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I wish to dedicate this book to my wife Natalia, and to my sons and family. They have always been at my side, during both good times and bad.



















‘The world perishes not from bandits and fires, but from hatred, hostility and all these petty squabbles.’




 





– Anton Chekhov, Uncle Vanya




















CONTENTS











	Title Page


	Dedication


	Epigraph


	
Foreword


 


	Chapter One The truth is never black and white


	Chapter Two Smile! You’re in the USA


	Chapter Three When you come to me to ask for something, bring me something in return


	Chapter Four The frost, the deep night, the snow and the ice


	Chapter Five How to win friends and influence people


	Chapter Six Russian reality


	Chapter Seven Irrevocable mistakes


	Chapter Eight Cruel and twisted roads


	
Chapter Nine Things fall apart


 


	Epilogue


	Acknowledgements


	Index


	
Copyright 



























FOREWORD





It is sometimes argued that ten different things can be said about Russia and all of them can be true. Russia as a country is a complex phenomenon, with different histories, cultural patterns and political orientations. This does not mean that relativism rules. Far from it. The lived experiences of Russians can be fundamentally divergent, but they are united in some sort of common endeavour and an appreciation of different aspects of the truth. This is why accounts provided by people who have been part of that contradictory reality are so important. There have been surprisingly few memoirs from the present generation of leaders and public personalities. While the Mikhail Gorbachev period from the mid-1980s has been covered by numerous memoirs, and the Boris Yeltsin years in the 1990s has been written about extensively, there is much to learn about the years since Vladimir Putin came to office in 2000 – which is why this personal testimony from Vladimir Yakunin is so welcome.


The book provides a profound insight into the realities of Russia today, as told by one of the makers of modern Russia.  Yakunin’s life story mirrors that of Russia itself over the past few decades. Born in 1948 in the Vladimir region, he lived until he was fourteen in Estonia, before his family moved to Leningrad (now St Petersburg), the city that he considers his hometown. In 1972, Yakunin graduated from the Leningrad Mechanical Institute, and then began his diverse and impressive career. He worked in the State Institute for Applied Chemistry, followed by two years compulsory military service in the Soviet Army. After demobilisation in 1977, he worked as a senior engineer in the State Committee for International Trade of the Council of Ministers, and then headed the Foreign Relations Department of the Ioffe Physico-Technical Institute. He was invited by KGB agents to work with them, and in 1985 he and his family left for New York to join the Soviet diplomatic mission at the United Nations.


Yakunin powerfully describes the double life in New York (as a diplomat and an agent) and the enormous stress that this produced, as well as the powerful impressions the country made on him – impressions which informed the work of the Dialogue of Civilizations, the social movement that Yakunin co-founded in the early 2000s.


Like Putin, Yakunin was out of the country when Gorbachev’s perestroika (restructuring) transformed the Soviet Union. By 1989 the cold war was effectively over and the Communist system had been dissolved. In its place came an ill-formed democracy and a thoroughly disorganised economy. The entrepreneurial energies of the country were unleashed, although much of this took semi-criminal if not outright bandit forms. Yakunin shares the view of much of the enlightened elite of the times that the Soviet Union had been running out of steam and that  change was necessary, but he also shares the view that the ill-thought-out reforms ultimately destroyed the country and catastrophically undermined its position in the world.


Yakunin returned to St Petersburg in early 1991, just as the USSR entered its final trajectory towards disintegration. He describes the gangster capitalism of that decade and the emergence of powerful oligarchs who effectively tried to take over the state.


Although the period was lawless and the economy lacked an adequate regulatory framework, the opportunities for active people were enormous, and Yakunin’s account provides a vivid insight into this period of the ‘primitive accumulation of capital’, as Marx described the early stages of capitalist development. It was in this period that he got to know Putin.


In 1997, Putin, by now working in the Kremlin, invited Yakunin to return to state service as the head of the Northwest Regional branch of the State Inspectorate, a post he held until December 2000. Yakunin took over the supervision of the major port development at Ust-Luga and he writes vividly of the herculean task of building a major seaport, effectively from scratch, and the economic and geopolitical imperatives driving the project. He describes how the private sector was brought in to work in partnership with the state to turn the development of the port into a major Russian success story.


This discussion also reveals some of the major dividing lines in Russian debates over economic policy. Yakunin clearly believes that the state has a major part to play in economic development, but at the same time argues that industrial policy should be based on market methods of regulation and competitiveness. This is the classic Putinite formulation, although Yakunin is  critical of the policies pursued in recent years. He treads a path between those advocating Soviet-style mobilisational forms of development, and neoliberals on the other flank who believe in the magic properties of the untrammelled market.


Between December 2000 and February 2002 Yakunin served as deputy transport minister under Sergei Frank, giving him the opportunity to put his ideas into practice while at the same time travelling all over the country, with responsibilities for merchant fleet and seaport development. In October 2003, Yakunin was appointed deputy head of the new Russian Railways corporation, and in June 2005 became its head, a position he held until August 2015.


Yakunin describes the challenges of modernising the system, including the need to attract private capital while not allowing the system to become fragmented. The privatisation and fragmentation of British Railways by the John Major government in the early 1990s is held up as an example of how not to do things. Yakunin describes the achievements of his tenure in office, including the creation of the high-speed line between Moscow and St Petersburg, with the Sapsan network reducing the journey time from overnight to four hours. The Trans-Siberian and Baikal-Amur Mainline (BAM) are also being upgraded, accompanied by a massive programme of rolling stock and engine renewal. Another herculean project was building the transport infrastructure for the Sochi Winter Olympic games of February 2014. The combined road and rail project running up from the coast at Adler all the way up the steep river valley, much of it on bridges and through tunnels, to the ski slopes of Krasnaya Polyana is one of the great engineering achievements of our time.  Everyone who sees the swooping bridges, handsome stations, elegant tunnel entrances, humming electrical substations, and smooth roads stands in awe.


