.’

Vincent, the hitman played by Tom Cruise in the film noir Collateral, 2004

‘I don’t understand this position. First of all, it’s boring. Second of all, forgive me if this sounds pompous, but it’s better to die standing up than to stay alive on your knees.’

Alexei Navalny, explaining why he refused to be intimidated by the power and corruption of the Kremlin
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Author’s Note

Throughout this book, I have taken the liberty of fiddling with original translations because I’ve got an O level in Russian, I’m a professional writer and where the original feels clunky and offends my lah-de-dah Gunner Graham’s English-English. For international readers who can work out the source of that particular cultural reference, if we chance to meet I will buy them a beer.




Preface to the Paperback Edition

Detective Alexander Varapaev of the Russian Investigative Committee, the country’s version of the FBI, is a diligent cop. When Convict Alexei Anatolyevich Navalny died in the Polar Wolf penal colony two days after Valentine’s Day 2024, Detective Varapaev ‘seized’ or, in English English, took custody of the dead man’s stuff, placed it in sacks and bags and logged the lot, taking pains to do the job properly.

The detective placed in sack number one a mattress and a rubber mat; sack two, toiletries, loo paper; sack three, two black bags containing groceries and food; sack four, books; sack five, letters, notebooks, pens; sack six, bedsheets, pillow, duvet; sack seven, a black travelling bag with clothes, more toiletries. In bag number one he placed blister packs, prescriptions for medication; bag two, a container with no pills; bag three, gulag paperwork imposing a disciplinary sanction; bags four and five, magazines; bag six, two containers; bag seven, a breathing mask; bag/envelope eight, paper envelopes with swabs from doors and handles; bag nine, swabs from the sleeve of convict A. A. Navalny’s pea coat (which looks like a Dutch fisherman’s jacket); bag ten, swabs from the floor surface where his pea coat was found; bag eleven, the pea coat itself; bag twelve, a bar of soap, two pens, a tube of lip balm, deodorant, nail clippers, two packs of Band-Aids, Tolstoy’s War and Peace; bag thirteen, mug, cloth bag with cutlery; bag fourteen, pack of ibuprofen pills with three tablets, roll of papers with one white-coloured pill; bag fifteen, swabs of vomit; bag sixteen, specks of vomit.

The last two bags never made it into the detective’s final custody log.

Fancy that.

Likewise, the detective’s first draft of what happened that grim day was as follows: ‘On 16 February 2024, convict A. A. Navalny felt a sharp deterioration of his health condition while in exercise yard No. 2 of the EPKT [a Russian prison within a prison] after which he informed the duty officer of the institution, who took the latter out of the premises of the exercise yard to the premises of section No. 4 of the EPKT. There, convict A. A. Navalny lay down on the floor and began to complain of sharp pain in the abdominal area; he started reflexive ejection of his stomach contents, had convulsions, and lost consciousness, which was immediately reported to the medical staffof the correctional facility.’

Now this is funny peculiar because just the day before Navalny had been cracking jokes at the expense of a trial judge at the other end of a video call, to the real amusement of his jailers at the Polar Wolf penal colony. Once again, all mention of the pain in the stomach, the vomiting and the convulsions were removed from Detective Varapaev’s final report, almost as if someone high up in the Kremlin didn’t want people to know that he had had Navalny poisoned. The world owes Roman Dobrokhotov of The Insider a debt for digging up the detective’s homework before the dog ate it.

Russia being Russia, the evidence nailing the Kremlin for its assassination of the opposition leader comes from within its own machinery of repression. Sweet. I read The Insider’s story with a grim satisfaction because my source – who had told me for the hardback edition of Murder in the Gulag that the decision to have Navalny poisoned was made in principle at a secret meeting in December 2023 between Vladimir Putin and FSB boss Alexander Bortnikov – had been on the money, and the Kremlin’s useful idiots who had said differently were, as usual, talking Russian rubbish for roubles. What about the planned prisoner swap, the word being that the government would agree to trade Navalny and other critics of the Killer in the Kremlin for the usual dung heap of Russian murderers and spies? Well, the contents of bags fifteen and sixteen point to the planned prisoner swap being sabotaged by the only person with the muscle to have the opposition leader murdered in the most tightly controlled prison in the whole Russian gulag. His name? Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.

The Cluedo cards are laid out for all to see. Not Colonel Mustard in the conservatory with the lead piping, but President Putin in the gulag with the Novichok.

One year on from Navalny’s murder, I still find it hard, no, nigh on impossible, to register that he’s gone. Alexei came hurrying back from the dead, kind of, with the publication of his book, Patriot, in October 2024. The book is, just like the man, funny, brave and good and I encourage everyone to read it. It’s time to take stock, of both Navalny and the man who had him killed, in the spirit of Detective Varapaev’s first draft of the convict’s belongings, War and Peace, vomit and all.

