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INTRODUCTION



Alexey Navalny wouldn’t die. He wouldn’t stay away from Russia. And, even more vexing for the Kremlin, he just wouldn’t shut up.


After Russian government assassins allegedly poisoned him with a deadly nerve agent in late August 2020, Navalny, the foremost political opponent of President Vladimir V. Putin, spent more than two weeks in a coma in a German hospital. When he woke up, he declared that he would return home to Moscow as soon as he recovered. He would not be cowed into exile.


Barely three weeks after regaining consciousness, while still suffering tremors and other aftereffects of the poisoning and the heavy medications that saved him, Navalny sat for a long interview with Yury Dud, a popular journalist and YouTuber, in which he accused Putin of presiding over the impoverishment and degradation of Russia, and even mocked the government for its incompetent assassination program.


At first, Dud and Navalny chuckled about the strange parallels with an interview they did three years earlier. In 2017, Dud noted, Navalny had just come out of detention after being arrested at a protest. In 2020, he had just emerged from a coma. In 2017, Navalny noted, someone had splashed antiseptic in his face, staining him bright green. In 2020, special service operatives had splashed Novichok, a chemical nerve agent, on his underwear.


Dud asked how Russia had changed since their conversation three years earlier. Navalny answered like a candidate campaigning for office, which is basically how he always speaks—as if his future hinges not on the whims of a despot but on voters deciding if they are better off now than before the last election.


“Russia has become impoverished,” Navalny said, citing failed projects, including efforts to develop a Russian-built passenger jet that no one wanted to buy, and to build a new space center for rocket launches that had yet to materialize.


“None of Putin’s projects were successful.”


“Russia is degrading in every sense,” Navalny said, adding: “And by the way, on the question of whether they poisoned or they didn’t poison [me], the system cannot degrade everywhere and develop—excellently—in the area of murders. In the area of murders, apparently, it is also degrading. But that’s just lucky.”


After emerging from his coma, Navalny had to relearn how to walk, to write, and perform other basic tasks. But in November 2021, while still recuperating, Navalny testified by video link before the European Parliament. He urged European Union governments to get tougher on Putin’s regime, in part by sanctioning Kremlin-connected oligarchs who, Navalny griped, were permitted to conduct business and own lavish assets in the West, including luxury homes, megayachts, and even professional sports teams.


Within a month after that, working with the investigative news outlets Bellingcat and the Insider, he identified by name most of the Russian government operatives who tried to poison him to death. Pretending to be an aide to the head of Russia’s National Security Council, Navalny even tricked one agent into admitting his role in the assassination plot and subsequent cover-up. In a nearly hour-long phone conversation, the agent blamed Navalny’s survival on bad luck, including paramedics who administered emergency treatment.
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Navalny just won’t stop. So, it was no surprise that upon returning to Russia in January 2021, his plane was diverted to a different airport—thwarting throngs of supporters who came out to greet him—and he was arrested before he could cross passport control.


There are many ways to take a life. Poison had failed. Prison was now the fallback.


Two weeks after his arrest, Navalny stood in a packed courtroom in Moscow, defiant as ever, to address the Russian government’s latest absurd accusation against him: he failed to check in with parole officers while in a coma.


Navalny wore a dark blue hoodie and khaki green pants. His light brown hair was combed perfectly in place, his angular jaw and dimpled chin uncovered while nearly everyone else in court wore masks as protection against coronavirus.


Watching him, jaunty and flashing ironic smiles from inside the locked glass-enclosed dock that Russians call “the Aquarium,” it was hard to believe that just five months earlier, he was nearly killed with an internationally banned chemical weapon. The tricked FSB officer was right. Navalny’s life was saved thanks to a combination of stupidly lucky events: the bumbling of the security agents who tried to kill him; the quick emergency landing by the pilots of the plane he was on; and the professionalism of an ambulance crew and doctors in the Siberian city of Omsk, who were never told that they were supposed to just let him die.


As he spoke, Navalny’s voice was firm, edged with his trademark tone—a mix of supreme confidence and abject disbelief—that has come from years of tangling with the inane illogic of the Russian judicial system. It is a system that makes sense only when recognized as beholden to political masters, delivering preordained outcomes disconnected from laws and facts.


Navalny perfected that tone of voice and his bemused, friendly, storytelling style, by narrating YouTube videos, viewed millions of times, in which he revealed spectacular corruption by Russian government officials. In one such video, he exposed his own would-be assassins—providing a surreal dispassionate account of how they plotted his death.


In court, as was made obvious by his captivity in a glass box, Navalny was the defendant, charged with parole violations that could—and would—lead to a sentence of nearly three years in a notorious Russian penal colony.


But as he delivered his statement that subfreezing February afternoon, Navalny turned the absurdity of the Russian court system to his advantage. He transformed himself from accused into accuser, and his defendant’s statement into a prosecutor’s closing argument, in which he leveled charges against the one man he held responsible for his poisoning and imprisonment: Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin, Russia’s modern-day czar.