Yakunin does not hide the storm clouds gathering over the recent period of Russian politics. His own resignation as head of Russian Railways in 2015 has been interpreted as part of some dark intrigue, whereas in fact Yakunin argues it was prompted above all by the tightening budget restrictions on investment, and what he considered the ill-advised move to freeze railway tariffs in 2014, starving Russian Railways of investment resources. His final period in office was also accompanied by systematic attempts to denigrate his achievements and even his abilities, and he was placed on the US sanctions list (meaning that he cannot travel to the US). This sad turn of events, effectively a shift to something akin to a new cold war, after all the bright hopes of earlier years, imbues the final parts of this book with a pessimistic tone.


This is balanced, however, by the continued commitment to the Dialogue of Civilizations project, bringing together public intellectuals, religious and civil society leaders, politicians and academics to discuss problems of civilisational identity, cultural autonomy, diverse paths of development and above all, dialogue as a method of political and social engagement. In 2016 this work became more formalised though the establishment of the Dialogue of Civilizations Research Institute based in Berlin.


This brief survey indicates how Yakunin has been at the intersection of the main debates and developments of modern Russian history. Like so many others, he had hoped to salvage a better and more humane version of the Soviet Union, and then in the post-Communist years became committed to Russia’s  development as a market democracy, although with a statist inflection. He makes no secret of his support for Putin, who in his eyes – and the eyes of so many other Russians – saved the country from the threat of going the way of the Soviet Union by restoring state capacity, elements of stability, rational governance, and maintaining Russia’s status in the world. This does not mean that there are no disagreements, especially over economic policy and governance issues, but there are now institutions in which such discussions can be held.


Equally, Yakunin’s account shows the importance of what could be called the ‘spiritual’ side of national development and international cooperation. The discussions in the framework of the Dialogue of Civilizations, as I can personally attest, have been accompanied by a commitment to fundamental human values. While there is sharp critique of the perceived false universalism of much of contemporary left-liberal identity thinking, of globalisation as a model of human development if it threatens national cultures and diverse histories, and of the assertion that the liberal international order is synonymous with order itself, these debates are essential if humane and pluralistic forms of international and inter-civilisation dialogue are to survive. It is in this spirit that Yakunin’s book is written, and his moving personal testimony is essential reading for anyone trying to understand Russia today.
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University of Kent

















CHAPTER ONE


THE TRUTH IS NEVER BLACK AND WHITE





They say that there are two sides to every story; I think perhaps that it is more complex than that. After all, a lot of stories have been told about me. For instance that I am merciless, the kind of man who eats other people for breakfast, bones and all. That I am part of a secret cabal of former KGB officers who have plotted to take control of the country; that I am an agent of the Kremlin; that I am a devoted Orthodox Christian; that I was one of the country’s most powerful men before I fell from grace (the list is endless) – but only some of these stories are true. By the same token, many myths have come to circulate about Russia – that it was saved in the ’90s by the actions of liberal reformers; that it is an authoritarian state which has banished free speech; that we all long secretly for the return of the Soviet empire – and, again, few have any basis in reality. This book will tell a different kind of story, not just about the life of a single citizen, but also, I hope, about the experiences of an entire nation.


Over the past seventy years, I have led many lives, and so, over  the same period, has Russia. I have been a scientist, an intelligence officer, a diplomat, an entrepreneur, a government minister and, finally, the president of Russian Railways – RZD (Rossiiskie Zheleznye Dorogi, literally Russian Iron Roads) – one of the largest transportation companies in the world. When I was born, Russia was at the centre of the Soviet Union, one of the earth’s two superpowers. I saw it grow and change and decline, before I was forced to watch as the positive energy that had animated perestroika surged out of control and demolished the institutions it had been intended to save. I looked on with sorrow as the country floundered for over a decade – as its economy, its entire civic life crumbled, even as some of the country’s most energetic citizens grasped enthusiastically at the opportunities the new polity offered – until eventually something approaching stability was achieved.


It has been a time of convulsion, of tectonic changes that have altered every element of society’s existence, sending shockwaves right through the world. I have witnessed the corruption of the Soviet nomenklatura and the savage lawlessness of the new breed of businessmen who came to prominence after 1991. I have watched, helpless, as, in the years of chaos and want, my family (like so many millions of others) was afflicted by the breakdown of our nation’s infrastructure. But though I have never considered myself to be a politician grabbing after power (politics is a game of blood, war and inequality; I have always tried to keep my distance), I have been more than a mute observer, never crouching idly in a corner.


As a field officer in the KGB, my life was dedicated to preserving the fabric of a society that at the time I believed was the  surest guarantor of peace, equality and freedom throughout the world; and since the fall of communism I have played a part in rebuilding a nation that for a long time seemed to have been buried deep in the debris of the old order. Out of the mud and swamps of the Baltic coast I oversaw the construction of a crucial plank in Russia’s new economy, and I know what it is like to be responsible for the fate of over a million employees and to control a transport network that reaches into every corner of the world’s largest country. So if I have been shaped by the times I have lived through – and I want in this book to show how the things I have seen and done have moulded my personality and redirected the way my thoughts flow – I have also, I hope, left my own mark on them.




 





Many books have been written about my country in the last few years. Some are well-researched, exhaustively sourced and elegantly told, but they all are the work of outsiders. Their writers have watched and listened and written, but they have not taken part. I have. This is the first record of my country’s recent history to be written by someone with such an intimate knowledge of its government and the key personalities within it. It is an insider’s story, one that offers an unashamedly subjective perspective, which is markedly different to the accounts that you might have become accustomed to reading in your newspaper or watching on your TV screens. It is a perspective that I feel has been sorely lacking in much, if not all, of the discourse about Russia that takes place in the West. In my experience, the majority of people living in Britain or the United States tend to regard my country in oversimplified, almost Manichaean terms, but the truth is never black and white. 


