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Note on Spelling and Pronunciation

Almost every language in use in the world today has a generally accepted form of transliteration into English. Russian does not. Although various romanisations exist, none has yet established itself as a universal standard, partly, perhaps, because most require special characters and diacritical marks. The result is a hodgepodge in which names are spelt in a bewildering variety of ways.

This book uses transliterations which are as close as possible to the way Russian words should be pronounced while conserving the original orthography. Since the Cyrillic alphabet has no equivalent of the English letter ‘x’, the romanisation ‘ks’ is employed, as in Aleksandr, Aleksei, Ksenia, etc. Other letters not found in English include ‘kh’, pronounced as ‘ch’ in loch, and ‘zh’, as in rouge. When a name ends in -ii, like Georgii or Dmitrii, pronounced as a single syllable, the letter ‘y’ is usually substituted, thus Georgy and Dmitry. When -ii is pronounced as two syllables, as in Daniil, Gavriil or Mariinsky, it is written as such.

The trickiest letter of the Cyrillic alphabet is ‘e’, which can signify either ‘ye’ – as in Yeltsin, Yelena or Basayev – or ‘yo’, as in Gorbachev and Khrushchev. Unfortunately there is no hard and fast rule. In most cases, ‘e’ after ‘ch’ and ‘shch’ should be pronounced ‘yo’, except in words of Ukrainian origin, such as Chernenko, Chernobyl and names ending in -chenko (Kirichenko, Shevchenko, etc). There are exceptions, however, such as the playwright, Anton Chekhov. Other words where the pronunciation ‘yo’ applies are so spelt, for example, Kishinyov, Seleznyov and Snegiryov. Everywhere else, ‘e’ is pronounced ‘ye’, apart from a few place names, like Mount Elbrus, where in Russian a different form of letter ‘e’ is employed.

The system is not foolproof. Purists may object that, to be consistent, Belyaev should be written Belyayev, but that would be too much of a mouthful and in any case the second ‘y’ is elided. The other drawback is that it does not indicate where the stress should come in a name, but for that there are no fixed rules. In theory, the surname Borodin could be pronounced Bórodin, Boródin or Borodín. In fact, the stress is on the last syllable, Borodín, but there is no way to guess that, you need to know.

Russian names always include the patronymic – thus, Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin; his father, Vladimir Spiridonovich; his grandfather, Spiridon Ivanovich, and so on, the middle name deriving from the father’s given name. The combination of forename and patronymic is the polite form of address, ‘Vladimir Vladimirovich’ in Russian being the equivalent of ‘Mr Putin’ in English. For simplicity, patronymics are used here only when it is necessary to distinguish between individuals with the same first and family names, like Putin and his father, or when they appear in citations. For the same reason, the names of married women are given without a feminine ending: Lyudmila Putin rather than Putina, as would be written in Russian.




Prologue

Even in ordinary times, Moscow is a hive of rumour and speculation. In the spring and early summer of 1999, it was so humming with conspiracy theories and tales of dark intrigue that the Russian adage, ‘lies have short legs’, meaning that they cannot run very far, seemed no longer to apply.

The President, Boris Yeltsin, a massively built, larger-than-life figure in his late sixties with a broad, impassive face and a shock of silvery hair, was ailing. A quintuple bypass operation three years earlier had pulled him back from the brink, but his health had deteriorated again and there were doubts, even within his own entourage, that he would survive the coming winter. His enemies were circling. The man who seemed most likely to succeed him, Yevgeny Primakov, two years his senior, who had served as Prime Minister and, earlier, chief of foreign intelligence, had left no one under any illusion that, once in power, he would attack not only the corrupt business magnates who had flourished in Yeltsin’s shadow but also those he considered to be their enablers in the Kremlin itself. Primakov, a bespectacled academic with jowls like a basset hound, was a tough, pragmatic conservative who had the support of the nomenklatura, the bureaucratic elite, and of the Communist Party. To the ‘Family’, the small group of intimates on whom Yeltsin increasingly relied – and who in turn relied on him – such an outcome would be, if not literally, then politically and materially, a death sentence. As the year progressed, it became more and more urgent for them to ensure that Primakov’s rise was stopped.

The first hint of trouble brewing came at the end of May. Jan Blomgren, a veteran Swedish correspondent in Moscow, was told that the Kremlin was casting about for a pretext to postpone elections, due in December, for the lower house of parliament, the Duma, which were expected to result in a landslide for the Fatherland Party, whose members backed Primakov and his ally, the Mayor of Moscow, Yuri Luzhkov. Blomgren said later that he had two sources for the story, both with good access to the Presidential Administration. On June 6, 1999, he reported in the Swedish daily, Svenska Dagbladet, that several possibilities were being considered. Two involved changing the constitution, either to give greater independence to Russia’s 89 constituent regions,1 making the country a confederal rather than a federal state, or to consummate a long-discussed Union between Russia and Belarus, with Yeltsin as President and the Belarussian leader, Aleksandr Lukashenko, as Vice President. In either case, a new constitution would have to be written which would mean that the elections would be delayed.

The third possibility, Blomgren wrote, was to create a situation justifying the declaration of a state of emergency. That would be done through false-flag terrorist attacks that would be ascribed to militants from Chechnya, a majority Muslim province in the Caucasus with a population of just over a million, which had been in a state of insurrection for most of the previous decade.2

Ten days later, another report appeared, this time in a Russian newspaper, Literaturnaya gazeta. The writer, Giulietto Chiesa, had spent 20 years in Moscow as the correspondent of the Italian Communist Party newspaper, l’Unità, and later La Stampa. Chiesa also raised the possibility of terrorist attacks, which might be perpetrated by ‘a secret service, either foreign or national’ in order to create panic among the population.3 The main Moscow city newspaper, Moskovskaya pravda, then followed up with an article entitled ‘Storm in Moscow’. It quoted ‘trustworthy sources in the Kremlin’ as saying that the Presidential Administration had drafted a programme, which Yeltsin had approved, to discredit Luzhkov by launching provocations in Moscow, including ‘terrorist acts (or attempts at terrorist acts)’ directed at government buildings, designed to make Muscovites believe that ‘Luzhkov had lost control of the situation in the city’.4 The plan was dated June 29 and was said to have been leaked by Sergei Zverev, a deputy head of the Presidential Administration whom Yeltsin fired shortly afterwards.5

Hardly anyone took these reports seriously. They were just part of the cacophony of Moscow gossip. Eugene Rumer, then a young official at the State Department in Washington, did wonder about them. He and a colleague at the Bureau of Research and Intelligence debated whether to alert someone higher up. In the end, they decided not to. ‘We thought it didn’t quite rise to the level of writing a memo to anybody up the food chain,’ Rumer remembered. ‘Afterwards I rather regretted that.’6

The explosions began two months later.

The first came during the evening rush hour at an underground shopping mall on Tverskaya Street, in the heart of Moscow, 200 yards from Red Square. A small home-made bomb was left in an arcade lined with slot machines near a fast-food restaurant. It exploded shortly after 8 p.m. on August 31, killing one person and injuring more than 30 others.7

Thereafter, at intervals of three to five days, four other much larger charges exploded. On the evening of Saturday, September 4, a truck bomb detonated outside an apartment block housing border guards and their families at Buinaksk, a town of 60,000 people in Dagestan, near the Black Sea, 30 miles from the border with Chechnya. Fifty-eight people were killed and a hundred injured. Another truck, packed with a far more powerful charge containing two and a half tons of explosive – ‘enough to turn that part of the city into dust’, as one newspaper put it – was found an hour later, parked outside a military hospital. It was disarmed with minutes to spare.8 The following week, a nine-storey apartment building was blown up in a working-class suburb of Moscow. The explosive, identified as hexogen, had been hidden in the basement. One hundred and six people were killed and nearly 250 injured. On September 13, a similar blast in another Moscow suburb killed 119 people and injured 200. Then, shortly before dawn on September 16, an explosion destroyed an apartment building in Volgodonsk, a medium-sized city 600 miles south-east of Moscow. Nineteen people died and 69 were injured.9

The authorities attributed the attacks to Chechen militants.