The judge, a last-minute replacement named Natalya Repnikova, the prosecutor, Yekaterina Frolova, and a representative of the Federal Penitentiary Service, Alexander Yarmolin, were secondary objects of Navalny’s dismissive, derisive scorn. The case that he presented was directed squarely at Putin, the ex-KGB chief who has served as Russia’s supreme leader since Boris Yeltsin’s resignation on New Year’s Eve, 1999.


Dispensing quickly with the court’s accusations, Navalny pointed out that he was charged with parole violations in a case that the European Court of Human Rights had already found baseless, and for which the Russian government had paid him compensation. On top of that, he noted that in 2014, he had been given a suspended sentence of three and a half years in the case. “A little bit of mathematics,” Navalny said, flashing his trademark acerbic irony. “It’s now 2021.”


“Nevertheless,” he continued, turning his attention to Putin, “someone really wants, really wanted, that I not take a single step across the territory of our country, returning as a free person. From the moment I crossed the border, I was a prisoner. And we know who. We know why this happened. The reason for all this is the hatred and fear of one person living in a bunker. Because I inflicted a mortal offense against him by the fact that I just survived after they tried to kill me on his orders.”


Frolova, the prosecutor, tried to interrupt, but Navalny barreled over her.


“I don’t need your remark,” he snapped. “The fact that the representative of the prosecution is trying to interrupt me, to shut my mouth, also perfectly characterizes everything that is happening… So, I will continue. I inflicted a mortal offense by the fact that I survived. Thanks to good people—pilots and doctors. Then, I offended him even more, by the fact that, having survived, I did not hide, living somewhere under guard in some smaller bunker that I could afford.”


Navalny was no longer addressing Judge Repnikova, whose decision to sentence him to prison was already made, and who was merely a prop in a long-running script. Navalny was playing to his own audience—millions of followers—in Russia and around the world.


“Then something terrible happened,” he said. “Not only did I survive, not only did I not get scared and hide, I also participated in the investigation of my own poisoning. And we have shown and proved that it was Putin, using the Federal Security Service, who carried out this assassination attempt. And I was not the only one. And now everyone knows it, and they will learn a lot more. And this is what drives this thieving little man in his bunker crazy. It is precisely this fact—the fact that everything was revealed. Do you understand?…


“It turned out that in order to cope with a political opponent who has neither [access to] television nor a political party, merely requires trying to kill him with chemical weapons,” Navalny continued. “And of course [Putin] is just going crazy about it. Because everyone realized that he was just a bureaucrat randomly appointed to the presidency. He never participated in debates or elections, and this is the only way he knows how to fight—to try to murder people. And no matter how much he pretends to be a great geopolitician, some great world leader, his main resentment towards me now is that he will go down in history precisely as a poisoner.”


In the most memorable, oft-quoted line from his speech that day, Navalny reached across centuries to invoke two legendary Russian leaders. One was Yaroslav I, who reigned as grand prince of Kievan Rus from 1019 to 1054 and implemented the first system of codified laws in what would become the Russian Empire. The other was Czar Alexander II, who ruled from 1855 to 1881 and was renowned as a reformer of the judicial system who ended corporal punishment, and emancipated Russia’s serfs.


“You know, there was Alexander the Liberator, or Yaroslav the Wise,” Navalny declared in a tone of scathing, unvarnished contempt. “And we will have Vladimir, the Poisoner of Underpants.”
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Alexey Anatolyevich Navalny doesn’t want to be known as a dissident.


He has been jailed repeatedly for his political views, survived several state-sponsored assassination attempts, and undertaken a hunger strike to protest conditions of his imprisonment. He has crusaded relentlessly against public corruption and led an opposition movement against Russia’s autocratic, warmongering government, resulting in the imprisonment of many of his associates and supporters. That crusade has even led to the targeting of some of their family members—including Navalny’s brother, Oleg. Nonetheless, Navalny recoils from the term “dissident.”


Navalny is the archnemesis of Putin, the former KGB agent who has ruled the country as president, prime minister, and president again for more than twenty-three years, with an ever-tightening iron fist. To prolong his hold on power, Putin has manipulated election results and rewritten the country’s constitution. And Putin regards Navalny with such visceral disdain that he refuses to say his name, referring to him instead with euphemisms like “the Berlin clinic patient” or “the character you mentioned.”


Coming from Putin, these weird, clumsy references are a badge of honor—proof, as if any were needed, that Navalny has managed to get under the skin of Russia’s all-powerful leader. But in post-Soviet Russia, the word “dissident” is fraught with historical baggage that Navalny and his closest associates don’t want to carry. In their view, Navalny—who at the time of this writing is serving multiple sentences totaling thirty years in a high-security penal colony—bears enough other burdens.


More than anything, Navalny wants to be known as a politician and the undisputed leader of the Russian opposition.