The hardest sentence to write is this: Alexei Navalny is dead; Vladimir Putin is alive and kicking and going from strength to strength. America’s voters went to the polls and elected their white, or rather orange, king. The Kremlin’s investment in their candidate, Donald Trump, has paid off. The American public square is a place full of hate, fear and confusion. Kopeck for kopeck, Russia’s dark state has been infinitely more successful than its military. Britain’s economic future has been snuffed out for a generation by Brexit; America’s future is sown with the dragon’s teeth of chaos thanks to Trump’s victories in 2016 and 2024, and Ukraine is in deep trouble. All of these catastrophes have been egged on, I believe, by dark Kremlin gold and dark Kremlin bots.

And none of it would have happened had Alexei Navalny been able to wrestle power from Vladimir Putin in 2012, when the switcheroo between Al Capone’s lawyer (Dmitry Medvedev) and Al Capone (Putin) was carried out, to the great indignation of the best of Russia. In a funny way, Navalny was living on borrowed time for a dozen years. What is remarkable is not that Putin had him poisoned in 2020 and then again, with finality, in 2024, but that he did not dare do it back in 2012. That’s because of Navalny’s extraordinary charisma, but also Putin’s weakness. Loads of people, including, to be fair, myself, were agog when Navalny went back to Russia in January 2021, knowing that he was heading to certain imprisonment and near certain death. But it’s also true that Navalny understood Putin’s frailties too and he bet on them with his life. The gamble was heroic, but it failed.

The shadow cast by Vladimir Putin over the largest country on earth grows longer and bleaker by the day. The little gangster from the wrong side of the tracks in then Leningrad, now St Petersburg, has been in power for longer than Hitler and is catching up fast with Stalin. Come 2029, Putin will overtake the pockmarked generalissimo and that achievement, if it is one, seems more likely than not. Putin has corrupted not just Russia but the whole world, exporting his brand of ultra-nationalist populism, crony capitalism and political violence to the four corners of the globe. Yes, Stalin had the Cambridge Five in Britain and the Atom Bomb spies in the US, but he never succeeded in getting his pick to become a US president, twice. In that regard, Putin is the more successful leader. True, Russia is an economic basket-case, an oil sump incapable of manufacturing quality goods of its own, with its society brutally divided between a tiny oligarchy and millions in dire poverty, suffering outside toilets, horrible healthcare and earning less than $160 a month. But the Kremlin is making the geopolitical weather while the West is buffeted by the storm fronts from the East – and that change has happened in my lifetime.

Leonard Schapiro was a very, very old man in 1977 when he limped into the lecture hall at the LSE and kept us first year students of Soviet politics spell-bound: ‘As a young boy in St Petersburg in 1917,’ the professor recalled, ‘I remember both Russian revolutions, the one in February and the one in October. The first was very exciting, but by the time the second one came along we were all very bored by revolutions and went back to playing cowboys and Indians.’ Schapiro, the author of The Government and Politics of the Soviet Union, was playing with us. Back then, the Soviet Union looked as solid as the concrete it loved to ejaculate. But the old prof’s ‘cowboys and Indians’ anecdote suggests that some part of him understood that the communist god was failing, that only a dozen years later the Berlin Wall would fall. For my old paper, the Observer, I passed the Christmas of 1989 with the Ceausescus, as it were. Clambering through the burnt-out citadel of the Central Committee Building of the Romanian Communist Party on Christmas Eve, spent bullet cases underfoot, I stumbled across a photo album of Ceausescu visiting Pyongyang, being saluted by the adoring masses alongside Kim Il Sung. Goodbye to this kind of claptrap, I thought to myself. And now as I write this, North Korean troops are fighting with the Russians against Ukraine, and the KGB spy who once said that the fall of the Soviet Union was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century is cock of the twenty-first century walk. To be honest with you, having seen communism die in 1989 with my own eyes, how the arc of human history has now turned into some hideous fascist boomerang makes me weep.

Navalny understood that the Soviet Union was boring, stupid and wrong from when he was a boy, after his dad’s parents, his beloved Ukrainian grandfather and grandmother, were forced out of their home, Zalyssia, because it had been irradiated. In Navalny’s autobiography, Patriot, Chernobyl looms large, including one beautiful story I had not heard before. After the nuclear disaster, but before the people of Zalyssia had to flee, his Ukrainian granny, knowing that her youngest son, Navalny’s father, loved dried fish from the local river, wrapped up a parcel and, against all the rules, managed to post it from the radioactive zone to the Navalny home in Russia. Navalny’s dad was just about to get stuck in when his mum suggested that he should check the fish with a Geiger counter. This was not that hard because Navalny’s father was an army officer with clout. The dried fish were positively jumping with radioactivity and the gift from Zalyssia was got rid of pretty damn quick.

The boy Navalny’s loathing of Soviet power comes across in a second simple family story of how, when the conversation around the kitchen table turned to a political joke, and a dangerous political joke at that, his mother would place a cushion over the phone. As a metaphor for the grey blurring of life under the red star, it is hard to better. And his first memory of the cushion over the phone? That would be in 1984.

Navalny’s spirit shines through every page of Patriot. He had to walk through fire pretty much every day of his life after the Killer in the Kremlin concluded that he was the most dangerous threat to his grip on the Kremlin sofa, but the story of the rebel’s life sings along, full of self-deprecating jokes and great sunbeams of joy.