During the first week of August, a Chechen warlord, Shamil Basayev, had taken more than a thousand fighters into neighbouring Dagestan to support a group of Wahhabi Islamic fundamentalists who were trying to establish a Caliphate there. The invasion coincided with Yeltsin’s decision to fire his fourth Prime Minister in two years, Sergei Stepashin, a high-ranking public servant who had been less than three months in the job, and to appoint instead a man whom most Western diplomats then regarded, if they knew of him at all, as a colourless functionary, noted for discretion but little else: 46-year-old Vladimir Putin.

Outside the Presidential Administration, Putin was an opaque figure. For the previous year he had served as Director of the FSB, which had succeeded the KGB as Russia’s domestic intelligence service, and for the last few months had also been Secretary of the Security Council, Moscow’s equivalent of the NSC, the National Security Council in the White House. But he preferred to remain out of public view, rarely giving interviews or appearing on television. After his appointment as Prime Minister, his deputy, Nikolai Patrushev, took over as head of the security service. A hard-bitten, granite-faced man, who took a dim view of the world outside Russia, Patrushev headed the investigation into the explosions.

The FSB had warned that the flare-up in Dagestan risked triggering terrorist attacks in Moscow and other cities,10 and most Russians at first readily accepted that the explosions were the Chechens’ doing. Disparaged as ‘blacks’, because of their darker skins, they had fought for centuries against integration into Russia and were reviled for trafficking in drugs and prostitution. They were feared for their stubborn clan loyalties and had a gruesome reputation for violence, which made even Russian organised-crime groups wary of confronting Chechen gangs. As the explosions continued, the Moscow police began aggressively rounding up and expelling from the city anyone with a Caucasian appearance who could not prove their bona fides. It was crude racial profiling, but in the panic after the bomb attacks, the authorities were desperate to be seen to be doing something to reassure the population.

Then, on September 22, an incident occurred which showed the government’s actions in a very different light.11

Aleksei Kartofelnikov, a bus driver in the provincial city of Ryazan, 120 miles south-east of Moscow, had spent his day off, a Wednesday, working in the vegetable garden at his dacha. When he returned home, shortly after 8 p.m., it was already dusk. Outside his apartment block, on Novoselov Street, in a leafy, working-class suburb, he noticed a white Zhiguli car, with pieces of paper taped crudely over the number plates, which was parked by the entrance of the building and seemed to be waiting for something. A young woman stood nearby, looking around nervously. Kartofelnikov decided to telephone the police. After a certain amount of argument – no one at the station wanted to be bothered – a patrol eventually arrived. By then the car had gone, but Kartofelnikov’s daughter insisted that the officers check the basement. There, ankle deep in water, they found in a raised alcove three 110-lb sacks, marked ‘sugar’, piled on top of each other, with an electrical device and a timer protruding from the top. The 12-storey building was hastily evacuated (apart from five bedridden invalids who were left to fend for themselves). As word spread, residents of nearby blocks poured out onto the streets as well. By midnight, almost all the 30,000 people living in that part of Ryazan were out of doors or in makeshift shelters in schools and cinemas. When bomb squad officers arrived and removed the detonator, they found the timer had been set for 5.30 a.m. A portable gas analyser showed that the ‘sugar’ was giving off fumes of hexogen, the same explosive that had been used in Moscow. After an exhaustive search, nothing more was found, the all-clear was given shortly after dawn and the residents allowed to return to their homes.

It seemed that a tragedy on the scale of the Moscow bombings or possibly worse had been narrowly averted. The Ryazan FSB announced that it was opening a criminal case against the presumed attackers, and 1,200 officers fanned out through the city, checking basements and cellars. The police issued identikit pictures of the young woman who had caught Kartofelnikov’s attention and of two young men whom other eyewitnesses had reported seeing in the mysterious white Zhiguli. That evening Prime Minister Putin and his Interior Minister, Viktor Rushailo, praised the people of Ryazan for their vigilance.

By then, however, inconsistencies in the story were emerging.

The descriptions of the three occupants of the Zhiguli were not of Chechens but of European Russians. Then the police learnt of a suspicious phone call to Moscow. In those days, inter-city calls from the Russian provinces were connected by an operator, who on this occasion listened in. ‘There are patrols everywhere,’ she heard the caller say. ‘Split up and each of you make your own way out,’ the voice at the other end replied. The Moscow number turned out to be at the Lubyanka, the FSB’s headquarters. Soon afterwards, an FSB general in the capital, Aleksandr Zdanovich, started to walk back the Ryazan FSB’s account of the day’s events, telling the Russian television channel, NTV, that it was not yet certain that there had been real explosives in the sacks. Another FSB official was quoted as saying that the whole affair might have been just ‘a stupid joke’.

That night two of the three suspects were detained by the Ryazan police. To the officers’ astonishment, both produced FSB identity papers and, on orders from Moscow, were quickly released.

Finally, at noon on Friday, more than 36 hours after the discovery in the basement at Novoselov Street, the FSB Director, Patrushev, emerged from a meeting in the Kremlin to announce that there had been no attack and no real explosives, it had been merely an FSB training exercise using a dummy device. The gas detector which had registered the presence of hexogen had allegedly ‘malfunctioned’.

Under intense pressure from Moscow, those involved in the case in Ryazan reluctantly acquiesced in Patrushev’s explanation. But the damage had been done.

The Ryazan incident cast a long shadow, which Vladimir Putin, soon to become Russia’s President, would never be entirely able to throw off.

More and more Russians started believing that the Kremlin, not the Chechens, had organised the explosions.12 Putin, it was thought, had taken office too recently and was too much in Yeltsin’s shadow to have organised such an operation himself.13 But the President and his inner circle, the Family, were a different matter. They might well have decided on a ‘strategy of tension’, as Giulietto Chiesa had called it, to justify a state of emergency and postpone the Duma elections.

Speculation about this lurid scenario began within hours of Patrushev’s statement. Moskovsky komsomolets, a widely read if sensationalist Moscow tabloid which for days had been gleefully poking holes in the government’s version of events, asserted bluntly that the Presidential Administration had planned an ‘operation’ to destabilise Russia and had given it the go-ahead after Putin’s appointment as Prime Minister.14

Patrushev issued a denial, insisting that the perpetrators were ‘not some mythical conspirators in the Kremlin but completely concrete international terrorists’.15 But by then the floodgates had opened. Next day, Nezavisimaya gazeta, which was read by the Moscow intelligentsia and much of the liberal establishment, expanded on the tabloid’s allegations. ‘For the first time,’ it said, ‘responsibility for the bombings of the apartment buildings in Russia has been clearly [ascribed] to the presidential family and, personally, to the head of the government, Vladimir Putin, as the de facto sponsor and organiser of the explosions. This charge is too serious … to be ignored.’16 A few days later, Aleksandr Lebed, a retired general and former Secretary of the Security Council, told the French newspaper, Le Figaro, that he was ‘almost certain’ the regime was complicit in the bombings. ‘In order to hold on to power,’ he said, ‘all means are good.’17

In a country where, over the centuries, people have learnt to expect the worst from their rulers, and where the news media, not long freed from the iron grip of Soviet censorship, had a pronounced tendency to confuse fiction with fact, Russians reacted to these claims more phlegmatically than might have been expected. The Kremlin remained silent. Talk of a state of emergency subsided.18 Ten days later, the Russian army, whose forces had been massing along the Chechen border, launched a large-scale ground offensive.

Putin took charge of the war and the tough, no-nonsense manner in which he approached the conflict resonated with Russians. As his authority grew, the Kremlin’s internal polling showed that the projected lead of Primakov’s Fatherland Party in the Duma elections was melting away.

Yet at the same time evidence continued to accumulate of the government’s complicity in the attacks.