During his nearly two-decade-long ascent to national prominence and worldwide fame, he has happily claimed an array of other titles: lawyer, blogger, grassroots political organizer, shareholder-rights activist, anti-corruption crusader, protest leader, mayoral candidate, political party chief, campaign and election strategist, presidential hopeful, enemy of crooks and thieves.


There are also terms that his critics have tried to slap him with—like “traitor,” “foreign agent,” “terrorist,” and “extremist.” These are absurd, given Navalny’s obsessive, patriotic devotion to Russia, and would be laughable if not for their grave criminal implications. Then, there are other labels that Navalny has sought to finesse, or been forced to retreat from, over the years—pro-gun, anti-immigrant, ultranationalist, Russian imperialist—which were accurate or partly accurate until his views evolved.


“Dissident,” however, is one moniker that he or his supporters do not embrace, even though they recognize it has international cachet.


“In Russian language, ‘dissident’ will have a connotation of those, like, eight brave people on the Red Square in 1968, right?” said Leonid Volkov, Navalny’s longtime chief of staff and manager of his 2013 campaign for mayor of Moscow. “Those eight people in 1968, they were very brave. We admire them. But it was very clear for everyone that they were actually a minority among [an] enormous, vast, silent majority.


“These, like, great heroes of Soviet intelligentsia, those Shestidesyatniki, of those dissidents, like Sakharov and Bonner, and Marchenko and Gorbanevskaya and the rest, they were disconnected from the people,” Volkov continued. “So, they played a very important historical role. We admire them a lot. But there was a dramatic difference between them and our movement because we don’t want to be a minority and we are not.”


Volkov, who was jailed himself numerous times and still faces serious criminal charges in Moscow, was sitting in a café in the Lithuanian capital of Vilnius, where he has lived in self-imposed exile since at least August 2019, and where, until stepping aside in 2023, he ran the Anti-corruption Foundation that continues Navalny’s work.


In Lithuania, Volkov and the rest of Navalny’s team were beyond the legal reach of the Russian government, which has cracked down mercilessly on all political dissent. But they were not beyond the reach of the Kremlin’s assassins, who have undertaken brazen hit jobs abroad, including in Germany and Britain.


Like Navalny, Volkov is not known for pulling punches when he speaks. But talking about the legendary and revered Shestidesyatniki—the Sixtiers—he was being polite. What he really meant to say was that these brave dissidents were losers. Not losers in the colloquial sense—his admiration for their bravery and sacrifice is genuine—but losers in the very literal sense that they did not win their fight against the Soviet regime.


The lucky dissidents survived the gulags. Some even escaped and lived long enough to return to Russia and enjoy the early years of post-Soviet exuberance. But in the minds of many Russian citizens, the brave dissidents did not triumph over the repressive Communist regime—just as the United States did not defeat the Soviet Union but simply claimed victory when the USSR collapsed from its own, internal rotten mismanagement and corruption.


By some measures, these dissidents—generally members of a self-selecting intelligentsia—are also viewed as having suffered less than ordinary Russians, thanks to their prominence or infamy. Some like Natalya Gorbanevskaya were permitted by the Soviet authorities to emigrate, while others like Natan Sharansky were freed in prisoner exchanges. They were then welcomed as celebrities and moral authorities in the United States, Israel, and Europe; and avoided years of deprivation in Russia, especially in the early 1990s.


In a more global context, putting aside the sensitivity of the word for Russians, Navalny now is arguably the world’s most recognizable dissident. He is in jail solely for his political views, for his stubborn, compulsive insistence on challenging Putin and the graft and criminality that surrounds and sustains the modern czar.


Separated from his beloved wife, Yulia, his college-age daughter, teenage son, and aging parents, Navalny communicates with the outside world mainly through handwritten notes, often scrawled on graph paper—known as millimetrovka in Russian—and ferried in and out of the penal colony by his lawyers.


In March 2022, Navalny was convicted of fraud and embezzlement and, in August 2023, of extremism. Those sentences total twenty-eight years, condemning him to remain behind bars until 2051 and preventing him from running in Russia’s next five presidential elections. Changes to the Russian Constitution in 2021 allow Putin to run for two more six-year terms, in 2024 and 2030, potentially keeping him in power until 2036, when he will be eighty-three years old.


This leaves Navalny on the cusp of joining the ranks of Nelson Mandela, Lech Wałęsa, and other leaders, including Myanmar’s Aung San Suu Kyi, who have battled authoritarian regimes and are indisputably regarded as dissidents. Some of them are also branded as revolutionaries, a label which in Russia is far more unsettling than “dissident,” given the country’s experiences of the early twentieth century.


For much of the world, especially the West, Navalny is the best hope for a post-Putin era in which Russia stops its war on Ukraine and rejoins the community of civilized nations. Other scenarios—the rise of another criminal strongman like Wagner mercenary boss Yevgeny Prigozhin; or Russia’s breakup into a chaotic jumble of territories, some led by the likes of Chechnya’s Ramzan Kadyrov—are more frightening than Putin. From that vantage point, an ideal outcome would be Navalny emerging from prison in the spirit of a modern Mandela, as a dissident-turned-president, to lead his nation through reconciliation and democratic reform.