I also wanted to write this book to allow me to reflect and take stock of the tumultuous events of the past decades, and the closing of a significant chapter in my life has provided me with the opportunity to do so. In August 2015, I retired from my position at the helm of Russian Railways, a post I had held for ten eventful years (a period preceded by four years as first deputy Minister of the Railways and first deputy president of the state-owned company we formed to replace it). I managed its reformation from a ministry into a state-owned company, and over the same period witnessed the transformation of Russia itself. When I was made CEO of the newly constituted Russian Railways company in 2005, I was charged by President Vladimir Putin with the daunting task of overseeing its reform as well as undertaking the modernisation of a railway network comprising over 85,000km of track. In the process I also witnessed the arguments within Russia’s elite about the direction our country should be taking; becoming an unwilling participant in many of the power struggles that played out within the state, and seeing at first hand how supposedly neutral entities such as law enforcement or environmental agencies could be used as pawns in political games.


Of course, as soon as my departure was announced, newspapers across the world filled up with idle, mendacious criticism and innuendo. My family, my home, my friends; everything and everyone in my life seemed to be fair game. Even now, if you google my name you will mostly find reams of speculation and rumour; in this book I want to tell you a much more interesting story.


You will perhaps not like everything I have to say, and some of it will surprise you, but if you want to understand why Russia acts like it does, or why Russians think like they do, then this  book will be a good place to start. If nothing else, I want readers to at least begin to interrogate some of the opinions they currently hold about my country. I do not do this because I am animated by a blind nationalism, or from a pugnacious desire for an argument, or because I am some kind of Kremlin stooge (to do so would simultaneously make me a hypocrite and insult your intelligence), but because I believe that we live in times imperilled by a fatal lack of understanding between the world’s leading nations. A profound danger that, it seems to me, is only made more severe by the reluctance on the part of all the participants to enter into any form of mutual dialogue. I am aware of how this book might be received in the West, and yet still my modest hope is that these words will go some way to ameliorating that situation.


I sometimes get the feeling that many in the West think that Europe ends at the borders of Belarus and Ukraine, and that what lies beyond those lines is an unrecognisably strange land. The kind of territory that on the maps made many hundreds of years ago would have borne the motto: ‘Here Be Dragons’. It is an odd way of thinking about a nation that has for centuries played a central part in the history of Europe, combining this with its role as a bridge between East and West. (I see Russia as a European nation, but not necessarily a Westernised one.) But to many in the United Kingdom – perhaps since the days of the ‘Great Game’ over a hundred years ago – Russia has been wreathed in layers of myth and misapprehension (Winston Churchill said of it that ‘It is a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma’, and sometimes it seems as if there are many in the West who still believe this to be true). 


Of course, like all other nations on the planet, there are things we say or do that are incomprehensible or confusing even to our near neighbours. Some of these tics have been thousands of years in the making, while others are the result of more recent events in our history. Along with many thousands of my generation I have retained, for instance, the habit of thinking of almost every endeavour in which I am involved as a collective activity – so much so that when we recount the events we still habitually prefer to avoid using the pronoun ‘I’. We were brought up in a world infused with this ethos – socialist values were embedded into almost every public interaction. (I am after all a product of the Soviet Union; I know that many consider me obsolete. Whether this is something to be mourned or mocked I leave to you to decide.)


But then at the same time, my experiences of, and relationship to, the political system that governed Russia and much of Eastern Europe for almost three quarters of a century are radically different to those of my sons, just as they will have a very different perspective on this era to someone born after 1991. I would never assume that all Britons, for instance, thought the same way; that age or class or geography or economics did not have important roles to play in ensuring that the United Kingdom was home to a kaleidoscope of different perspectives and opinions. Russia is no different. Indeed, I wonder whether its gargantuan scale, its dizzying ethnic and religious diversity, might make it even harder to generalise about what a ‘typical’ Russian outlook on the world might be.


If there is anything, however, that does perhaps set us apart it is that we are still, to a great extent, grappling with the consequences  of the fall of the USSR. Those of us who had grown up as proud citizens of a superpower (even if we were well aware of its many flaws), whose heads had been filled with stories of the advances and glories of the Soviet regime, spent the ’90s living in a land we barely recognised.


We were told we had liberty, but for most people this counted for little when they were poorer than they had ever been. I was more fortunate, but hated seeing our prestige and influence diminish. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Americans came to visit full of polite words and kind smiles, but we knew they saw us as citizens of a defeated country. Our living standards had been demolished, our history was being repudiated before our eyes, and we were being treated as an impotent second-class nation whose opinion no longer mattered.


This sense of loss and hurt, which left many people looking back fondly on the Communist era, has never been truly appreciated by other nations. Do not mistake me; though I cherish the values of compassion and solidarity on which I was raised I am not nostalgic for the Soviet Union. But someone who does not make an attempt to comprehend Russia as it was then, in the hard years after 1991, will, I think, struggle to understand much about Russia as it is now.


The following chapters do not constitute a classic autobiography, in which the account begins in the cradle and carries on in exhaustive detail up to the present day. Instead they are made up of a number of key episodes in my life, which I will expand to allow me to reflect on the wider context in which they occurred, so that Russia’s story runs in parallel to my own. It will be arranged in the form of flashbacks, each prompted by  a dramatic or meaningful moment during my time at Russian Railways, which will allow me to roam freely across Russia’s vast geography, to examine its history and to introduce many of the book’s major themes.


But before I go any further, I want to explain why the railways occupy such a unique place in our consciousness; and also to try and give a sense of how looking at its railway system might help you understand something of the way in which my country’s magnitude has conspired with its history to present Russia with a unique set of complexities, challenges and contradictions, which demand in turn an equally particular brand of response. It is one thing, I have learned, to look at maps or pictures, it is another thing entirely to see at first hand the conditions and characteristics that make Russia like no other nation on the planet.




 





There was one thing that many of the hundreds of thousands of those Soviet citizens who were condemned to those gulags situated in Siberia’s remotest corners did not realise when they first arrived. The tangled skeins of barbed wire that surrounded the camps were not the main barriers to escape. These barriers could, with a certain amount of ingenuity and determination, be penetrated. What really stood between the inmates and freedom was geography.


They were surrounded by a wilderness so vast that escape was almost impossible: countless miles of inhospitable terrain lay between their new quarters and the nearest settlement; they were almost as lonely and isolated as it is possible for a human being to be. The sheer size of Russia was sufficient to keep them captive. 