On September 13, Gennady Seleznyov, the Speaker of the Duma, interrupted a closed session of parliament to announce that there had been an explosion in Volgodonsk. What was odd was that he spoke three days before the apartment block there was blown up.19 The FSB, the opposition charged, must have alerted him prematurely. Then it was discovered that sacks identical to those found in Ryazan, also marked ‘sugar’ but containing what was thought to be hexogen, were being stocked at an army base near the city.20 The Kremlin blocked an attempt to set up a parliamentary commission of inquiry21 and ordered all official documents related to the Ryazan affair to remain sealed for 75 years.22 By then, Yeltsin had resigned and Putin had become President. If he had nothing to hide, Russians asked, why was the dossier being kept secret?

Stripped of euphemisms, the Kremlin stood accused of organising mass murder, the killing of men, women and children, sleeping peacefully in their beds, for sordid political ends.

The allegation was breathtaking. Yet everything appeared to fit. In the summer, the Kremlin had been reported to be planning false-flag terrorist attacks which would be blamed on Chechen rebels. In September, terrorist attacks did begin and were blamed on Chechen rebels. Then ‘terrorists’ were caught red-handed, planting explosives in Ryazan, and turned out not to be Chechens but Russian FSB officers. On the face of it, all the evidence pointed to a monstrous, cold-blooded conspiracy to seal Yeltsin’s succession by sacrificing hundreds of innocent lives.

Or did it?

To try to answer that question, it is necessary to pick apart what happened, one piece at a time.

To anyone who had followed closely Yeltsin’s presidency, the rumours that swept Moscow in the summer of 1999 were strangely familiar. Three years earlier, when he had faced another election which he was expected to lose, there had also been a debate in the Kremlin over whether to declare a state of emergency so that the vote could be postponed. Then, too, there was talk of false-flag attacks which could be blamed on the Chechens. Then, too, after explosions in the metro and on trolleybuses, there was immediate – and, as it transpired, unfounded – speculation that the authorities, not the Chechens, were responsible. ‘Cui bono?’ asked the investigative weekly, Sobesednik. Chechen militants had been in Moscow for years, it noted. Why would they wait to carry out explosions ‘exactly when they were needed’? The authors of such attacks, it charged, would be found in the same department as was supposed to be investigating them – in other words, the FSB.23

When the same situation arose in 1999, the same arguments reappeared.

Among the journalists who had written about the rumours that summer, Jan Blomgren had come closest to describing what subsequently happened. Chiesa, whatever his merits as an observer of Russian affairs, was a notorious conspiracy theorist.24 Moskovskaya pravda, which had reported Zverev’s allegations, was controlled by the Moscow City Administration and, like its sister paper, Moskovsky komsomolets, was committed to supporting the election campaign of the mayor, Yuri Luzhkov, and his ally, Primakov, and to blackening by all means, fair or foul, the image of Yeltsin and his new Prime Minister.25

Blomgren had no axe to grind, which made his reporting more credible. The FSB evidently thought so, too. In November, after he published a follow-up article, casting further doubt on the Chechens’ role in the attacks,26 a drug was slipped into his drink at a Moscow discotheque where he went with a colleague one evening. He collapsed after returning to his apartment and woke up in hospital 48 hours later. When he was allowed to go home, he found that his computer had been tampered with and a videocassette was missing, but money and objects of value had not been touched.27 Whoever was responsible appeared to be trying to discover his sources, an understandable subject of interest for the security services, though in other countries they might have used different methods.

But no matter how suggestive the sequence of events – rumours of bomb attacks, followed two months later by the bomb attacks themselves – there was no proof that the two were connected. In 1996, the rumours and subsequent explosions had turned out in the end to be unrelated.

‘After’ does not necessarily mean ‘because’.

All five attacks in 1999 – from the bomb in the Moscow shopping mall on August 31 to the Volgodonsk explosion on September 16 – are viewed in the West and in Russia as a single series. The first may have been a trial run, to see how the authorities would react, or it may have been unrelated – the work of criminals rather than terrorists, shaking down local business interests.28 But if the other four were connected, as most analysts believe, it raises an obvious question. The victims at Buinaksk were military families. It is one thing to accuse the FSB, or elements within it, of sacrificing civilian lives for political ends. There were ample precedents for that in Russia, not just under the Soviet dictator, Joseph Stalin, but also under tsarist rule. But would FSB officers murder in cold blood dozens of fellow soldiers and their dependants in order to manipulate a political succession?

In Stalin’s time, perhaps. Not in the 1990s.

The explosion in Buinaksk had all the hallmarks of being the work of Islamic fundamentalists from Chechnya or, more likely, from Dagestan. When it occurred, Russian Army units were preparing to occupy a cluster of fundamentalist Dagestani villages, which had proclaimed sharia law. The radicals had warned that any attempt to do so would be met by bomb attacks ‘all over Russia’.29 Buinaksk was nearby and the border guards’ living quarters and the military hospital were soft targets.

If the Buinaksk bombing was the work of Chechens or Dagestanis, is it plausible that only four days later, the FSB would have been able to launch a series of bombings in Moscow, which would have required weeks if not months of planning beforehand?

More than five tons of explosives, smuggled into Moscow, disguised as sacks of sugar, were discovered in the basements of other apartment buildings and disarmed by the security services before they could explode. If the security services were carrying out the attacks, would they also have been working to prevent them? It may be argued that that was a cover-up, to reassure a jittery population that the authorities were trying to protect them. But the more complex the planning, the more people would have had to be in the know and the greater the risk of leaks. Twenty years have passed and no leak has occurred.

Western intelligence officers based in Moscow in the late 1990s are categorical: if the FSB, or even elements within it, had participated in the bombings, it would have been impossible to maintain secrecy for so long. Mark Kelton was the CIA Station Chief in Moscow when the bombings occurred. ‘One thing the Russians have learned, and the West has learned,’ he said, ‘is that no intelligence operation is going to stay secret for ever. That’s one of the reasons I don’t think they did it … When people talk about these large conspiracies, I don’t buy it. Too many moving parts, too many things that can go wrong.’30 Richard Dearlove, who headed MI6 in 1999, and his successor, John Scarlett, agree. As Scarlett put it, ‘people would have started talking. And they haven’t.’31

Kelton is adamant: ‘I never saw any information that it was anything other than what it was portrayed to be, and that was that the Chechens were responsible.’ Dearlove recalls that the British services had ‘a lot of penetration’ in Russia at that time. Had there been serious evidence of FSB participation, he says, MI6 would certainly have learnt of it.32

The announcement by the Speaker of the Duma, Gennady Seleznyov, on September 13, that a building had been blown up in Volgodonsk three days before it actually happened – a claim still regularly cited by Russian journalists and opposition politicians as proof of FSB intrigues33 – turned out to have a simple explanation. On the evening of September 12, an explosive device did go off in Volgodonsk, killing one person and injuring two others. The first wire service newsflash landed at 10.38 the following morning.34 At the time, the explosion was thought to be another in the same series. ‘Buinaksk, twice Moscow, now Volgodonsk …’ ran one newspaper headline.35 It was on that basis that Seleznyov made his announcement. When the second, much larger explosion took place, on September 16, Seleznyov was briefly questioned about the earlier statement, but it was quickly forgotten. It became a major issue only two and a half years later, in March 2002, when his political opponents launched a campaign to unseat him.36

The incident at Ryazan is unlikely to be fully elucidated as long as the official papers are sealed. Yet, hiding in plain sight, there are revealing anomalies, the most striking being the sheer, bumbling incompetence of the FSB operatives charged with carrying it out.

The clumsy masking of the number plates of their car with crudely taped pieces of paper; the young woman nervously keeping watch at the entrance to the targeted building; the phone call afterwards on an open line to the FSB in Moscow; and finally the arrest within hours of two of the three members of the group, could be straight out of a film of the Three Stooges. The tradecraft was appalling.37 If that was the best the FSB could do in a sleepy, mid-sized city in the provinces, was it credible that it could carry out, undetected, massive explosions in Moscow, where security was much tighter?