Still, for all its moral authority, historical gravitas, and global cachet, the “dissident” label doesn’t sit comfortably with Navalny or his most loyal confidants, collaborators, and loved ones—which explains why they had decidedly mixed emotions when the European Parliament announced in October 2021 that Navalny had been awarded the annual Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought—a prestigious honor but one named after Andrei Sakharov, arguably the most prominent of the dissident Sixtiers.


The Sakharov prize, which comes with an award of €50,000, was presented at the European Parliament in Strasbourg, France, in December 2021. Navalny’s daughter, Darya Navalnaya, a student at Stanford University, flew in to accept it on his behalf.


Navalnaya, tall and blond like her mother, delivered a short but devastating speech, in which she accused Western and European leaders, including the members of Parliament, of being too timid in confronting Putin and his authoritarianism. She branded them “pragmatists” as if it were a slur and blamed them for not doing enough to free her dad and to end what she called her family’s “nightmare.”


Navalnaya stepped to the lectern holding a framed photograph of her father being arrested at a protest—the hands of police officers gripping at his arms and torso.


“It’s a little frank and awkward,” Navalnaya warned the Parliament, after initially charming them by saying how “terrified” she was about messing up her speech. Then, in a sweet voice, she accused them of issuing toothless statements, kowtowing to dictators, and inanely putting petty economic interests ahead of democratic ideals.




You know, I’ve heard this many times, and I’m sure I will again, maybe even in the corridors after this ceremony: “You know, Dasha,” they’ll say to me, “I understand why you’re feeling this way, because it concerns your family, and close ones, but in the real world, however, we have to be more pragmatic.” And in those hallways, I’ll nod my head and say, “Yes, of course.” What else can I say? I’m a twenty-year-old college student, and I don’t feel very comfortable arguing with experienced and responsible pragmatists.


However, here today, taking advantage of the fact that I have the microphone… I would like to oppose that pragmatism. This is the Sakharov Prize and Andrei Sakharov was probably one of the most nonpragmatic people on the planet. I don’t understand why those who advocate for pragmatic relations with dictators can’t simply open the history books. It would be a very pragmatic act and having it done, it’s very easy to understand the inescapable political law: the pacification of dictators and tyrants never works.





Indeed, pacification is not part of the Navalny playbook.


Navalny’s politics are not violent. The rallies and demonstrations he has led have always been about messaging and mobilization, not destruction. But instinctively he is a fighter. His rhetoric often gets overheated, and he has ended up in more than his share of fistfights and brawls. He is driven by outrage, and what he has described as “hate”—a personal, visceral animus toward his opponents. He hates being lied to, hates feeling like he is being ripped off, hates being taken for a fool.


“I know this about myself,” Navalny told Dud during their interview in Germany. “One of my flaws is that I’m prone to using certain epithets, that I should use less often or stay away from. I definitely get personal. It’s part of my political strategy, if you will. Because I got into politics to criticize specific people, among other things… I fight corruption not as a phenomenon but as individual corrupt officials, crooks that I hate. I always call them [out] by their names. It’s my principled stance. It obviously means a lot of emotional and personal language. Maybe it’s a minus overall. I admit it. But it’s a part of who I am.”


In Strasbourg that day, Darya Navalnaya rebuked the West for trying to appease the Belarusian dictator, Alexander Lukashenko, for allowing Putin’s special services to carry out assassinations with impunity, and for abandoning brave dissidents like her father.


“No matter how many people try to deceive themselves, hoping that another madman who clings to power will behave decently in response to concessions and flirtations, it will never happen,” she said.


“The very essence of authoritarian power involves a constant increase in bets, an increase in aggression, and the search for new enemies,” Navalnaya continued. She added:




Another thing that pragmatists don’t want to do for some reason… is simply to pick up a calculator and see how much their pragmatism costs, in particular to the European taxpayers.


Years of flirting with Putin made it clear to him that to increase his ratings, he can start a war. How much will the war with Ukraine cost to Europe?





The speech took on an even more personal tone as Navalnaya described the murders and attempted murders of Russian opposition figures, including several attempts to poison her father. One such attempt, in July 2022, left her mother so ill that she could not stand up.


“One of the opposition leaders, Boris Nemtsov, is killed with shots in the back right by the Kremlin,” Navalnaya told the Parliament. “And then comes the pragmatist and says, ‘Well, we can’t do much about it. Let’s limit ourselves to a tough statement, and then continue the conversation.’ And then they’ll kill the second and the third, and the fourth will be killed in the center of Berlin, and the fifth in the UK. Then they also blow up some warehouses in Europe and then they start killing with chemical weapons.”