The moment he comes back from the dead is gloriously told. Navalny had spent long days in a coma, his grip on reality fuzzy, tenuous, his limbs betraying the orders from his insulted brain. He fantasises about a Japanese professor who had saved his life only to discover that this was some kind of Novichok-inspired delirium. Lying in his hospital bed in Berlin, he struggles to focus on meaning, on locomotion, of anything. He can’t think or speak or walk. And then his faithful Tonto, Leonid Volkov, tells him that they used Novichok to poison him: ‘I suddenly looked straight at them and said, “What the fuck? That’s just so dumb!” Leonid says that was the moment he knew I was going to be all right.’

On the plane back from Berlin to Moscow after Navalny recovered from the poisoning, he notes that lots of people are taking pictures of him and suspects that at least some of the punters have no idea who he is, but are going along with the mob. He smiles and reminds himself of the crack made by Sheldon Cooper in The Big Bang Theory, that a minor celebrity is a person who, once you explain who he is, many people will recognise.

Patriot whites out the warts and that is never good. There is nothing about the cockroach videos, Navalny’s hideous online twaddle demonising Chechens in 2007, and too little about his longer and disastrous fl irtation with the Russian far right, a mistake that was, I believe, to cost him the Nobel Peace Prize a decade down the track. That may be down to him, but I suspect that the final manuscript of the book was signed offby his widow, Yulia Navalnaya, who for wholly human reasons has not wanted his last words to dwell on what was not his finest hour. It’s clear from the way he writes about the wonderful childhood summers he spent in Ukraine that he loves the place. When the big war starts in February 2022, his speech from his dock in the gulag is word perfect. The war ‘has been started by the Kremlin gang to make it easier for them to steal. They are killing so they can thieve.’

Navalnaya, when asked while publicising Patriot whether Ukraine should be armed without restrictions, told the German newspaper Die Zeit: ‘It’s hard to say. The war was unleashed by Vladimir Putin, but the bombs are also hitting Russians.’ That remark on its own drew criticism from the Ukrainians and their supporters but her very next sentence in the interview supplies proper context and, in fairness, should also be quoted: ‘Nevertheless, there must be a clear answer. All Russian troops must be withdrawn from the territory of Ukraine immediately. The war must be ended immediately.’

Grieving widow though she may be, Navalnaya comes across in the interview as a thoughtful and intelligent voice for another Russia, handling, as best she can, the German reporters’ questions probing the often fraught relationship between the Russian opposition and the Ukrainians fighting their fellow countrymen, the monsters from the east. What is plain is her moral courage in supporting Navalny when he was alive and her keeping the flame of his memory alive after his murder. That, and the horrible pettiness of the regime. She tells Die Zeit how, when her son Zachar was nine years old in 2017, they took him along to a demonstration and the police started hassling the whole family, with Zachar clinging to his mum’s legs. Zachar burst into tears and Navalny urged him not to cry. The photo that went around the world was not the police’s aggression towards the family but Navalny appearing to scold his son: a cruel manipulation of the wider truth. After Navalny was arrested when he returned to Russia in January 2021, Yulia went home, only for that sanctuary to be invaded by the police. They smashed down the door with a sledgehammer and threatened to take Zachar’s computer unless she gave them his password. He was twelve years old at the time. She refused to surrender her boy’s password so it was seized: a small example of the Kremlin’s cruelty towards a family that dared to stand up to it.

Navalny started writing Patriot when he was recovering in Germany from the Novichok poisoning but he ran out of time, so the fag-end of the book is a series of dispatches, smuggled out of his prison cells. Fag-end is the wrong word for prison literature that, for my money, ranks with the best: melancholic, profound and laugh out loud funny, like the story of how he hoards a gift of honey and lemon from Yulia and parcels it out with an economy of materials and wealth of protocol that would be the envy of a Japanese tea ceremony. This is Solzhenitsyn as rewritten by Michael Palin.

Hard to beat his diary entry for 15 March 2023, when prisoner Navalny was woken at 5am to the noise of the cell radio. The news that day was of who had won the Oscars – apart from Best Documentary: ‘I thought that was a good sign.’ Towards lunchtime, the goons took him to yet another court hearing, when his lawyer blurted out that Navalny the documentary had won the Oscar. Sweet.

The sense of loss, of our loss, grows as you turn every page. At the very end of the book, he tells of his last visit by Yulia to his cell, of how he snatched a conversation with her away from the prying eyes and ears of the prison CCTV, and tells her that he feared that there was a high probability that he would never get out of the gulag alive: ‘ “Even if everything starts falling apart, they will bump me off at the first sign the regime is collapsing. They will poison me.”

“I know,” ’ she said.

And now we know too.