Gleb Pavlovsky, who was then in the Kremlin working as an electoral strategist but later broke with Putin, dismisses as ludicrous the idea that the FSB could have been responsible. ‘The FSB of those days was not the FSB of today,’ he argues. ‘It was very weak, thin on the ground, most of its specialists had already long since left … There simply was no one there able to carry that out. I think it would have been impossible.’38 Aleksandr Golts, a leading military analyst, concurs. The FSB in 1999, he says, was in ‘a state of total degradation’ as a result of budget cuts and repeated reorganisations. Even had it wished to, it lacked the capability to stage a clandestine bombing campaign.39

In that case, what was the purpose of the exercise at Ryazan? Patrushev’s explanation that it was for training purposes, to test the vigilance of the population, was widely disbelieved. Yet it may have had a kernel of truth. If the bombings were not orchestrated by the Kremlin, the FSB would have been under intense pressure to find the perpetrators and bring the attacks to an end. Patrushev and his deputies would have been desperate to show that they were doing something, anything, to track down those responsible.40

To men whose outlook had been formed in the KGB in the 1970s, a simulated attack, using sacks marked ‘sugar’, identical to those filled with hexogen which had caused the Moscow explosions, would have been an obvious starting point. The counter-intelligence manuals used when Patrushev and others of his generation underwent basic training recommended ‘operational experiments’ to enable officers ‘covertly to study … a situation or phenomenon of interest under specially created conditions. [These include] experiments to reproduce a specific situation [and those] carried out to check the effectiveness of counter-intelligence measures.’41

That is almost word for word what the FSB says it tried to do in Ryazan. The stupidity, ‘the unbelievable stupidity’, as one former senior KGB officer put it, was to carry out the exercise in a building where ordinary people were living, rather than in a government structure. ‘We used to carry out exercises like that,’ he said. ‘I took part in them myself … The goal was to test systems of protection … But they were always against administrative sites, not residential buildings … People could have heart attacks, they could panic and throw themselves out of the windows. Whoever thought this up should be fired tomorrow. There are people at the head of the special services who are imbeciles. I say that as a professional, and I am not the only one to think so.’42

How much hexogen, if any, the sacks at Ryazan contained is unclear. If, for verisimilitude, empty sacks had been brought from the army base and filled with an inert substance, there might still have been enough traces of explosive to register on the gas detector. The detonator used was real, not a dummy. But when a sample of the substance was tested, it failed to explode.43

Most of the other arguments advanced to try to prove that the FSB was behind the bombings are equally questionable.

It was said that if Chechens had been responsible, they would have broadcast the fact. Yet it was a hallmark of Chechen terrorism that they almost never did so. In November 1996, 68 people had died in a similar explosion at an apartment building in Kaspiisk, on the Caspian Sea coast near the Dagestani capital, Makhachkala, which, like that in Buinaksk, housed border guards and their families. No one claimed responsibility. Others argued that Chechen fighters would have attacked army barracks, not civilian targets. But six months before the events in Moscow, Chechen terrorists had attacked a market at Vladikavkaz, in the nearby republic of North Ossetia, killing 52 people and injuring 168 others, almost all of them civilians. Army barracks were too well protected.44

Had the FSB really been behind the apartment bombings, it would have been logical for it to have issued a fake claim in the Chechens’ name, in order to pin the blame on them more firmly in the public mind. It did not do so.

Shamil Basayev was quoted as saying after the first explosion in Moscow that it was ‘not our work, but the work of the Dagestanis’.45 That was probably true but it was a nuance. The two groups made common cause. Six weeks after the attacks, Putin told President Clinton during a meeting in Oslo that Russian intelligence had intercepted a message from Basayev’s fellow commander, a Saudi Arabian jihadi named Khattab, to an associate in the Middle East, in which he said: ‘In September, we hit Russia at its very core. The last time explosions like this were seen in Moscow was in World War II.’46 Basayev had given due warning. The Chechens, he had announced some years earlier, were preparing a jihad that would ‘engulf the world in blue flames’, in which ordinary Russians would be as legitimate a target as their government.47 Afterwards he taunted Putin, claiming that although his forces had ‘no connection with the explosions, we can, in an appropriate form, accept responsibility for them’.48

What appeared to be a cast-iron case, built on seemingly incontrovertible evidence, showing that the Kremlin had organised a demonic scheme to murder its own citizens in order to bring a chosen candidate to power, on closer examination does not stand up.

It cannot be conclusively proved that no one from the FSB was involved. Although unlikely, it is possible that FSB explosives experts provided professional assistance for mercenary considerations, just as army officers must have been complicit when the hexogen was stolen from military warehouses and police officers paid to close their eyes to truckloads of ‘sugar’ passing through checkpoints.49 That was how Russia worked in the 1990s.

But factual evidence of Russian state involvement is absent.

The story took on a life of its own for quite different reasons. Kompromat and ‘Black PR’ – damaging material used to create negative publicity – are a staple of Russian election campaigns. The explosions in Moscow were seized on by Putin’s opponents as ammunition for electoral mudslinging. Initially, the press controlled by the Moscow City Administration tried to incriminate Yeltsin and Putin.50 The following spring, when Putin stood for President, the accusations resumed. Then they were taken up by Boris Berezovsky, a business magnate who had become immensely wealthy after the collapse of the Soviet Union but had subsequently broken with Putin and was living in exile in London. Berezovsky financed a television documentary, ‘The Assassination of Russia’, and two books about the bombings, Blowing Up Russia and Lubyanskaya prestupnaya gruppirovka [‘The Lubyanka Criminal Group’], co-authored by Aleksandr Litvinenko, a former FSB officer whose murder in London with radioactive polonium would later make worldwide headlines.

The claim that the Kremlin, and by implication Putin himself, had organised the apartment bombings found a receptive audience. Few in Russia believed the government’s clumsy denials, and its subsequent efforts to suppress the story altogether, by silencing witnesses, blocking an official enquiry and ordering documents sealed, merely made matters worse.

Twenty years later, many Russian politicians, newspaper editors and political commentators, as well as their counterparts in the West, remain firmly convinced that the attacks were carried out by, or with the connivance of, the FSB.51 Others are unsure but do not rule it out altogether. Yet it is almost certainly false.52 Not because the Kremlin’s strategists would necessarily have rejected such methods, but because the risks were too great. As Aleksandr Golts put it: ‘There were people around Yeltsin who were extremely cynical. But they were not idiots. They understood that if something like that ever came out, it would be the end of everything.’53

The saga of the apartment bombings illustrates two of the main difficulties confronting anyone who seeks to penetrate the mysteries of Putin’s Russia.

The first was described by the historian, Richard Hofstadter, at the height of the Cold War, when he wrote in Harper’s Magazine of the American tendency to view every enemy as ‘a perfect model of malice, a kind of amoral superman – sinister, ubiquitous, powerful, cruel … [who] profits from the misery he has produced.’54

Ronald Reagan’s characterisation of the Soviet Union as ‘the evil empire’ and George W. Bush’s denunciation of ‘the axis of evil’, referring to Iran, Iraq and North Korea, were in that mould. So was Senator John McCain’s description of Putin as ‘a thug, a murderer and a killer’.55 To most Americans, Vladimir Putin is the embodiment of evil – ‘a war criminal, a murderous dictator … a butcher’, as President Biden put it – and that is all there is to be said. Should anyone doubt it, they need only look at the war which Putin unleashed against Ukraine to unseat a government whose crime, in his eyes, was to seek closer ties with the West. To suggest otherwise is to be an apologist or, at best, what in Germany is called disdainfully a Putinversteher, a ‘Putin-understander’.

To Russia, the relationship with America is far more important than any other. For much of the time since the 1950s, America regarded Russia the same way, although now, in the light of China’s rise, that is beginning to change. The two countries are antinomes, halves of a unique dyad which neither forms with any other nation. Both think of themselves as exceptional, which is a recipe for mutual incomprehension, if not animosity, no matter who occupies the Kremlin or the White House.