She added, “A real terrorist group has been created inside Putin’s special services, killing citizens of my country without a hearing or trial—without justice. They were close to killing my mother. They nearly killed my father. And no one will guarantee that tomorrow, European politicians won’t start falling dead by simply touching a doorknob.”


Members of Parliament loudly applauded her criticism of them—a surreal scene reminiscent of Gogol’s The Government Inspector—the cutting satirical masterpiece about Russian public corruption, which is a favorite of Navalny’s.


At a climactic point in the play, the protagonist, a humiliated governor, interrupts an absurd tirade at his underlings, turns to the audience, and breaks the fourth wall: “What are you laughing about?” he demands. “You are laughing about yourselves.”
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Unlike the intellectual Soviet dissidents—Sakharov himself was a nuclear physicist known as the father of Russia’s “hydrogen bomb”—Navalny and his team see themselves as regular Russians, or at least as common members of Russia’s modern, post-Soviet middle class.


“We are a political force that enjoys popular support in large cities and small cities, among high income and low-income people among educated and noneducated,” Volkov said in Vilnius. “Like we have 10 million subscribers on social media. We have around 15 to 20 million subscribers, supporters in the country. We are able to organize like protest policy in 180 cities simultaneously. So, by all means: We are known.”


Being a regular guy—and wanting to be known—have always been core to Navalny’s persona, beginning as a kid, growing up on the outskirts of Moscow as a military brat, with a poster of Arnold Schwarzenegger, the Austrian-born bodybuilder, actor, and future governor of California, on his bedroom wall.


Heroes like Schwarzenegger are a big part of Navalny’s life, fitting in well with his conviction that the world is filled with good guys and villains. Once, in 2010, long before he was assured of international fame, Navalny celebrated the idea that Schwarzenegger, then governor, must have seen an article about his anti-corruption efforts in the Los Angeles Times.


“Hooray. It’s done,” Navalny proclaimed on his blog. “Now he knows about me. The one that looked at me from the walls of my room for many years. Arnold Schwarzenegger… Should the governor of California read the state newspaper? He must. So, you read about me.”


In his blog post, Navalny quoted a different line from Gogol’s The Government Inspector in which one of the characters, Peter Bobchinsky says his only hope is for nobles in St. Petersburg to know of his existence. Navalny rewrote the line, crossing out Bobchinsky and inserting himself into the role. “[Schwarzenegger] probably sits and thinks Peter Ivanovich Bobchinsky lives in such and a such a city Alexey Anatolyevich Navalny lives in the city of Moscow,” he wrote.


This hunger to be seen, to be known and acknowledged, drives many politicians, especially those like Navalny, who crave to be celebrated for helping people. But a craving for fame and attention is not Navalny’s primary motivation, as some critics have asserted.


Navalny is also not particularly interested in getting rich. He has a capitalist instinct, and like many others in his generation, has often scouted out investment and business opportunities. His interest in money, however, has focused more on slamming greedy and corrupt officials who are obsessed with wealth and creature comforts—an obsession he never shared.


Understanding Navalny requires recognizing that he is instinctively a political animal. It is also crucial to know that he is a deeply patriotic, even nationalist Russian, that he harbors a visceral hate of liars and cheaters, and that he is animated by a keen sense of justice and outrage that often morphs into vigilantism. Perhaps most important, he views life as a series of contests between the forces of good and evil.


It is this worldview that has led him to portray Putin as the devil and to liken the Russian leader to the evil Voldemort of the Harry Potter series. Some of Navalny’s close associates say that he even seems to think about himself and his team as corruption-fighting superheroes.


“He told me many times… to be with a group of good guys, he dreamed about it,” said Ivan Zhdanov, the executive director of Navalny’s Anti-corruption Foundation. “He dreamed about, like, you know, maybe comics—a comics group—and I don’t know, heroes.”


Zhdanov said that nothing angered or upset Navalny more than a sign of dishonesty or unfairness within his own team, because it was a betrayal of their noble mission. “It’s not about only honesty,” Zhdanov said. “It’s about a group of people who, I don’t know, have some secret, some secret between them about something and… they will save this world.”


At times, Navalny even seems to think he and his team are characters in one of the animated TV shows he loves so much—the sitcom Rick and Morty perhaps being his favorite—moving from caper to caper, battling evil adversaries in one episode after another, despite the grave personal risks of imprisonment or even death.


One day they are exposing the ill-gotten wealth of a hypocritical politician; another day they are drawing attention to the shoddy construction of publicly financed housing; and another day they are tracking down the government assassins who tried to kill Navalny himself. Day after day, they come back—same time, same channel—to do it all again.


During another day of court proceedings in February 2021, a failed effort to appeal his parole-violation conviction and a separate hearing on absurd charges that he defamed an elderly military veteran, Navalny delivered two long statements, at times rambling but poignant, that touched on these themes of heroism and good vs. evil, and at the same time hammered home his central anti-Putin message.