Playing St Mary’s Church at the Petworth Literary Festival and playing the big venues in Las Vegas are the same. They are both showbiz, although I have only done the former and the mob have never got their hooks into St Mary’s, at least not yet. The altar of the beautiful old Sussex church, some of it dating back to the thirteenth century, was blocked off, leaving me on stage with my old mucker from Bosnia, Con Coughlin from the Daily Telegraph. Booked to talk about Murder in the Gulag, the first thing I did was to switch the glasses of water assigned to Con and me: ‘you never know where the Kremlin’s long hand might reach,’ I said, to a muffled titter from the audience. Next, I regaled the punters with the story of how, back in 1993, a photographer from the Observer and I were stuck in a nasty traffic jam, held up by Bosnian Croat goons who hated the international press for our reporting of their massacres against the Bosnian Muslims. Suddenly, our car bonnet was being attacked: ‘They’re throwing bread. Bread rolls.’ As panic mounted in the Observer car, I looked in the rear-view mirror and saw that we were under attack, not from Bosnian Croat killers, but Con Coughlin and the snapper from the Telegraph. Bastards.

The point of this digression will saunter into view shortly. Two questions from the audience hit me in the gut, the first of which was about the significance of Navalny’s Christian faith, as relayed in Patriot. Navalny raises his belief in God with a certain shyness at the end of the book. He tells the story of how, banned from reading any other books, he learnt the Sermon on the Mount in Russian and English by heart, and when he was allowed to attend a church service in prison, a rare event, he was astonished to listen to those words he now knew so well. The second story is of how his fellow prisoners were warned, on pain of bad treatment, not to communicate with him. This cruelty on cruelty was observed by virtually everybody apart from a strange fellow prisoner, who usually went out of his way to ignore everyone. One day he spoke briefly to Navalny and gave him a little card; on it, the image of the Archangel Gabriel. Blessed are the peacemakers, indeed.

Navalny’s Christian faith was deep yet worn lightly. It raises an answer to the question that haunts everyone: why on earth did he, after the Novichok poisoning, go back to Russia? That, rather than be afraid of death, he was willing to embrace Christian martyrdom? The moment I think about this, I am troubled, deeply so. I can’t think of many people who loved being alive more than Alexei Navalny, can’t think of anyone who did more with his life. So not a willing martyr, no. But a man who did not fear death? That may be part of the answer.

The second question that hit me from the punters in St Mary’s, Petworth, came from a lady who asked about his legacy, pointing to his courage, but also that of his mother who kept on asking the murderers for the body of her dead son.

I can’t remember my exact words, but I said something like this: ‘Vladimir Putin is in power, killing and killing again. But to those who say there are no good or brave Russians, well, they are wrong. There was Navalny, and his supporters who risked jail and worse to go to his funeral. And, yes, his mother who, even though the regime had murdered her son, went back to the gates of the prison in the bitter cold, day after day, begging the killers for his body. The legacy of Navalny – and that of his mother – is to keep alive the soul of another, beautiful Russia in this time of darkness.’

Then, with the brother of a one-eyed man who rescues old people from the frontline in Ukraine, I went for a drink. Standing up to the killers, living the life Navalny lived, well, that’s a story to be toasted.

And so, we did. And so should you.




Introduction

Terminator 2: Judgment Day was Alexei Navalny’s favourite movie so he was laid to rest to the schmaltzy melody that saw Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Terminator T-800 meet his bad metal maker in a steel mill, giving a final thumbs-up to John Connor, the symbol of humanity’s hope. Navalny’s last joke was, of course, targeted at Vladimir Putin’s neurosis that, in Arnie’s catchphrase: ‘I’ll be back.’

The question that haunts the killer in the Kremlin – haunts, too, the future of the largest country on earth – is whether the snuffing out of Navalny’s courage, charisma and honesty will stick in Russia’s craw and bring on Putin’s overthrow; that, in a kind of way, Navalny, his face half-metal, half-human, one cyborg red eye blink-blink-blinking, will one day stomp across Red Square towards the high red walls of the citadel of the tsar in blood. As a ‘fuck you!’ from beyond the grave, it was rather cool.

And: on brand.

Snuffed out Navalny most definitely was. It’s hard to check facts in Russia because if you do it properly you end up dead. If you doubt my word, you will get a lick with the rough edge of my tongue. Anna Politkovskaya, Natalia Estemirova, Boris Nemtsov and Navalny all challenged the Kremlin’s magical untruths to me in person. In sequence, poisoned, then shot; shot; shot; poisoned, twice, then murdered, precise method as yet unknown. You will see a list of the people Putin has killed and the most likely method at the end of this book. By the way, I’m not worried about being sued by the psychopathic president. He uses different methods to secure satisfaction.

But get this: the word ‘disinformation’ doesn’t begin to properly convey the power of the Kremlin to generate doubt and uncertainty across the bright and darkened lands of the earth. How do you react to evil if you are not sure what, exactly, has happened? Or who did what? Schrödinger’s Cat is a thought experiment in quantum physics setting out that tiny particles can exist in two places at once until they are observed. Imagine a cat in a box with something that could kill it. Open the box: the cat is both dead and alive. The Kremlin has repurposed Schrödinger’s Cat with evil intent, so that not knowing, not understanding, is the natural condition of the enemies of the Russian dark state. Vladimir Putin has built the greatest fog machine in history.