Europe follows America’s lead, though in less polarised fashion. Geographically, Europe is closer and more conscious of the need to find ways to coexist with its giant neighbour. But even in Europe, Putin is seen as presiding over a corrupt, kleptocratic, authoritarian state, where those in power can have opponents assassinated or imprisoned at will, basic freedoms are curtailed, the media do the Kremlin’s bidding and a small coterie of billionaires live off the fat of the land while the rest of the population struggles to survive.

Much of that is true. But it is not the whole story. Nor does it explain why Putin’s regime is what it is. National leaders invariably reflect the societies from which they come, no matter how unpalatable that thought may be to the citizens of the countries concerned. Putin is no more an aberration in Russia than Donald Trump in America, Boris Johnson in Britain or Emmanuel Macron in France. He represents the hopes and fears, the aspirations and anguish, the conceits and resentments of a substantial part of the Russian population, who regularly support him.

To try to work out why Putin behaves as he does, why under his tutelage Russia has become the country it is and what may lie ahead, both while he remains its leader and under his successors, it is necessary to put aside stereotypes and examine each piece of evidence for what it is, soberly and without prejudgement.

Therein lies the second difficulty. Normally a biographer’s task is to expound the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of his subject’s life: the underlying facts are rarely in dispute. With Putin, that is often not the case. As with the apartment bombings, widely accepted assumptions turn out on closer scrutiny to be partial, misleading or downright wrong. That is part of a long tradition in Russia. Winston Churchill’s famous definition of Kremlinology as watching ‘a bulldog fight under a rug – an outsider only hears the growling, and when he sees the bones fly out from beneath it is obvious who won’ – has been true of Russian governance since the sixteenth century or earlier. The Kremlin does not yield its secrets easily. The broad outline may be clear, but the devil is in the details and the details matter. If enough details change, the overall picture changes too.

Readers expecting to find a distillation of the turpitudes of the Russian regime will be disappointed by the account which follows, as will those who believe that everything written by Putin’s critics must by definition be wrong. The purpose of this book is neither to demonise Putin – he is more than capable of doing that himself – nor to absolve him of his crimes, but to explore his personality, to understand what motivates him and how he has become the leader that he is. It has no agenda other than to establish as fully and accurately as possible the facts of his life and career, his truths and his lies, his successes and failures and the context in which he operates, and to set them out with sufficient clarity for readers to be able to make an informed judgement themselves. That is challenge enough.




1

Baskov Lane

Vladimir Putin was born on Tuesday, October 7, 1952, at Maternity Hospital No. 6, known locally as the Snegiryov hospital, five minutes’ walk from his parents’ home on Baskov Lane, which, despite its name, was a straight, wide street of what had once been elegant nineteenth-century apartment buildings, now shabby and dilapidated, just north of Leningrad’s principal thoroughfare, Nevsky Prospekt, leading to the Winter Palace.1

The hospital, founded in 1771 by Catherine the Great, was the oldest in Russia and the largest and reputedly the best in Leningrad.2 That was not saying a great deal. In Russian maternity clinics in those days, expectant mothers were crammed into filthy wards, infested with cockroaches, with blood and faeces on the floor and soiled bedlinen, where they were left to the mercy of nurses who, when they were not sadistic, were often callous. ‘It doesn’t hurt when you’re screwing your husband, does it, but now you’re having a baby, you’re wailing,’ one woman remembered a midwife telling her. Even at the Snegiryov, cleanliness was rudimentary and painkillers were unknown. Babies were separated from their mothers for 36 hours after birth. From the outset it was the survival of the fittest. One newborn in 50 died before leaving hospital.3 Husbands were kept away, and Putin’s father had to stand on the street outside with the other men, hoping to see his wife at one of the windows and to learn from her or another woman if the birth had gone well and whether he had a son or a daughter.4

Other traditions proved equally tenacious. In the cities, infants were no longer swaddled, as they were in the countryside; instead they were ‘wrapped tight’, so that they could not move, which amounted to the same thing. Otherwise, it was believed, their arms or legs would ‘turn out crooked’.5 Forty years later, a French medical team visiting the city was appalled to find that this ‘medieval practice’ continued and ‘no one questions that it is correct.’ 6

Young Volodya, as his parents called him, spent the first weeks of his life in a wicker basket, suspended from the ceiling, as had been the custom in the countryside.7 Both his father and mother had grown up near Tver, on the Volga River, 110 miles north-west of Moscow along the main highway to Leningrad. They lived in neighbouring hamlets which had once formed part of the domains of a Privy Councillor to Tsar Alexander the First, where Putin’s great-grandfather, Ivan Petrovich, had been a serf. Ivan’s son, Spiridon – Putin’s grandfather – had moved to St Petersburg, then Russia’s capital, in the 1890s, to train as a chef, eventually taking charge of the kitchens at the Astoria Hotel, the newest and most luxurious establishment in the city, built for the tercentenary of the Romanov dynasty in 1913. The family was comfortably off and lived in an apartment in nearby Gorokhovaya Street. It was there, two years earlier, that Putin’s father, Vladimir, had been born. Among Spiridon’s regular clients was Grigory Rasputin, the Siberian mystic whose hold over Tsar Nicholas II and his wife, the Tsarina Alexandra, helped bring about their downfall. According to family legend, when Spiridon cooked for him, the monk would tip him a ten-rouble gold coin.8 But after the Revolution, the hotel closed and the rooms were taken over by Communist Party officials. The banks closed, too, and Spiridon, a frugal man, lost his considerable savings. As the White Russian armies, backed by the European powers, sought to strangle the new revolutionary regime at birth, civil war broke out. The Bolsheviks’ leader, Lenin, unleashed a ferocious wave of terror against suspected counter-revolutionaries, conducted by the newly established Cheka, the ancestor of the KGB, which claimed at least a hundred thousand lives. Famine set in, killing five million more. In Leningrad two thirds of the population, recent immigrants from the countryside, fled back to the villages from which they had come. The city became a wasteland, with grass growing in the streets.9

Spiridon left, too, taking the family to his birthplace at Pominovo, a tiny settlement of crooked wooden houses straight out of a painting by Chagall, strung out along either side of a narrow dirt road, three hours on foot from Tver. It was there that his second son, Putin’s father, Vladimir, met his future wife, Maria Ivanovna Shelomova, from the hamlet on the other side of the river. They married in 1928, when both were seventeen, and four years later moved to Peterhof, then a small garrison town that had grown up around Peter the Great’s seafront palace on the Gulf of Finland, 20 miles west of Leningrad, where Maria’s elder brother, Pyotr, who had wed Vladimir’s younger sister, was living. At first the two couples shared a single room. But in 1934, after Vladimir had completed his military service as a submariner in the Baltic Fleet, he and Maria finally obtained a room of their own. Two children were born: Albert, who died of whooping cough in infancy, and Viktor, who succumbed to diphtheria when he was about two years old during the blockade of Leningrad in March 1942.10

Viktor’s death has given rise to many unanswered questions.

As the Germans advanced on Peterhof at the end of August 1941, Maria and her baby son were alone: her husband was with the Red Army, no one knew where or even whether he was still alive. Another of her brothers, Ivan, a naval liaison officer attached to the Communist Party’s Regional Committee, brought her to Leningrad and found her a place to stay with relatives.11 But the city was already in the grip of famine and as a refugee from the suburbs, she had no ration book and no way of obtaining food for herself and her small son.12 At first Ivan shared his own rations with them, but after he was transferred away from the city, their situation became desperate.13

There are conflicting accounts of what happened next. Putin remembered his parents saying that the authorities took his brother away, against his mother’s wishes, and placed him in an orphanage on the grounds that he would have a better chance of surviving the winter there than if he stayed with her.14 Another version, which may have come from Putin’s mother herself, recounts that one day, when she was too weak to move, ‘two young women came to her door. She asked them, “Take my son. Save him.” And they took the boy away. A few days later she learnt that he had died.’15

Neither version is credible.