The statements revealed a man wrestling with loneliness in the early weeks of a widely expected heavy prison sentence that somehow still seemed to have come as a shock—as if he had grown so accustomed to his cartoon-style cat-and-mouse hijinks with the Kremlin that he simply could not believe Putin was no longer willing to play.


“Certainly, I’m not really enjoying the place where I am, nevertheless I have no regrets about coming back, about what I’m doing,” he said. “Because I did everything right. On the contrary, I feel, well, a kind of satisfaction.”


Navalny insisted that he, and others like him, would not be broken by the authorities’ attempts to isolate them.


“First it is important to intimidate, and then to prove that you are alone,” he said, adding: “And this thing about being alone, it’s very important, it’s very important as a goal of power. Speaking of which, one of the great philosophers, Luna Lovegood, remember her in Harry Potter? And, talking to Harry Potter during difficult times, she told him: ‘It’s important not to feel lonely, because if I were Voldemort, I would really want you to feel lonely.’ Certainly, our Voldemort in the Palace wants that, too.”


Navalny also mocked Putin and Putin’s cronies for trying to deny their fabulous wealth while most Russians remain impoverished. “Despite the fact that our country is now built on injustice… nevertheless we see that at the same time millions of people, tens of millions of people, they want the truth,” Navalny said. “They want to achieve the truth and sooner or later they will achieve it.”


Navalny urged the public not to be afraid of those calling for change in the country. “Because many people are afraid: ‘Oh my God, what will happen, there will be a revolution, there will be nightmares and turmoil.’ But think about how good life would be without constant lies, without these falsehoods,” he said.


He then turned to the judge, asking wouldn’t she prefer to work in an honest system. “Think how great it would be… you are a respected pillar of society and nobody can call you anywhere and give you directions on how to decide cases and you go to your children and grandchildren and tell them that yes, you’re really an independent judge.”


To the prosecutor, he added, “I mean it would be cool, just great, to be a prosecutor who actually acts in an adversarial system, runs an interesting kind of legal game, defends somebody or convicts some real villains. It’s unlikely, I think, that people went to law school and became prosecutors so that they could then participate in fabricating criminal cases and forging signatures for somebody.”


Then, he veered back to slamming his would-be assassins. “No one, not one person in the world, was a schoolboy with glowing eyes who said, ‘I’ll go to the FSB, and they’ll send me to wash an oppositionist’s underpants because someone put poison on them,’” Navalny intoned. “There are no such people! Nobody wants to do that! Everybody wants to be normal, respectable people, catch terrorists, bandits, spies, fight them all.”


Navalny urged the public to join his cause, quoting the main character from his favorite show, Rick and Morty.


“It’s very important to just not be afraid of the people who are pushing for the truth, and maybe even support them in some way,” Navalny said. “Directly, indirectly, or just maybe not even to support, but at least not to contribute to this lie, not to make the world worse around us. There is a small risk in this, of course, but first, it is small, and second, as another prominent contemporary philosopher named Rick Sanchez said: ‘Life is a risk. And if you don’t take risks, then you’re just an inert bunch of randomly assembled molecules drifting wherever the universe blows you.’”


It was at this moment, as he delivered the defendant’s “last word,” the closing statement to the court, that Alexey Navalny—activist, blogger, corruption fighter, opposition politician—seemed to metamorphose in front of everyone’s eyes into a twenty-first-century dissident, calling out from captivity for Russians to overcome their authoritarian oppressors, and their centuries of misery.


“One last thing,” Navalny said. “I’m getting a lot of letters right now. And every other letter ends with the phrase ‘Russia will be free.’ It’s a great slogan, and I constantly repeat it, write it back, and chant it at rallies. But I keep thinking that there is something missing for me. That is, of course, I want Russia to be free; it is necessary, but it is not enough. This cannot be a goal in itself.


“I want Russia to be rich, which corresponds to its national wealth,” he continued. “I want these national riches to be distributed more fairly, so that everyone gets their share of the oil-and-gas pie. I want us to be not only free, but also, you know, with decent health care. I want men to live to retirement age, because now half the men in Russia are not able to do so, and the women are not much better off. I want education to be good and for people to be able to study normally.


“I wish a lot of other things would happen in our country,” he said. “We need to struggle not so much with the fact that Russia is not free, but with the fact that, on the whole, it is miserable on all fronts. We have everything, but nevertheless we are a miserable country. Open Russian literature, great Russian literature, my God, there are only descriptions of misery and suffering. We are a very unhappy country, and we cannot escape from this circle of unhappiness. But, of course, we want to. So, I propose we change the slogan and say that Russia must be not only free, but also happy. Russia will be happy.”
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Happiness has never been a reliable, let alone essential, currency in Russia. But Navalny’s supporters are convinced that he can deliver such a national transformation—if he survives jail, if he is ever allowed to run for office, if he wins.


Yevgenia Albats, the longtime editor of New Times magazine who has served as a sort of political godmother to Navalny and other members of the political opposition from his generation, said that Navalny’s imprisonment could well be one more, crucial step toward his destiny as a future leader of Russia.