The point of Murder in the Gulag is to blow away that fog. This book isn’t a whodunnit. Putin hated the Russian who mocked him like no one else, hated him so much he would never, ever mention him by name. Navalny joked with me when I interviewed him in Moscow in 2018 that he was like ‘He Who Must Not Be Named’ in the Harry Potter books, that ‘I am Lord Voldemort.’ Putin had Navalny murdered.

It is, though, a howdunnit. How, exactly, did they kill him? Navalny was a man of extraordinarily good health considering that he had been beaten up countless times, poisoned twice, and, once he returned to Russia in 2021, suffered two years more of torture in Putin’s gulag, including three hundred days in isolation. In his first prison colony, IK-2 Pokrov, about sixty miles from Moscow, he was woken up eight times a night. This was torture by sleep deprivation.

Navalny was moved to an even nastier prison, IK-6, in the village of Melekhovo. He described the cooler therein, a seven foot by nine ‘concrete doghouse . . . I have a beach version – very hot and almost no air. The window is tiny, because of the thickness of the walls air does not go – even the cobwebs do not move. There is no ventilation. At night you lie there and feel like a fish on the shore.’

His last home was IK-3, the ‘Polar Wolf’ prison colony in the middle of a very cold fridge-freezer. One day this bouncy and full of fun 47-year-old was filmed on a video link from IK-3, taking the piss out of the duty judge down the line, teasing her to use some of her vast salary to top up his own bank account. The camera panned out to catch his IK-3 jailers standing next to him laughing at the prisoner’s wit. The next day Navalny is dead.

Nothing official in Russia is true; or stays true for long. The poisoning of the well of information in the Western world through bots and counter-facts and internet rumours, dark fairy stories boosted on social media sites, is no accident but one of the most successful exports of the dark Russian state. Everything Putin does in the West, he’s tried out back home before. He has been corroding truth since his very first days in power, when Boris Yeltsin – once the hope of a new, democratic Russia but by the summer of 1999 a senile alcoholic controlled by some of his own wretchedly corrupt family – appointed his creepy secret police boss acting prime minister. Within days, blocks of flats in Moscow and southern Russia were blown up by ‘Chechen terrorists’, according to the official version of events. But the evidence is overwhelming that the true culprits were the FSB: the new name for the KGB. For more on Vladimir Putin’s original sin in power, that he blew up Russia, read my previous book, Killer in the Kremlin.

Within hours of Navalny’s demise, a whole variety of causes of death had hit the internet. The official version was that he had suffered some kind of natural death, but when his 69-year-old mother, Lyudmila Navalnaya, asked for the body of her son, the authorities fired back, launching a new criminal investigation into Oleg Navalny, Alexei’s younger brother, who had been jailed for three and a half years on trumped-up charges, only getting out of prison in 2018. Oleg is believed to be in hiding, but the message was clear enough to Navalny’s mother: shut up or you won’t see your son’s body, or even maybe your other son, again, ever.

To get your head round Putin’s Russia, watch The Godfather.

Navalny’s death brought forth tributes from around the world, but, more to the point, hundreds of people were arrested in Russia for daring to mark the passing of their hero. One noted exception to this outpouring of grief was Vladimir Putin. The day the news broke, he was hanging out in Chelyabinsk, in the Urals. Ordinarily a miserable git when he takes part in official ceremonies, Putin, parked a safe distance from any potentially infectious mortals, was full of fun, laughing, teasing and high as a kite. And why not? He’d just had the leader of the opposition murdered.

Putin’s PR man Dmitry Peskov denied allegations that the Russian state was connected to Navalny’s death. Of course he did. Peskov sports a ginger mullet and looks like a zombie version of a Rotherham United manager from the 1970s. He called Yulia Navalnaya’s accusations that Putin had her husband killed ‘unfounded and vulgar’, to which Navalnaya said: ‘I do not give a damn how the press secretary of a murderer comments on my words.’

The boy Navalny had a picture of Schwarzenegger on his bedroom wall. ‘My main hero was, and still is, Arnold Schwarzenegger,’ he told Russian Esquire in 2011. Navalny’s love for the Terminator 2 cyborg is striking because we all know that Terminator 1 was a bad ’un. Like Terminator 2, Navalny was an awkward sod but that comes with the territory if you have the balls to stand up to Putin. He was also charismatic, very; tall and blue-eyed, a natural leader whose love of the absurd saved him from turning into a full-blown messiah. He had started out as a lawyer representing clients who had been wronged by Russia’s corruption engine. In politics, he started out as a liberal in the Yabloko party but became frustrated with its lack of traction with ordinary Russians. Then began his hugely controversial flirtation with the far right. He turned up for the annual ‘Russia March’ three years in a row from 2007, albeit with a Jewish friend who waved a huge Star of David sign. He did make two short videos that are obnoxiously racist, implying that Chechens are ‘cockroaches’ and playing on fears of immigration. The details are not good. On these videos, Navalny came across as a bit of a fascist. But, at Yale on a fellowship, one of his closest friends was the first black British mayor of a big city. Navalny’s defence is that to challenge Putin’s fascism effectively, he had to play along with some strange bedfellows.