The city’s orphanages did not accept children under three years old, and Viktor was not yet two. The 30,000 or so orphans rescued from the streets or from empty, freezing apartments in the winter of 1941–2, when the city was blockaded by the Germans and starvation was at its height, were all from families where the adults had died and there was no one left to take care of them. At least as many others were left to fend for themselves because there were not enough places.16 Moreover conditions in the shelters were often appalling. The staff stole the children’s food; the dormitories were unheated; in some establishments, one child in six died in the first weeks after admission.17 Even in Moscow, which was far better provided for than Leningrad, the orphanages had a dreadful reputation. One mother, who had been warned by a friend that she would be well advised to bring her daughter home, found when she went to fetch her that the children’s stomachs were swollen with hunger and they were all covered in lice.18

The story of the two mysterious young women is even less believable. At a time when the whole city – apart from the Party elite, which was well fed throughout the war – was maddened by hunger and everyone knew that there were cases of cannibalism, no parent, however desperate, would surrender their child to strangers.

One may legitimately wonder whether, behind Viktor’s death, there lurked a family tragedy which no one would ever discuss. Putin himself did not learn until long afterwards that his brother had been buried in a mass grave in the Piskaryovskoe Cemetery, with some 470,000 others who had died during the blockade.19

Viktor’s death, and perhaps remorse on his mother’s part because of it,20 may help to explain why she was obsessively protective of Volodya when he was a small boy, insisting on keeping him at home and working night shifts, first as a janitor and later in a bakery, in order to be with him during the day. Putin’s father was by then a foreman at the Yegorov Railway Carriage Works, secretary of his workshop Party Committee and, from the spring of 1954, a member of the factory Party Committee, a position of some power.21 Creche and kindergarten places were scarce and coveted, but, given his Party rank, he could have obtained one had he wished.22 Evidently Maria Ivanovna did not want that. Volodya was the child of her old age – when he was born, she was a few days short of her 41st birthday – and she was taking no chances. Russian kindergartens in the early 1950s were not always the shining examples of proletarian care that Soviet propaganda made them out to be. In 1951, the year before Volodya was born, there had been a massive outbreak of diphtheria, the illness which had taken Viktor’s life, in the city’s preschools, and four years later an epidemic of dysentery.23 So Volodya stayed home, apart from summer holidays with his mother’s family near Pominovo, and visits to his grandfather, Spiridon, who was then working as a chef at a Party sanatorium near Krasnogorsk, north-west of Moscow.24

The result was that Putin’s early childhood was both cosseted and unusually free. Cosseted because, within the limits of what was possible for a working-class family in post-war Leningrad, his parents did everything they could for him; free because he was spared the discipline of Soviet preschool education, where play was combined with collective responsibility and the teachers instilled simple precepts of morality that would not have been out of place in a Victorian dame school. Even three-year-olds were expected to help clean up after lessons, clear the tables and, in winter, clear away snow.25

At home, there was none of that. His mother taught him to read and write and learn his numbers, but when he was done, he could go out and play in the inner courtyard, among piles of garbage, where the children found bits of broken crockery and beer-bottle tops and other intriguing objects, and stacks of winter firewood which their imaginations transformed into magical kingdoms. Four tall trees stood at the centre, their trunks protected from vandals by metal railings. To the parents, it was a safe space for children.

That was true only up to a point, for the older boys formed gangs and fought over territory, exciting the admiration of Vova, as his friends started calling him, and other younger children, who tried to emulate them. But as long as he stayed within the block – and, by his own account, he transgressed only once, at the age of five or six, when, attracted by the sounds of a May Day parade on nearby Vosstaniye Street, he sneaked out to watch, amazed and a little frightened at his own daring26 – he was allowed to do as he wished.

Such was Putin’s early childhood in his own telling and from the reminiscences of his contemporaries.

Another, very different, version exists, which is worth mentioning only because of its resemblance to the so-called ‘birther’ campaign in the mid 2000s to discredit President Obama, in which right-wing conspiracy theorists in America claimed that the certificate showing that Obama had been born in Hawaii was a forgery and that, in fact, he had been born in Kenya – or, in another version, was a citizen of Indonesia – and as a result had no right to be President. As late as 2010, two years after Obama’s election, 25 per cent of Americans said they ‘had doubts’ about his place of birth.27 Even after the President had authorised the release of his full, long-form birth certificate, a year later, 23 per cent of Republicans, including, notably, Donald Trump, and such luminaries as Joe Arpaio, Newt Gingrich, Sarah Palin and Michele Bachmann, clung to that fiction or pretended to do so.28

In Putin’s case the conspiracy theory was woven more skilfully. It was alleged that Maria and Vladimir Spiridonovich were his adoptive parents, and that he had in fact been born in the small town of Ochyor, near Perm in the Urals, to a young single mother named Vera Nikolayevna Putin. Later, it was claimed, she had married a Georgian army officer, who resented the boy’s presence and persuaded her to have him adopted by distant relatives in Leningrad. 29

Like all good revisionist tales, this one contained grains of truth. A woman called Vera Nikolayevna Putin did marry a Georgian army officer and did have a child called Volodya, who was indeed given away for adoption.30 As in Obama’s case, it was alleged that the boy’s birth certificate had been forged in order to disguise the fact that the Putins in Leningrad were not his real parents. Just as the ‘birthers’ had claimed that when Obama was ‘growing up, no one knew him’, Volodya, it was said, had suddenly appeared in Baskov Lane when he was already eight years old, and none of the Putins’ neighbours remembered seeing him before that.31 As in Obama’s case, the allegations surfaced just when they might be most helpful to his political opponents.32

That it was a hoax should have been obvious from the start.

It had been concocted by Chechen intellectuals and later taken up by Yuri Felshtinsky, a Russian-American writer employed by Boris Berezovsky.33 By the time Felshtinsky became involved, Putin’s namesake from Georgia had been found working in a mining institute in Ochyor, where the couple who had actually adopted him lived. But Russians, like Americans, can be credulous when it comes to conspiracy theories. In both countries – America, founded on the notion of individual rights, limited federal power and the frontiersman’s tradition of self-reliance; Russia, rendered cynical by centuries of official deceit – a significant part of the population regards government as inherently malign, to be suffered if need be but certainly not trusted. These are the people who are convinced that the Twin Towers were blown up by the CIA and the Moscow apartment blocks by the FSB. Even now, there are Russian opposition figures and Eastern European politicians who wonder aloud whether the adoption story might be true and, from time to time, that version is resuscitated in Western newspapers.34

The school year in Russia starts on September 1, unless it happens to be at a weekend. In 1960, it fell on a Thursday. School No. 193 was only two doors away from the building where the Putins lived. It had been founded by a progressive aristocrat, Princess Obolensky, to educate the daughters of gentlefolk – a Girls’ Gymnasium, as it was called – and had numbered among its pupils Nadezhda Krupskaya, who afterwards married Lenin, as well as the daughters of Pyotr Stolypin, the Tsar’s reformist Prime Minister who was assassinated in 1911. At the turn of the twentieth century, the school had moved from its original location, a few blocks further south, to a purpose-built five-storey building at No. 8, Baskov Lane. The brick façade, with inset panels of curlicued oak leaves and the Obolensky coat of arms, the high-ceilinged classrooms and imposing central staircase with wrought iron balusters, had survived, albeit in a state of chronic disrepair, both the Bolshevik Revolution and the Second World War, when it had been used as a staff headquarters for the Soviet air force.35

‘First Bell Day’, as it was called, was a rite of passage little changed since tsarist times. The new arrivals, immaculate in freshly pressed school uniforms – a grey jacket buttoned up to the collar, short trousers, a shirt and tie, and a peaked cap for the boys; a white blouse and grey skirt for the girls – gathered with their parents outside the main door, where the head teacher made a speech of welcome. Normally one of the children was then asked to ring a school bell, but at Putin’s school that tradition was no longer observed. Instead they were ushered inside, each carrying a bouquet or a pot of flowers for their teacher, almost always for the younger children a woman.36

The junior classes resembled those in an old-fashioned elementary school in the West in the 1920s or ’30s.37 The children were taught to read fairy tales like ‘The Three Bears’ (in Leo Tolstoy’s version, where the bears, not Goldilocks, are the heroes), and edifying accounts of students helping old people and caring for their comrades, illustrated by black-and-white sketches of radiant boys and girls.