“At least in my part of the world, you know, we are a country of prisoners,” Albats said. “I wouldn’t want him to have this experience, but that’s a very important experience… it’s also the experience of being deprived of all your rights. And, you know, he keeps his resistance even though in the penal colony.”


Albats, who is close to Navalny’s family and corresponds with him regularly, said that he remained defiant during daily roll calls, where he was expected to announce his presence by saying “Prisoner Navalny.” Instead, according to Albats, he refers to himself as “the Illegally Imprisoned Navalny.”


“In the Russian political culture, you know, all revolutionaries, they went through jails, whether it’s Stalin or whether it’s, you know, somebody better than that. Unfortunately, those who were educated but who chose not to be jailed, they never did anything.”


For Albats, Navalny has proven to be nothing short of a revelation.


She has known him from the beginning, from when he was awkward, not particularly well-spoken, and certainly without benefit of an elite education, attending political salons on Tuesday evenings in her Moscow apartment in the mid-2000s. And she has witnessed his evolution into the charismatic leader of a national movement, able to command the rapt attention of giant throngs of people on the streets of Moscow and other cities—a politician who can relate to everyday citizens and speaks in language they understand.


“What is very important about him, that he is part of us, he is not above,” Albats said. “He is not from outside. He’s not somebody who’s going to come from Switzerland, and you know, and teach Russians how to become happy. He is part of this people. Of the nation. And, you know, he is getting a very painful experience, as I said, you know, it’s better not to have this experience. But I think it’s very important.”


Even by appearance, Navalny is “of the nation.”


He, his wife, Yulia, and their children, Darya and Zakhar, look like they could be models in an advertisement depicting the stereotypical ideal of a Slavic, Russian family. So while Navalny has faced harsh criticism for some of his nationalist and anti-immigrant views and remarks, opponents cannot easily portray him as an outsider like so many of the Jewish dissidents, the refuseniks, were in Soviet times.


Volkov, Navalny’s longtime deputy and chief strategist now living in exile in Vilnius, fits the old model: He is an observant Jew who adheres to kosher dietary laws. Volkov’s successor as head of the Anti-corruption Foundation, Maria Pevchikh, can be portrayed as an outsider in another way: She has lived much of her life in Britain.


With Navalny in prison, and Putin presiding over a ferocious crackdown on political dissent following Russia’s February 2022 invasion of Ukraine, Volkov, Pevchikh, and other lieutenants have shifted into survival mode, using their base in Lithuania to try to keep attention on Navalny’s plight and keep the remnants of their political machine whirring, ready for the moment when he is free.


One of their goals has been to field as many candidates across the country as possible, following a strategy called “Smart voting” by which they aim to team up with anyone who is not part of Putin’s United Russia party, which Navalny famously branded as the party of crooks and thieves. And it is precisely because they still hope to appeal to mainstream voters, Volkov said, that they want to be known as politicians, not dissidents.


“This means we actually, like, pretend to be the majority and, as we managed to prove during the Moscow mayoral campaign and then later during the presidential campaign, we are able to connect very different layers of the Russian society,” Volkov said. “And in a fair and competitive election, well, maybe we wouldn’t be the largest political force in the country, but definitely the second.”


Albats, who is a generation older than Volkov and also an observant Jew, has a clearer recollection of Soviet times. She is willing to call Navalny a revolutionary but Navalny, she says, sees himself only as a politician.


“He’s a politician,” she said. “That’s him, that’s who he is. He’s born… a political animal, and you know that’s what he loves.


“He is thinking about himself as a future president of the Russian Federation,” Albats said. “That’s for sure. He is the future president of the Russian Federation. The whole question: Is it going to happen? I have no doubt. The guy—if he survives, if they fail to kill him in jail again—he will become the leader of Russia.”
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POISONING




“As the night wore on, it was those in the gray suits who gave the diagnosis.”


—Leonid Volkov, Berlin, August 21, 2020




Alexey Navalny was sweating heavily and completely disoriented, unsure that he could walk the few steps from an airplane bathroom back to his seat. And yet, in that moment, he also understood, with terrifying clarity, that he was about to die.


“The closest analogy I found was the Dementors from Harry Potter,” Navalny recalled about six weeks later, after waking up from a medically induced coma. “[J. K.] Rowling’s description is a Dementor’s kiss doesn’t hurt, it just sucks life out of you. It didn’t hurt at all, but the main overwhelming feeling is: I am about to die.”


The forty-four-year-old political opposition leader was on an early-morning flight home to Moscow from the city of Tomsk in Siberia, where he campaigned for candidates in regional elections. After just a few minutes in the air, he felt perilously ill.


As his brain fogged up, and an awful feeling of dread began to spread through him, Navalny pleaded with his press secretary, Kira Yarmysh, who was seated next to him, to talk. When she did, he could see her mouth moving, but could not make sense of her words.