• • •





If you settled into an aeroplane in London and flew for ten hours you would be able to step off in the United States, India, perhaps even China. Countries on the other side of the world. But if you were to take a ten-hour flight from Moscow, the chances are you would land somewhere like Vladivostok – many miles away, and yet still part of the same country. Today the Russian Federation covers over a ninth of the world’s land surface and spans eleven time zones. Its population of 146 million includes some 200 discrete ethnic groups who between them speak over 100 languages. They live, variously, in cities and steppe, in arctic and sub-tropical temperatures, but they are all connected by the railways, which have played an enormous role in the process of enabling the heterogeneous people of Russia to cohere into a single, unified, state.


Before the railways came, it used to take as long as half a year to send messages from St Petersburg to the outlying regions; disputes were often settled by the governors of those areas bordering China well before their instructions from the Tsar ever arrived. The steel tracks that began to spread across the country’s vast expanses completely changed the way people lived. Indeed, they are still changing people’s lives today – given that most cross-country flights within Russia remain relatively expensive, railways will always be a primary means of traversing it.


You could almost say that the railway system is the lifeblood of the country: it keeps people and essential goods moving and enriches every organ it touches. For a long time it was also one of the most effective ways of conveying information. There’s a story that in 1917 the only way people in far-flung regions in Russia  found out that the tsar had been overthrown and that in his place a new Bolshevik regime had come to power was because the trains had a different emblem on the front.


I have read before that spiders use their webs as an extension of their brains. One might say the same of Russia and its railways. It is through our railways – and the ingenuity, bravery, skill and vision displayed by the men and women who have worked on them – that we have come to know our countrymen; they are the stitches that hold this dizzyingly vast patchwork of people and territories together.


Until you have seen its seemingly endless vistas – the tundra blanketed by six feet of winter snowfall, the swamps drowned under water deep enough to swallow a man without trace, the almost hallucinatory monotony of the birch-tree forests that line mile after mile after mile of track – pass in a blur by your carriage, you cannot begin to comprehend the overwhelming immensity of the country, or the brute-scale problems this inevitably brings in its wake. Some of these are simply a question of logistics; others are the result of the complex interplay between the landscape and the infrastructure laid atop it.


Imagine, for example, that you are contemplating organising a train to run between Moscow and Vladivostok, a journey that lasts nearly a week. The locomotive’s driver obviously cannot pilot the train for seven days without rest, so at eleven-hour intervals you have to make available some means to ensure they can be relieved.


If you were in Britain, it is likely that the rail company could simply send a taxi to pick the driver up and take them to the nearest motel. But while you do not tend to find motels, or even  anything resembling them, in the middle of Siberia, your employees still need to rest and relax; perhaps most importantly, they need to eat.


So you establish special rest houses for the locomotive brigade – complete with saunas, cinemas and canteens. Then you need to start thinking about other things. At each of the rest houses someone will be tasked with checking the drivers’ mental and physical health before they begin work – they cannot be allowed to control a train if they are tired, or sick, or drunk.


And of course, it is not only the driver who needs looking after. There are no workshops capable of locomotive maintenance a hundred miles into the Siberian forest, or anywhere with a tank of sufficient capacity to contain the amounts of gas and diesel the train consumes, so, again, it is the railway system that must provide them.


Once you have built all of these facilities, you have to populate them. Which presents new challenges. Who will look after children while their parents are at work? Special kindergartens and board schools where the kids can be cared for and educated have to be established. Before you know it, you realise that the railways are responsible for supporting a hugely complex network of people and services, in which every element is closely linked; it is almost like an ecosystem: if you remove one link in the chain, then the whole structure risks falling to pieces (which is one of the reasons why every metre of railway infrastructure must be watched and maintained constantly).


You realise too that each solution presents a new problem of its own. You need to provide hospitals for the workers along the route (because none exist in the area already; Russia’s first  comprehensive healthcare system, outside of the armed forces, was created by the railways), but then the hospital needs to be staffed and maintained, the doctors and nurses must be housed … the logical consequence of this is that there are a number of towns in Siberia that owe almost every aspect of their existence to the railways. (One of the great privileges I enjoyed as president of Russian Railways was the opportunity to look through the blueprints for the original Trans-Siberian route. Seeing how the architects of this great Russian endeavour had mapped out a new kind of life for every small town along the route, one complete with schools and hospitals, was an extraordinary experience. In an era when only a tiny proportion of the country was literate, and an even smaller percentage of the population had access to any kind of healthcare provision, it was an amazing, unprecedented investment in a better future. And, again, it is a tradition that persists. Even today, in some of the more far-flung areas of Russia you would struggle to find any doctor working outside of a railway hospital.)


You also have to quickly become accustomed to working in circumstances that would be unimaginable for most other Europeans. I remember a visit from the Italian Minister of Economic Development, Federica Guidi, whose brief included investment in her country’s railway system. When she arrived, we were experiencing temperatures of around -25 degrees (she was dangerously underdressed, a situation we immediately resolved by swaddling her in thick furs). As we walked around, a member of the delegation asked my people the same question three times, but even when a translator was summoned our workers could not understand what she was asking. The Italian had wanted to  find out how long the severe weather would prevent Russian Railways from operating, an enquiry that had prompted two distinct types of bafflement: firstly, in a country where temperatures often fall below -50, what we were experiencing was not severe; and secondly, it was inconceivable to us that they should ever stop us going about our business. The most we would ever consider doing would be to reduce the number of carriages and the weight of the train (because in freezing conditions metal becomes brittle, to the point that it shatters if struck with a hammer) or cut the speed. Stopping the service is not an option.


And yet, of course, in addition to the problems that you can anticipate, you also have to find a way to accommodate the kind of unruly event that tumbles out of the sky and upsets all of your careful plans. A moose might wander onto the line (there is no feasible way of fencing in every segment of our 85,000km of track) or the driver might suffer a sudden attack of mental illness (in one terrifying incident, in which a disaster was only narrowly averted, a driver came to believe that God had instructed him to smash his locomotive into the next train he saw – luckily the signals we began to receive warned us so that we could turn the electricity in that sector off).