There were also differences. The reading primer in first grade opened with a story about Lenin, the role model for Soviet children, depicted as a benign patriarchal figure, who spent his life delivering inspiring speeches, patting young children on the head, guiding the Party wisely and gazing out pensively towards a bright, new communist future. Another chapter was devoted to the Red Army, which ‘defeated the German fascists [who wanted] to conquer the whole world’. First graders learnt to sing, ‘We are for peace! Let us rise as one! We will not allow war to be rekindled again.’

If that sounds heavy going for eight-year-olds (though perhaps no more so than ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ and kindred Anglican hymns), there was lighter fare, including nature stories, jokes and poems. But the theme of all the lessons was the importance of patriotism, love of the Motherland, Soviet morality – held to be vastly superior to the bourgeois morality of the West – and collective values.

None of that greatly appealed to Volodya Putin. He drove his form mistress, Tamara Chizova, 26 years old and newly qualified, to despair. It was the first class she had taken on her own and it turned out to be an arduous assignment.38 Dzerzhinsky district, where the school was located, was poor and run down. Putin’s contemporary, Aleksandr Belyaev, who grew up there and would later become a prominent political leader in the city, remembered it as ‘a criminal area’, where the teenagers were all shpana, petty thugs and street hooligans. The best that they could hope for was to learn a technical skill and work in a factory all their lives.39 The school itself provided only an 8-year, not a 10- or 11-year, course, which made it a dumping ground for those whose families could not hope for anything better. The historian, Lev Lurye, who taught at another 8-year school in Dzherzinsky district, explained:


Those who graduated from 11-year schools generally were going to universities, as long as they passed the exams … And there were a lot of good 11-year schools in the Dzerzhinsky district. In fact, the best school in the country, School No. 239 … is just several blocks from where Putin lived … Those parents who cared always found a way to put their kids into a good school … As a schoolteacher I can say that you can divide parents into two groups: those who care and those who don’t. [Putin’s] school, School 193, was for kids from families which didn’t care … I had 40 kids [in my class]. Only one was from a traditional family – only one girl, who had a mother and father together. All the others were from families where the parents were divorced or they had no father. Putin’s school was like that.40



Even compared to his peers, young Volodya was a cross to bear. He was ‘sneaky and disorganised’, a child who would ‘definitely cause problems’, Tamara Chizova complained to a colleague.41 He could not sit still for two seconds and, as soon as the bell rang for break, raced up and down the stairs to see if anything interesting was going on in the other classrooms.42 An older teacher remembered:


In the first classes [he] was very undisciplined, he lacked concentration, his studies hardly interested him at all. He had the habit of throwing his eraser, or his pen or pencil, on the floor, so that he could get up and fetch them – or simply to have an excuse to go and look out of the window. He always liked sitting by the window so that he could see out … He didn’t care … what marks he got. It was of no importance to him.43



Part of the reason may have been that he had not attended kindergarten, where children learned ‘to march in step with the collective’, to fit in and behave like everyone else.44 In Russian schools, a child who misbehaved was punished by emotional pressure – the teacher would act coldly and express disappointment – rather than by physical correction, which was forbidden.45 The goal was to internalise obedience, so that the child would behave well not out of fear of retribution but to win the teacher’s and his peers’ affection. To Putin, who had been brought up at home, that was all very new and strange:


In the courtyard [he wrote later], the way a child asserts his identity is completely different … Growing up there is like living in the jungle … I was rebellious and so naturally I didn’t follow the school rules. A school is a … structured community: there are clear norms of behaviour. But when someone is brought up in the jungle and then finds himself in a different context, he continues to live by the rules [he knew before]. In school he is put in a kind of cage. The cage is uncomfortable, and he begins to ‘push back’ against the ‘walls’ which hem him in. Naturally, such a rebellion, such a ‘love of freedom’, provokes a corresponding reaction on the part of the teachers. Already you don’t like the way the teachers behave. So you start to resist. This, of course, produces more conflict. And on and on it goes.46



Such behaviour was all the more unacceptable in a system where moral upbringing lay at the core of political education. The school rules, which every child had to learn by heart, enjoined them ‘not to arrive late for classes; to sit upright during the lesson, not leaning on the elbows or slouching; to listen attentively … and not to let [their] attention wander to other things; to be respectful to the school director and teachers and, when meeting them, to greet them with a polite bow – boys should also raise their caps; and to cherish the honour of school and defend it as their own.’47

Volodya honoured all that in the breach.

He was constantly late for lessons and ran home during breaks, which was forbidden. But his teachers were wrong to think that he did not care at all about his marks. He did the bare minimum to scrape through and avoid being held back for a year, a fate which befell one or two children in each class who got ‘2’s for their work, marks being assigned out of a maximum of 5. Putin got ‘3’s – unsatisfactory, but good enough not to fail.48

School for the junior classes was six days a week but only in the mornings. Volodya spent the afternoons making mayhem with his friends in the courtyard until it was time for his father to return from work, when he made his way up to the apartment and pretended to be doing his homework.

Vladimir Spiridonovich was master in his own home and his stern demeanour demanded respect. Short and solidly built, a cautious, thoughtful man, square-jawed, with close-cropped hair and a disquieting stare, he was a typical representative of the sturdy Russian peasantry who had flocked into the cities from the countryside in the 1930s to work in the factories during Stalin’s industrialisation drive. Putin never openly defied him, and only on very rare occasions was he chastised with a belt: usually a look from his father was enough.49 But there were times when his father clearly felt that dealing with his son was beyond him. ‘What am I supposed to do? Kill him?’, he asked plaintively when a teacher came to their home to complain yet again that Volodya was not working properly.50

This was partly a matter of education. Neither of Putin’s parents had had more than a few years of primary school. After the war, his father attended night school to get a technical diploma, which he obtained at the age of 40, the year before Putin was born.51 But he was not at ease talking to the teachers and rarely attended parents’ meetings or other school activities.52 Nor did Putin’s mother, Maria, a handsome woman with long brown hair, a homebody who loved to cook and whose interests did not extend far beyond the family circle. As a result, Volodya was left largely to his own devices.