From around 2011 he put aside his earlier dark nonsense, never repeated it – but never apologised for it – and became the most popular champion of a democratic Russia that would blow away the stink of Putinesque corruption and follow the rule of law.

After he had left the far right behind, he got into fresh trouble by infuriating the Ukrainians. Firstly, in 2011, he adopted the Kremlin’s patter: ‘Of course, it would be great if now we lived in one country with Ukraine and Belarus, but I think that sooner or later it will happen anyway.’ When Russia seized Crimea in the spring of 2014, a huge number of Russians thought this was a good thing. Put on the spot by the head of the Ekho Moskvy station, Alexey Venediktov, that October, Navalny tried to fudge a way through.

‘Is Crimea ours?’ asked Venediktov.

‘Crimea belongs to the people who live in Crimea,’ Navalny hedged.

‘You will not escape answering. Is Crimea ours? Is Crimea Russian?’

‘Crimea, of course, now de facto belongs to Russia. I believe that, despite the fact that Crimea was seized in blatant violation of all international norms, nevertheless, the reality is that Crimea is now part of the Russian Federation. And let’s not fool ourselves. And I strongly advise Ukrainians not to deceive themselves either. It will remain part of Russia and will never become part of Ukraine in the foreseeable future.’

Venediktov twisted the knife. If Navalny was in the Kremlin, would he return Crimea to Ukraine?

‘Is Crimea a sausage sandwich, or something that you can take and give it back?’

Navalny, for oh so many Ukrainians, was another Russian imperialist seeking to keep their country on its knees. To be fair, Navalny’s north star had always been dethroning Putin from the Kremlin. Siding with the lawful owners of Crimea, Ukraine, would not help him win votes in Russia, if ever he would be allowed to stand in a fair ballot against Putin. He never was. In February 2023, when he was back in Putin’s gulag, he issued the following statement: ‘What are Ukraine’s borders? They are the same as Russia’s, internationally recognised and defined in 1991. Russia also recognised these borders back then, and it must recognise them today as well. There is nothing to discuss here.’

In plain language, he meant that Crimea is Ukrainian, full stop. He called for Russia to get out of Ukraine, for the proper investigation of war crimes and for Russia to pay reparations by using its gold from oil and gas.

‘Are all Russians inherently imperialistic? This is bullshit. For example, Belarus is also involved in the war against Ukraine. Does this mean that the Belarusians also have an imperial mindset? No, they merely also have a dictator in power. There will always be people with imperial views in Russia, just like in any other country with historical preconditions for this, but they are far from the majority. Such people should be defeated in elections, just as both right-wing and left-wing radicals get defeated in developed countries.’

It is extremely hard to come to a settled judgement on the weight of Russian opinion polls. My take is that if you say what you really think in twenty-first-century Russia, you are likely to jump out of a window very soon afterwards. The polls suggest Putin’s ‘special military operation’ – Russia’s war against Ukraine – is popular. Navalny said that it wasn’t. He continued: ‘The real reasons for this war are the political and economic problems within Russia, Putin’s desire to hold on to power at any cost. He wants to go down in history as “the Conqueror Tsar.” ’

Too little, too late, say many Ukrainians. ‘Russian democracy ends where the Ukrainian question begins’, as they like to say in Kyiv.

As I write this introduction, I am conscious that my Ukrainian pals won’t like it that I am standing up for Navalny. My friend Vlad Demchenko, who arrested me for being a Russian spy on day two of the big war, raged, is raging and will rage some more. He is fighting for Ukraine on the front line and is a hero. He has lost too many wonderful Ukrainian comrades to give someone like Navalny the benefit of the doubt. They believe that Russia is a perpetual monster factory. I was in Kyiv in February 2022 when I saw the aftermath of the Russian missile strike against the TV tower and saw the people from the morgue pick up the bodies of an old man and a mother and her five-year-old child with my own eyes. There have been too many times when I find it hard to disagree with them.

But I do not think that Navalny, for all his faults, was a monster. All I can say is that from London, where I write this the night before another operation on my knee, buggered up after I fell on black ice in Kyiv, the fact that Navalny was killed in Putin’s gulag proves Ukraine’s reason for fighting to the death. From London, telling Navalny’s story, warts and all, helps Ukraine.

In Navalny, the extraordinary 2022 Oscar-winning documentary about him, director Daniel Roher asks: ‘When you were a kid, did you have any political awareness? Was this a political family?’

Navalny replied: ‘Yes, my family talks about politics all the time. They start to talk much more after the Chernobyl disaster because, actually, my father and his family, they are from Chernobyl, from a small village, I would say, ten kilometres away from the nuclear station. Everyone knows that there was an explosion at the nuclear station, but the news was silent and so all this nuclear and radioactive dust was on these fields and they were forced to go to plant potatoes, just to prevent rumours, just to explain population that everything is fine.