All this is, I suppose, a way of arguing that Russia’s railway system is as good a metaphor for the country as a whole as any other. The product of a very particular set of historical circumstances, it is at once almost inconceivably huge and head-spinningly complex, and cannot be reduced to a simple, monolithic entity. Contained in its vastness is an array of interlinking parts trying to function as a cohesive whole in the face of circumstances (some that can be predicted, some that emerge completely  unannounced) so extreme that they inevitably exert a profound and distorting influence on any attempt to operate within them.


However, although the symptoms of this situation may sometimes appear bizarre, or incomprehensible, the causes, if you look carefully enough, are often more straightforward. Sometimes all that is needed to provide you with a different perspective is for someone else to turn the looking glass a couple of degrees in another direction. I cannot pretend that this book will provide you with all the answers about contemporary Russia, but I hope that it will leave you in a position to ask the right questions.

















CHAPTER TWO


SMILE! YOU’RE IN THE USA





Language is not just about grammar or vocabulary: a single sentence is the reflection of centuries of mentality and traditions; it encodes the differences between cultures.1 Two people from different countries might be able to understand each other’s conversation, but there will still be a gulf of comprehension between the native speaker and his interlocutor. Sometimes this  can be a question of jokes or anecdotes that get missed; at other times it is about the manner in which the words are delivered.


Russians have a gift for concision and compression in their speech that I have seen other cultures take for bad manners. We like to cut corners in conversation sometimes, so we can get to our point more quickly, but this brevity – boom, boom, boom, boom – can sometimes leave foreigners with hurt feelings (which is precisely the opposite of what we want to achieve: the Russian mentality aims at making friends). I have been told that even our body language has the potential to send out an unwontedly aggressive message.


There’s a traditional Russian story that sums this up – sometimes an anecdote can explain as much about a culture as whole books full of sociological analysis. One day a landlord visits his premises. As he and his manager walk around the land they come to a small stream that divides two fields. Anxious not to spoil his boots unnecessarily, the landlord very politely says to his manager: ‘Ivan, it would be good if you could build a small bridge here.’ The manager agrees. Two months later the landlord returns and is surprised to find that his manager has not built the bridge. They talk again. ‘Listen,’ the landlord says, ‘Ivan, please could you build a bridge so I don’t get my feet wet.’ ‘Of course,’ comes the reply. The next time the landlord descends on his property he sees to his distress that the bridge still has not been built. Unable to control himself he hits the manager and exclaims, ‘Bloody hound! Just do what I ask!’ The manager stands up, turns to his boss with an innocent look on his face, and says, ‘Sir, why didn’t you tell me what to do from the beginning? Now I understand!’


I remember that when Russian Railways was building the  high-speed Sapsan line between Moscow and St Petersburg, we had entered into a partnership with the German company, Siemens. But to begin with we had problems like you would not believe, with neither side able to find a way of communicating happily with each other. The Germans complained that the Russians were rude, inefficient and understood nothing. The Russians, by contrast, perceived their counterparts as indolent and unwilling to adapt themselves to the local ways of working. Unable to see an immediate solution to the impasse I called Peter Löscher, who was then president of Siemens, and with whom at the time I was only scantly familiar. I told him about the problems in hand and we both agreed that a great deal was at stake: it was Russian Railways’ very first international agreement.


We decided that Löscher’s chief engineer would fly out to Russia, where, along with those of his employees who were already on the ground, they would attend a meeting conducted in the time-honoured straightforward Russian Railways style. They watched as we got going, everyone present putting their views across forcefully, and at the end I turned to the room and said,




Listen, I don’t give a damn if you are Russian or German, we have a mutual target and you are responsible for the work. The image of both companies is on the line here, and if you don’t deliver, it doesn’t matter to me where you come from, I’ll eat you alive. And, by the way, Mr Löscher knows about this meeting.





Finished. With that I left the room, leaving the men and women assembled there to absorb the message I had just delivered. My speech had been very short, very precise. I barely did anything  to adorn it – I did not raise my voice, and I stripped my face of any signs of emotion – but it must have worked. Two days went by, and after that we never saw another problem. And still, years on, whenever I see Mr Löscher and his chief engineer, they remind me of it, making friendly jokes about what they witnessed. I think it has stayed with them because my approach was so different to what they were used to in boardrooms in the West. American-style companies smile as they’re stabbing you in the back. You never have a hint of impending danger; at least not until the next day when you receive an envelope containing your severance package. (Of course, in Russia we are as capable of being as surprised by the mores of other nations as they are by ours. Drinking at lunch during a working day is, for us, unconscionable, which is some distance from the French perspective on this. I remember being called by a bewildered engineer who, on a trip to France, had been offered wine at 1 p.m. Anxious though he was of causing offence, he was also completely unaccustomed to the idea of having alcohol so early in the day. Being able to work effectively with people from other countries demands a very particular skillset.)


Not all of my experiences of the ways that different civilisations interact with each other ended as neatly as the Siemens episode. My spell in New York City during the ’80s – a location so distant and strange that my mother later told me that when I departed, to her I might as well have been heading for the moon – was a case in point. But it would provide me with my first encounter with a role I have come increasingly to inhabit as my career has progressed – that of a bridge between two groups who cannot and will not understand each other. 




 





My family arrived in the United States in 1985 and returned to St Petersburg in 1991. Our time in North America coincided almost exactly with the Soviet Union’s Gorbachev-inspired era of perestroika and glasnost. The broken country we had moved back to was almost unrecognisable from the superpower we had left six years earlier.