Under the school rules, consistent bad behaviour, which was noted in a child’s personal file – a dossier that accompanied them throughout their school careers – was supposed to lead to expulsion, but schools were reluctant to take that step because it reflected badly on the teachers.53 In Putin’s case, moreover, his
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1. Vladimir Putin, aged about 13, from a class photograph at his school in Leningrad.
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2. With his parents, Maria Ivanovna.
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3. Vladimir Spiridonovich, as a six-year old in the summer of 1959.
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4. As President, more than 50 years later, he carried a portrait of his father, wearing the uniform of a submariner in the Soviet Baltic fleet, in a procession to mark VE Day.
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5. With his parents in 1985, shortly before he left Leningrad to join the KGB liaison office in Dresden.
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6. A gauche 17-year-old, smitten with a classmate, Yelena Gryaznova, in 1970.
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7. Judo training with a friend, Vasily Shestakov, at the Trud club the same year.
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8. At the Leningrad Law Faculty, c. 1972.
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9. With colleagues from the Leningrad KGB Directorate, c. 1977 (the man whose face is pixelated in the front row was the senior member of the group).
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10. With Yuri Leshchev, Putin’s boss in the First Department of the Leningrad Directorate, at the KGB dacha on the Baltic Sea coast in 1979. Note the watch on his right wrist and the street-smart image, with shirt open to the waist and Western black-market jeans.
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11. In Dresden with his daughters, Katya (left) and Masha (right), c. 1987.
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12. Putin and his colleagues, Nikolai Tokarev and Vladimir Agartanov, had passes issued by the East German Security Service, the Stasi. Tokarev (left) later became head of the Russian state oil pipeline company, Transneft. Agartanov (right) shared an office with Putin and, under a pseudonym, published an account of their work together.
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13. The head of the Dresden KGB office, Lazar Matveyev, pictured on his 90th birthday, helped advance Putin’s career.
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14. Deputy Mayor of St Petersburg, 1993.
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15. With Katya, Lyudmila, Masha and their Caucasian shepherd dog, Malysh, in the birch forest near the family’s dacha at Zelenogorsk, c. 1991.
[image: ]
16. Masha (left) and Katya (right), in Putin’s library in the Kremlin, shortly after he became President.
[image: ]
17. Putin’s dress sense in the 1990s was decidedly eccentric. Here, alongside his mentor Anatoly Sobchak, the Mayor of St Petersburg, in 1993, he wears a raspberry-coloured blazer emblematic of the ‘New Russians’, paired with blue Adidas jogging pants.
[image: ]
18. Hosting Mikhail Gorbachev when he visited the city the following year. Putin never forgave Gorbachev for the disintegration of the USSR.
[image: ]
19. Three of Yeltsin’s previous Prime Ministers: (left to right) Viktor Chernomyrdin, Sergei Stepashin and Sergei Kirilenko. The last two were considered potential successors before he fixed his choice on Putin.
[image: ]
20. A somewhat intimidated Vladimir Putin on New Year’s Eve, 1999, shaking hands with Yeltsin after his appointment as acting President. Next to him is Aleksandr Voloshin, Yeltsin’s – and later Putin’s – Chief of Staff.
[image: ]
21. The first challenge Putin faced was the conflict in Chechnya, in which both sides violated all the rules of war. Here a group of Russian soldiers look at the bodies of three captured Chechen rebels whom they have stripped, bound and executed. Twenty years later the Russian army committed similar atrocities in Ukraine.
[image: ]
22. Ramzan Kadyrov, who, with Putin’s backing, rules Chechnya as an independent fiefdom, pictured before a portrait of his father, Akhmad, assassinated by jihadist rebels in 2004.
[image: ]
23. A Russian soldier on patrol in the ruins of the Chechen capital, Grozny. The city has since been entirely rebuilt.
[image: ]
24. When Islamic terrorists under the orders of the Chechen warlord, Shamil Basayev, seized a primary school in Beslan in 2004, 335 people died, many of them small children. Here a Russian special forces officer brings out an infant who survived the siege.
[image: ]
25. Volunteer stretcher-bearers rescue the wounded after the assault.
[image: ]
26. In happier times: with Tony Blair at a G8 summit.
[image: ]
27. Riding to Buckingham Palace in the royal carriage with the Queen during a state visit to Britain in 2003.
[image: ]
28. Putin and Lyudmila with the Lord Mayor of London, Sir Gavyn Arthur, and Prince and Princess Michael of Kent, before a banquet in the Guildhall.
[image: ]
29. Putin complained afterwards that the pomp and circumstance of British royalty were excessive. But his own life in the Kremlin was scarcely less monarchical, surrounded by opulent displays of imperial magnificence.
[image: ]
30. While Russia’s relations with Britain were already beginning to sour in the early 2000s, Putin remained on much better terms with President George W. Bush.
[image: ]
31. Despite his Munich speech in 2007 denouncing American hegemony, he was invited to the Bush family compound at Kennebunkport, Maine, where ‘41’ and ‘43’ took him fishing and the two sides agreed to make one more effort to put US–Russian relations back on track.
[image: ]
32. In 2005, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, an oil billionaire with democratic leanings whom Putin viewed as posing a political challenge, was given a long term of imprisonment.
[image: ]
33. The following year, on Putin’s orders, an FSB defector, Aleksandr Litvinenko, was poisoned with radioactive polonium in London.
[image: ]
34. In January 2007, when Putin received the new German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, in Sochi, he arranged for his black Labrador, Konni, to join them, knowing that she was afraid of dogs.
[image: ]
35. In 2008, Dmitry Medvedev succeeded Putin as President. Barack Obama thought he represented a new generation who would be Russia’s future and, when he visited Washington, took him to his favourite burger joint, Ray’s Hell Burger, in Arlington.
[image: ]
36. But Medvedev was Robin to Putin’s Batman, and in 2012, after four years as Prime Minister, Putin returned to the presidency.
[image: ]
37. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, the dissident Soviet writer who won the Nobel Prize for literature, symbolised for Putin the tradition of Russian exceptionalism and the rejection of liberal, Western values, which became more pronounced after his second presidential term.
[image: ]
38. The feminist punk protest group, Pussy Riot, chant a blasphemous prayer at the Church of Christ the Saviour in Moscow in 2012.
[image: ]
39. For Putin, visiting a monastery on Mount Athos
[image: ]
40. Attending a Christmas service, the Orthodox Church had become a pillar of the regime.
[image: ]
41. To rally support he approved a clampdown on ‘non-traditional relations’, which triggered protest demonstrations in many European countries, like this one in Budapest in 2015.
[image: ]
42. Barack Obama, pictured here at a G8 summit in Northern Ireland in 2013, did not exactly hit it off with Putin.
[image: ]
43. Nor did the British Prime Minister, Theresa May. During Putin’s third and fourth terms, relations with the West went from bad to terrible.
[image: ]
44. Putin strengthened his ties with fellow autocrats like Xi Jinping in China, whom he taught to cook blini, Russian pancakes, at a summit in Vladivostok in 2018.
[image: ]
45. Aleksandr Lukashenko, the dictator of Belarus, with whom he played ice hockey).
[image: ]
46. At home he relied increasingly on the siloviki, the hawks from the security services, like Igor Sechin, the head of Rosneft (playing pool).
[image: ]
47. Sergei Shoigu, the Defence Minister (in uniform) Nikolai Patrushev, the Secretary of the Security Council (next to him).
[image: ]
48. In February 2015, Boris Nemtsov, a former deputy Prime Minister whom Yeltsin had considered as a possible successor, was shot dead by a hitman within sight of the Kremlin, triggering huge protest demonstrations.
[image: ]
49. Aleksei Navalny was arrested on his return to Moscow in January 2021 following a failed attempt by the FSB to poison him using Novichok, a chemical warfare agent.
[image: ]
50. A lifesize puppet of Putin for the TV series, Kukly, a Russian version of Britain’s Spitting Image.
[image: ]
51. The changing faces of a President: 
After his inauguration in May 2000.
[image: ]
52. At a news conference in the White House in Washington in September 2005.
[image: ]
53. Looking considerably older at the start of his third term in July 2012.
[image: ]
54. Attending an investment forum in Moscow in October 2016.
[image: ]
55. When planning was underway for the war in Ukraine in October 2021.
[image: ]
56. Putin and his wife of 30 years, Lyudmila, attend a church service together in May 2012. A year later they divorced.
[image: ]
57. Putin had long been rumoured to be in a relationship with a young Russian gymnast, Alina Kabayeva.
[image: ]
58. Despite the resemblance, this drawing is not a caricature of Putin. It is a depiction of the Prince of Demons, Bael, by the French artist, Louis Le Breton, published in the Dictionnaire Infernal in 1863. A Russian editor, struck by the likeness, used it to illustrate an article about Putin in January 2022 – an early example of the Aesopian language to which the Russian media now resort to criticise the regime at a time of rigid press censorship.
[image: ]
59. Putin interrogates members of the Russian Security Council in the Kremlin’s Catherine Hall on the eve of the war in Ukraine. This meeting, like others that followed, was intended to showcase his power as the ultimate decision-maker, but the imperious mise-en-scène was also a masquerade, designed to create uncertainty in the West about his state of mind.
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