“Everything is okay! Go and work in the fields!” And with the first appearance of Putin on the screen, I just felt it. I have this same feeling like I am watching TV and I am watching political lizard and he’s looking into my eyes and he’s lying to me.’

The monster in this book is not Navalny, but Russia’s lizard king.

Navalny’s father was born in Soviet Ukraine and young Alexei spent his first nine summers in his grandmother’s village, Zalyssia, before the Chernobyl nuclear disaster forced the authorities to move the whole community to New Zalyssia, near Borodyanka, to the north of Kyiv. Come the big war in 2022, the Russian occupiers murdered one of his second cousins simply because he was called Navalny. You can make the argument that Navalny, in defying the Kremlin the way he did, lived up to his Ukrainian roots.

To me, Navalny symbolised the idea of a Russia without fascism, free and democratic. Von Stauffenberg dared to try to kill Hitler but he also did something else: he kept the idea of another Germany alive in 1944. Navalny dared to stand up to Putin and kept the idea of another Russia alive in 2024. That Von Stauffenberg had worn a Nazi uniform is beside the point.

Or let’s take Terminator 2 head on. At the end of the movie, we hear Sarah Connor, the mother of the human saviour, John, acknowledge that there is hope because a machine could learn to love her son. That a Russian nationalist like Navalny could end up calling for Putin’s killing machine to get out of Ukraine and for Russia to respect the 1991 boundaries, that Crimea is Ukrainian, is no small thing.

The Kremlin watches what Kyiv says and so does its useful idiots. Tucker Carlson was at one time the most watched cable news presenter in the States until he was sacked from Fox News. The Murdoch empire that owns the network were happy running Carlson’s conspiracy theory that Joe Biden had stolen the 2020 election from Donald Trump thanks to voting machines that had generated a false result. They didn’t like paying the maker of the machines, Dominion Voting Systems, $787.5 million in a lawsuit so that is why many people think Fox sacked him. On 9 February 2024, Carlson, now freelance, interviewed Vladimir Putin in Moscow. What you got was a sometimes surreal but most often extremely boring encounter in which the Russian president lectured the far-right American television personality on abstruse bits of Russian history that set out his junk case that Ukraine belonged to Russia. Putin talked rubbish but Carlson let him get away with it. Carlson’s patsy questions bored even Putin, who later said he ‘didn’t get complete satisfaction . . . I honestly thought he would be aggressive and ask so-called sharp questions. And I wasn’t just ready for that, I wanted it, because it would have given me the opportunity to respond sharply in kind . . . But he chose a different tactic.’

Putin, always keen to sniff out an adversary’s weakness, even referred to Carlson’s pitiful attempt to join the Company. Bringing up his own conspiracy theory, Putin asserted that Ukraine’s 2014 revolution was staged.

‘With the backing of whom?’ Carlson asked.

‘With the backing of CIA, of course.’

A frisky Putin then jabbed: ‘The organisation you wanted to join back in the day, as I understand. Maybe we should thank God they didn’t let you in.’

It didn’t sound like a compliment and it wasn’t.

When I doorstepped Putin in 2014 in a mammoth museum in Siberia, I asked him about the shooting down of MH17 when 298 innocent people were shot out of the sky by a Russian missile. Putin lied and blamed the Ukrainians for not talking to the separatists in the east, a formula he later used on President Macron of France a few days before the big war. Some hours after I visited Putin, a silent goon punched me in the stomach. That was, in its own, funny peculiar way, a compliment from the Kremlin. Violence means they are taking you seriously.

The interview lasted two hours but Carlson failed to mention the fate of Russia’s most famous political prisoner once. Is it possible that Putin banked Carlson’s lack of interest in Navalny and steeled him to have him murdered a week later? I believe it is.

On his return to the States, Carlson gave an interview to Chris Cuomo, the former CNN star, who challenged him about his omission.

Cuomo: ‘You didn’t ask him about Navalny. You said all leaders kill. But don’t you feel that if you are gonna go and sit with someone like that you have to hold them to account for things that matter? He may have murdered somebody, a lot of people?’

Carlson: ‘The Ukrainians say that he didn’t kill him.’

Cuomo: ‘That guy, Navalny, looks good one minute. Next minute, he’s dead.’

Carlson: ‘The Ukrainian government said no, he died of natural causes.’

It is true that the Sphynx of Kyiv, Ukrainian military intelligence chief Kyrylo Budanov, was quoted as telling reporters on Sunday that ‘I may disappoint you, but we know he died from a blood clot,’ adding that it was ‘more or less confirmed.’

Carlson continued: ‘Now, what is actually going on there? I can’t even guess. OK, Navalny died in the middle of the Munich Security Conference. Also, in the middle of the debate over Ukraine funding in the United States, and his death was within hours used by the president of the United States to justify another $60 billion. So those are just facts. I haven’t the faintest idea. Here’s what I learned – and I’m hardly a Russia expert – is that this is an extremely complicated political environment. Extremely. Like: next level. These are the people who dominate world chess. And so their politics are incomprehensible to me. So what’s actually happening? I mean, I’ve been in a lot of countries and covered a lot of stuff abroad. And the one thing I’ve learned is you actually don’t really know what’s going on.’