Though that is not to say we hadn’t been able to tell that there were cracks in the USSR’s edifice. By the end of the 1970s, there was a growing sense that something was going wrong. People did not go out onto the street to demand change; nobody, with the exception of a few scattered groups of dissidents, was screaming or waving placards (perhaps we would have done well to remember that sometimes it is enough if even a small portion of the apple is rotten – before long the whole fruit will be spoilt). But, when our front doors were shut and we knew we were among friends, we discussed the setbacks of the system. No matter what we were told by the Politburo, or read in the pages of Pravda, we knew that living standards were falling – people in the provinces could go for years without seeing fresh meat – and it was manifestly obvious that the nation was no longer able to meet the economic targets it had set itself. Perhaps, we began to wonder, it never had. Then rumours began to circulate. Some were fairly benign – nobody was too bothered by the allegedly gilded lives led by those who were known as the ‘Golden Kids’, the children of party bosses. And there was nothing that new or surprising about the dark mutterings regarding links between the CPSU (Communist Party of the Soviet Union) hierarchy and men involved in illicit forms of entrepreneurship. But we were electrified by whispers, which began tentatively before steadily  becoming more insistent, about the use of force in Novocherkassk twenty years beforehand to suppress a protest by workers there. We tried to stitch the whispers we heard, the little shreds of information, into something we could understand. Though everything had been hushed-up by the authorities, little by little it grew apparent that there had been a demonstration there in 1962 and that the military had fired on the protestors, killing many. What kind of state did this to its own people?


We watched streams of men coming back from Afghanistan – still believing them to be hero veterans – the body bags hidden from public view; we watched our government on television, grey decrepit men stiffly reading pre-prepared statements that told us nothing, that meant nothing. Leonid Brezhnev presided over years of stagnation, Yuri Andropov was clever and resourceful, but only rose to the top once he was already critically ill, and then there was Konstantin Chernenko, who crept into view, blinked for a moment, then crept off stage to quietly die.


But what you need to understand is that there was nothing inevitable about what occurred next, under Gorbachev. It is too easy to look through the wrong end of the telescope and assume that just because something happened, then it had to happen. You can find all the things that contributed to an event and call them symptoms, and before you know it you have what looks like a scientific thesis – but this is a dangerous game.


The Chinese have shown that it is possible to navigate the complex and challenging path that leads from a monolithic socialist state to something that at least has the appearance of a market economy. Of course, counter-factual history is an inherently treacherous business, but if you consider how much  more advanced the Soviet Union was in comparison to China at the time, it is hard not to regret that this was a path we never travelled down. (Perhaps we would be living in a different kind of world today if the gifted Kazakhstani politician Nursultan Nazarbayev, an extraordinary, shrewd, cultured personality, who eschewed the nationalism that infected many of his contemporaries, had agreed to become the Soviet Union’s Prime Minister when he was asked in 1991. His refusal marks another fork in the road of history.)


The vast majority of the USSR’s citizens, including myself, still believed that the Soviet system should be modified, even quite substantially, but we did not want to see the whole edifice dismantled. And it would be a mistake to assume that the party itself was blind to the urgent need for change. In 1978, while I was still a young officer, I attended a special lecture delivered to a group of senior KGB officers and intelligence staff by a representative of the regional CPSU’s headquarters. It expressed ideas that no dissident would have been brave enough to articulate at the time. We were told that if the CPSU did not take serious steps towards the reform of the social and economic structure of the Soviet Union in the next ten years, we would face a systemic crisis. (A lot of people do not know that the privatisations enacted in the ’90s were inspired by theories originated in a research institute established by the then head of the KGB, Andropov, and members of the CPSU Politburo a decade earlier, to map out how to reform the Soviet system. The liberal reformers who came to prominence in the ’90s, men like Anatoly Chubais, were just fledglings who came from a nest created by Andropov.)


Outside those privileged circles I witnessed a lot of criticism  concerning the way in which our society was run, and yet I never was exposed to a purely anti-Soviet attitude. Of course, being young and sceptical we could not help but be perturbed by some of what we heard about the party elite. Most of the senior apparatus remained ideologically persistent Communists, and in theory their capacity for corruption was curtailed by the unofficial rule that meant they couldn’t earn a salary in excess of that of a highly trained worker. Nor were they permitted to hold valuable private assets. But they occupied completely different houses, lived in separate villages, and obtained their clothes and food from special department stores (sailors, who had the access to foreign currency denied to the rest of the population, enjoyed this same privilege, but almost nobody else did). It was no wonder that Andropov was once moved to confess that the party leadership was running a country that it barely understood. These men spent their lives urging others to give more, to work harder, but they never took responsibility on their own shoulders; I do not think they ever truly understood the burden they were placing on the people’s shoulders.


So we were sick and tired of the elderly leaders who we felt were not entitled to the huge power they wielded. The majority of the population remained supportive of the ideas of socialism and brotherhood with which we had grown up, but we also appreciated the necessity of reform; we wanted to change the crippled management system. This meant that paradoxically the jokes and tales we heard that reflected the weakness and inability of the old men who ruled the USSR – for example that Brezhnev mistook the Japanese ambassador for his Chinese counterpart and spoke to him for four hours without realising – were a kind  of reassurance: we could persuade ourselves that as soon as we had new leaders, all would be well again.


And then came Gorbachev. He was the first senior figure in Russia I’d ever seen who could talk for hours to the people without stopping to refer to a script. When he said something it was as if he was taking the thoughts out of your own head; he appeared in public with his wife (which would have been anathema to his retiring predecessors); everything about him seemed unprecedented and fresh. I would later come to understand that he only masqueraded as a symbol of hope, but at the time millions of people were willing to follow him, as though he was the Pied Piper.


Though he was well educated in comparison to his comrades in the Politburo, they did not know that he was illiterate in terms of state governance, and naïve to the point of imbecility in his relations with the United States and its allies. They did not know that he had no idea what consequences would attend his reckless actions, which only had a thousand to one chance of success; that he would destroy the system he had set out to save, along with the lives of millions of ordinary people who existed within it. They did not know that he was unaware of his own limitations and of the gaps in his own knowledge, or that he had no intention of taking responsibility for any of this. (They did not realise, perhaps none of us did, that once a man was installed at the top of the system he attained something like papal infallibility, which meant that his capacity to effect monumental change, without checks or balances, was enormous; there was no one with authority to challenge the leader’s wrong assumptions or ignorance. And even if we had, who could have suspected  this young, benevolent-seeming man, who always said the right thing, of being capable of abusing this power?)