I struggle with this. I struggle with how someone as fluent as Carlson could be so wittingly ignorant of the succession of people critical of Putin who have ended up dead. I struggle with knowing the torture Navalny suffered in the Russian gulag, that his lawyer was so shocked on seeing her client’s face gone grey, but that Carlson, given a two-hour slot with the man responsible for the killings of so many, with the man ultimately responsible for creating Navalny’s airless isolation cell, could not be bothered to mention his name.

It is as if Tucker Carlson is Moscow’s creature.

Hard to imagine it now, but Navalny almost toppled Putin’s regime. His big moment came in 2012 when Putin switched his patsy, Dmitry Medvedev – ‘Al Capone’s lawyer’ – out of the Kremlin so he could get back in again, turning the constitution into so much used toilet paper. People who believed in Navalny’s idea of ‘Another Russia’, one that stood for democracy and the rule of law, hit the streets in their hundreds of thousands. Navalny called Putin’s political vehicle ‘The Party of Crooks and Thieves’, Putin a thief – in Russian: ‘Путин вор’/‘Putin vor’ – and he became a kind of rock star. One time, the police arrested him, twisting his arm behind his back so he howled in pain, before locking him in a police van. That video was seen millions of times.

I first interviewed Navalny via Zoom in 2016 when I was in Lake Baikal, Siberia. I held chips in the air, waiting for seagulls to pounce, the gag being that we were focusing on an investigation Navalny had made about Russia’s then fabulously corrupt Prosecutor General, Yuri Chaika – and ‘chaika’ in Russian means ‘seagull’. Fair cop: BBC Newsnight couldn’t stump up the cash for me to fly to Siberia so we used Southend-on-Sea with the tide out as a stand-in. Hardly anyone could tell the difference.

On Zoom, Navalny was scathing about Londongrad as a sluice for Russian dirty money, and he blasted Putin as ‘the tsar of corruption’. His words tolled as clear as a bell, and you knew that every syllable was a potential death sentence. It isn’t a surprise that the Kremlin had him killed in February 2024; the surprise is that he lived for so long. But even as I type this, I mourn him and cannot quite believe that this great force of nature has been silenced for good.

Navalny was wary of – or didn’t have much time for – most of the Western media press corps in Russia. Of course, he wanted to be on the popular Russian media, to reach everyone, but he was banned from all the state TV channels. He could get on a few independent stations like TV Rain, but they were closely associated with the opposition and watched by very few. If he was on Western TV all the time, he would start to look like an old-fashioned dissident and it would be easy for the Kremlin to pass him off as a Western puppet. There may have been another factor because, I suspect, he felt the Western media stationed in Moscow were more or less compromised by working to the Kremlin’s rule book. Perhaps I was different because I really didn’t do that; was based in London; had first called Putin a ‘war criminal’ in the Observer in 2000, long before it was fashionable, after I had gone undercover to Chechnya; and had doorstepped Putin in person over the shooting down of MH17. But, still, I got the impression that he felt he was wasting his time when he talked to me so I was pleased when, in March 2024, Roman Borisovich, a former insurance boss in Moscow, who was one of Navalny’s earliest supporters of his Anti-Corruption Foundation, forwarded an old Navalny email about me: ‘Sweeney is a cool dude, it was interesting for me to talk to him, and the subject was good. But it was not a “coup d’état”, just another telly piece. You are paying too much attention to this, like most people who don’t often speak to the media. I would like to be interviewed by Channel One or Komsomol Pravda, but they are not asking. And BBC and CNN are not what I want.’

As you can tell from the flavour of that email to Borisovich, he could be very annoying. The first time Navalny and I met in the flesh was at the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg in January 2018 where his lawyers were suing Russia for stopping him standing against Putin. Hearing concluded, he had five minutes to talk to me for a BBC Panorama programme we were making about him called ‘Taking on Putin’. Cameraman Seamas McCracken was fixing mics on lapels when I explained that Seamas was from Northern Ireland. Seamas stopped work. Navalny was greatly amused as precious seconds slipped away while I apologised and said that Seamas was from the north of the island of Ireland. Only when Navalny was happy that Seamas was happy did the interview lurch onwards and I got my sound bite. But what sticks in the mind was not my Irish pal sticking up for his rights, but Navalny’s amusement at my difficulty. Seamas described the two of us meeting in these terms: ‘It was like watching two big dogs sniff each other’s bottoms.’

Filming in Moscow for ‘Taking on Putin’ in 2018 was heavy. I was taken aback by the barbarity of how the Russian secret police dealt with Team Navalny. I was doorstepped twice by Russian media, falsely accused of desecrating a shrine to Boris Nemtsov, the liberal heart-throb and former deputy prime minister who was shot dead 100 metres from the Kremlin. Then I was detained in a police station with Seamas, our passports leaked online so they had to be cancelled, followed by goons 24/7, and our fixer was declared a terrorist and had to leave the country for good. But
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