A tendency to indulge in wishful thinking is one of the most dangerous qualities a politician can possess. So perhaps it was Russia’s tragedy that both Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin were afflicted by it. I suspect Gorbachev was more of an idealist than the man who succeeded him, and I do not doubt that he wanted the best for the USSR. But his ideals were not accompanied by a practical scheme for implementing them. He did not want to break the Soviet Union apart, and yet once the process of disintegration had begun, he did little to stop it. Instead, he affected surprise at the consequences of changes he had himself set in motion, and seemed content to act as a spectator of his country’s demise. Hundreds of thousands have died unnecessarily as a result, while ‘Gorby’ still poses as a great historical figure. (In 2016 he published a memoir, the Russian title of which translates as ‘I remain an optimist’, which reads like black humour to anyone who has spent time in the country his actions brought to its knees.) It might surprise you to read this, for I know he enjoys a hero’s reputation in the West, but I am far from being the only person in Russia who sees the last leader of the Soviet Union in this way.


All this, though, was in the future. As far as the officials checking my documents at the US border were concerned, I had been posted to New York in 1985 to work as a diplomat – one of the Russian representatives on the United Nations’ Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space. But I would be combining this with my work for the First Directorate of the Intelligence Division of the KGB, one of the most respected occupations in the Soviet Union. The education it offered you was on a par with anything you could find  in Cambridge or Princeton; if you were ambitious, if you wanted to challenge yourself, you joined the KGB’s foreign service, the First Directorate. But in those days, you did not apply for a position in the KGB; no matter how keen you were to join the organisation, you had to wait for them to contact you. It was considered somehow suspect to knock on their door and ask to be let in.


When a KGB officer first contacted me, I was aware of their prestige, but at the same time, there were certain elements of the security service’s history that made me feel uncomfortable. My father-in-law came from what you might call the intelligentsia, and when he learned that I was contemplating signing up he was greatly concerned. We talked and he told me that of course it was for me to decide, but that there was one thing I had to remember. He told me:




Our generation, we are the children of the frightened generation, for whom the night was a nightmare. Every evening, once darkness fell across the city, our parents would all lie gripped by terror, listening out for the growl of a car pulling up outside their apartment, which they knew would be followed by the crunch of boots on the staircase, and, finally, a knock at their door. The situation is different now, but that fear still lives on inside me.





I remember that I was so anxious about the prospect of joining and all that it entailed that for the first time in my life I learned where exactly my heart was located. I had been sitting in a Komsomol2  leadership development class, when I felt a searing pain lance through my chest. I was rushed to hospital and after a series of checks I was informed that the pain was a response to the huge anxiety and tension swirling around inside me at the prospect of making such a momentous decision.


Not long afterwards, a family contact who was head of the Leningrad station’s counter-intelligence branch summoned me to his office, where he talked to me for a while. He asked me questions about who I was, where I worked, then he thought for a while before turning to me and saying,




Yakunin, why do you want to join our organisation? You are studying at a top research institute, you’re about to get a PhD, there is a clear path ahead of you; why put all this at risk? Why join an organisation full of tension, danger, hard labour and possibly blood? It is a bloody heavy business, and, personally speaking, I don’t think it is for you. Let somebody else do the dirty work.





What he was saying, in essence, was that I must be prepared to sacrifice everything I loved for the sake of my country, but then this was exactly what I had been brought up to believe. Service to the country and its people were the central elements of the ideological education I had received. I felt that the harder the work promised to be, the greater the contribution I could make to the nation I loved. I knew it would be challenging, and that I would be joining an institution with a complex, charged history, but what might have sounded to others like a warning was to me an incredible and exciting opportunity to help protect the ideals and nation that I cherished so dearly. 


At the Dzerzhinsky Higher School and then the Andropov Krasnoznamenny Institute in Moscow, the KGB university for prospective intelligence officers, I learned a lot, perhaps more than I ever thought possible. I learned to speak English so well that I even began to think in the language. I learned about the panoply of techniques I would need to perform my role to the highest standards possible, skills that in the years that followed saved my life more than once. I also learned about the organisation itself. Far from being an omnipotent beast extending its tentacles across the world, the security services were subject to constant surveillance and guidance from the Communist Party. Even during the darkest days of Stalin’s terror, I discovered, the decisions were not being made by the heads of the OGPU or the NKVD,3 but by the so-called ‘Troikas’,4 which were headed by regional party bosses. The Troikas had ceased to operate by the ’50s, but the secret services remained subordinate to the party until the end of the Soviet Union. Decades later when I began my KGB training, almost the first thing we were told was that we were the armed instrument of the party. They gave the orders; our job was to follow them.


Along with the other new recruits, I was also taught about the values at the KGB’s heart. There was much you might expect – about ideology, security and secrecy – but other aspects were more of a surprise. It was made clear to us that the recruits themselves were considered to be the organisation’s most valuable  assets. I discovered the truth of this early on in my career when I was struck down by a very severe trauma in my back.


It got so bad that I spent more than four months in hospital. Even after I had been discharged, I could not put on my socks or my underwear without my wife helping. My doctor recommended that in order to overcome the consequences of the injury I should follow a programme of complete rest, followed by a six-month-long course of physiotherapy, water treatment and rehabilitation. It was beginning to look as if my time in the KGB would be over almost before it had begun. It got so bad that I had already started to draft my letter of retirement. As a final resort, I approached the head of my department, a man reputed to be one of the toughest in the entire system – a merciless product of the previous era, so granite-hard that some people said you would struggle to find anything human in him. Almost before I’d finished outlining my problem, he had picked up the telephone, called my immediate superior, and said, ‘Listen, from now until the end of this year, Yakunin is working only on my orders. You won’t bother yourself about his timetable, you won’t take any interest in his results; for one year he is my man.’ He put down the phone and told me I was to carry on my treatment. I will be grateful to him for the rest of my life.


But these benefits were accompanied by responsibilities. We were not just expected to be steadfast and discreet in our work, it was made clear to us that, as part of the organisation’s code of behaviour, we were never supposed to ask what kind of salary we might receive for fulfilling a particular role. Nor was it expected that we would try and negotiate any other kind of advantage. When I graduated from the Andropov Krasnoznamenny  Institute, I learned the truth of this for myself. It was considered likely that I would be posted to an English-speaking African country where the white residents lived like kings, but I asked if they had schools where my kids could study. It was a calculated risk: I knew I was considered one of the most promising cadets, so thought perhaps that I had more leeway than my contemporaries, and the idea of leaving my family behind for such a long time was utterly inimical to me. But it almost ruined my career. I was told that my request had been completely contrary to the tradition and rules of the service and it was immediately decided I would not be allowed abroad. I would have to wait four years until the general who had stated categorically that ‘Yakunin can never work in the field abroad’ eventually changed his mind and sent me to the US.




 





We left for New York at a strange time in the relationship between the Soviet Union and the United States. Though on the one hand it seemed as if Gorbachev’s rise to power might herald a new era in which the hostility between our two nations might finally ease, this in itself was not sufficient to disperse the tensions and bitterness that had built up steadily in the years since the end of the détente that had reigned under Brezhnev. A considerable amount of raw feeling lingered after events such as the American wars in Vietnam and Cambodia, the shooting down by Soviet planes of Korean Air Lines Flight 902 in 1978 and Flight 007 in 1983, the USSR’s invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the USA’s invasion of Grenada in 1983, and the way in which our nations had taken it in turn to boycott each other’s Olympic Games.


Initially though, our concerns were somewhat more prosaic.  As I came with my wife and two sons through the terminal in Canada, where we had a stopover en route (the tensions between our nations meant that it was impossible to take a direct flight), we realised we had no experience of how to proceed to make our connection to New York; we did not even know how and when our flight would be called. I remember sitting there, munching on a sandwich, waiting in vain to hear the announcement. It was only when my wife suggested I speak to an official that we realised the plane was about to leave – I don’t think that airport has ever seen four Russians run as fast as we did when we sprinted to make sure we didn’t miss our plane.


We were followed by 200 kilogrammes of household possessions and two decades’ worth of assumptions about American life, many of which were soon proven wrong. Before we left for the posting I had engaged in a period of study so intensive that by the end of it I could have worked as one of the city’s tour guides. But no matter how much preparation you undergo, it is still difficult to adapt when you are thrust headfirst into a different culture. (That said, I was some distance from being like the old revolutionary I read about who visited New York City and was so shocked by the amount of food she saw on sale that she started to cry, or the two Soviet delegates who after observing one overstuffed candy store demanded to be taken to another to satisfy themselves that the first they had seen had not been a trick.)


Small things seem bigger when you are in another country. One thing that always struck me was the huge gulf between the ways in which Russian and American children behaved. Their children were completely unreserved – they had absorbed  their parents’ unlimited way of communicating – whereas Soviet kids were far more solemn and self-possessed. When we went to the UN on the day after our arrival to take photos for our passes, the photographer could not believe what he was seeing: ‘Listen, you Russians, why do you always have such gloomy faces. Smile! You’re in the USA.’ He told my youngest son, Viktor, to say ‘cheese’ in an attempt to get him to grin. It was funny to discover that Viktor had a wicked sense of humour: he replied with the Russian translation ‘сыр’, whose pronunciation (‘syr’) certainly does not involve smiling.


Something of the American spirit must have rubbed off on the Soviet diplomatic community in the States, for it was far more democratic than its equivalents in other postings. For instance, usually the first secretary does not mix socially with the third secretary, but in New York there was a great deal of trust between us. Perhaps it was something to do with our generation – people who were well educated and who already had some knowledge of foreign culture. For instance, seven years previously I had travelled to Malaga on my first ever assignment, having been inserted into part of a delegation of scientists who were attending a conference on semiconductors. (How surprised I would have been then if you had told me the circumstances in which I would encounter semiconductors later in my life.)


Even a couple of years after Franco’s death, Spain seemed grey and lifeless, as if it was yet to recover from the legacy of El Caudillo’s baleful reign – it was a marked difference to the sense of release and excitement that ruled Russia’s streets during the final stages of perestroika. I would think of this visit to Spain again many years later when my path crossed with that of Juan  Carlos I, who was then the country’s king. In the course of the curious, circumscribed childhood the dictatorship had restricted him to, the young royal became friends with a boy who would go on to lead the train manufacturer Talgo. When, during the 2000s, I returned to Spain as part of a Russian Railways delegation, who had travelled there to discuss the possibility of wider collaboration between our two companies, I was invited to meet Juan Carlos. The Spanish king was, they told me, passionately interested in a positive outcome for the deal. We talked and I came away struck by his warmth, and also his unaffected, democratic demeanour. A little later in Moscow this impression was reinforced when I received a call on my mobile. To begin with, I could not make out who I was speaking to. ‘Who is this?’ I asked, mystified. ‘It is me, your friend Juan Carlos,’ replied the voice on the other end of the line.


I would have been surprised if, in the middle of the cold war, you had told me that I would later find myself on friendly terms with a Western monarch, but then I also own the original copy of the eighteenth-century declaration of friendship made between the tsar and the Spanish king – a document that highlights the fact that, far from being a peripheral nation with one foot in Asia, Russia has long been an integral part of Europe’s economic and political history. (People are accustomed to seeing us as somehow ‘other’, but our culture has long been meshed with that of Western Europe. Consider, for instance, how large parts of Tolstoy’s War and Peace were written in French. It was the product of a society in which it was taken for granted that anyone reading the novel would also be fluent in more than one language.) I took much pleasure from the idea  of being another link in a several-hundred-years-long chain of amity and cooperation.


But back in 1985 I was in a kap-strana (the more colloquial iteration of kapitalisticheskaya strana), what we Soviets called a capitalist country, for only the second time in my life (admittedly twice more than nearly all of my comrades); and it was in New York that I noticed that while we had been taught to treat our personal interests as secondary to those of the state and community, in the Western mentality they were paramount. On my first trip on the subway, I offered to give my seat up for a very stout old black lady who had got on at the stop after me – I still remember the shocked faces of the other passengers, even the woman herself. A man in a suit and tie giving up his seat for an old black lady? It was as if there had been a small explosion; they looked at me as if I was a lion that had come from the moon. I understood I had done something unusual, and did not make the same mistake again. I always stood when I travelled on public transport after that.
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