A flight attendant came by with bottles of water. At first, Navalny was going to ask for a drink, but decided to go to the bathroom and splash water on his face. He went in his socks, and after washing up, thought to sit there for a second and rest. Suddenly, however, he realized that he’d better get out of the locked bathroom while he still could. He had been inside for about twenty minutes, and a queue of passengers had formed.


“I came out and saw a bunch of unhappy faces, I thought: ‘Maybe I’ve been in there for, like, ten minutes.’” Navalny told the Russian YouTuber and online journalist Yury Dud. “I realized that I should probably ask for help, because I didn’t think I could walk back to my seat. To my own surprise, I turned to this flight attendant and said, ‘I was poisoned. I am about to die.’ And then I lay down in front of him.”


Navalny described these events about one month after emerging from a medically induced coma, most of it spent at Charité Hospital in Berlin. And despite his difficult recovery, which was far from complete, his trademark humor had returned.


“The flight attendant looked at me with a little smirk like, ‘What a nutjob!’ Maybe he thought I got food poisoning from the tomato juice or macaroni,” Navalny said. “I think he was about to tell me that they couldn’t have poisoned me on the plane. but I wasn’t listening, I had laid down on the floor, determined to die there and then.”


In video posted online by passengers, Navalny could be heard wailing in agony. He himself would have no recollection of that, or of the emergency landing that saved him.


But Navalny’s description of what he felt in those moments matched the experiences of others, including his own wife, Yulia, believed to have been poisoned with the same type of military-grade chemical weapon, an organophosphate acetylcholinesterase inhibitor from the Novichok family.


“It’s your entire body is telling you: ‘Alexey. It’s time to say goodbye. You’ve done something to me that’s 100 percent incompatible with life.’”
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Navalny and his colleagues—Yarmysh and a project manager for the Anti-corruption Foundation, Ilya Pakhomov—had arrived at Bogashevo Airport in Tomsk comfortably early for their flight, S7 Airlines 2616, to Moscow-Domodedovo, the airport closest to Navalny’s home in the capital.


Navalny, wearing a gray flowered T-shirt, posed for snapshots on the security line.


In the departure lounge, Navalny bought some candy for his two children. Then, the trio stopped by the airport’s Vienna Café, where a display of clocks showed the time in Tomsk, Moscow, Crimea (which Russia had invaded and illegally annexed from Ukraine in 2014) and Surgut, a Siberian city to the northwest that is a major hub for energy businesses.


Navalny had not eaten breakfast, either at his hotel or in the airport. Airport surveillance cameras would show Pakhomov handing Navalny a cup of black tea.


On the shuttle bus from the gate to the aircraft, a Boeing 737-800 with S7’s light green detailing on the wingtips, Navalny posed for more fan photos. He seemed perfectly fine. The plane departed at 8:06 a.m.


They were in the air for about ten minutes when he suddenly felt ill.


With Navalny lying on the floor in the crew area at the rear of the plane, a flight attendant made an announcement seeking passengers with medical expertise. One woman, a nurse, came forward. The flight attendants also asked the pilots to make an emergency landing, and shortly after there was an announcement that the flight was diverting to Omsk, where it landed at 9:01 local time, nearly two hours after takeoff.


In the roughly half hour between the emergency landing announcement and touchdown in Omsk, passengers would recall the ill man—most did not know his identity—wailing and screaming and, at one point, vomiting. The airline, S7, said that its flight crew had worked to keep Navalny conscious.


An ambulance crew was waiting, but the paramedics who boarded the plane quickly concluded that the case was too serious for them and called for a critical care ambulance. Video posted by local news sites showed Pakhomov standing near the back of the plane as the paramedics attached an intravenous drip. Other videos showed Navalny, unconscious, on a stretcher being loaded into an ambulance on the tarmac, and Pakhomov, with a knapsack slung over each shoulder, talking to paramedics.


Navalny’s team suspected immediately that he was poisoned. It was not the first time he had fallen mysteriously ill. They also knew that they would soon be in an information war with the Kremlin, and that Navalny’s survival could depend, in large part, on their ability to keep the world informed about his condition.


The events that morning would show the Navalny team fully activated in crisis mode, working across five time zones to fight for their fallen leader.


Yarmysh, the press secretary, put out the first word: “This morning Navalny was returning to Moscow from Tomsk,” she tweeted. “In flight, he became ill. The plane made an emergency landing in Omsk. Alexey has toxic poisoning. Now we’re going to the hospital in an ambulance.” In a follow-up tweet, she registered suspicion of the Russian government. “A year ago, when Alexey was in a special detention center, he was poisoned,” she wrote. “Apparently, they’ve done the same to him now.”


Then, speaking live to the Ekho Moskvy radio station, Yarmysh drew a direct connection to the upcoming regional parliamentary elections and Navalny’s political work in Siberia. “This is also connected with the election campaign,” she said. “I think that the authorities proceed from some of their own ideas about when it is necessary to neutralize Alexey.”
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On that morning—August 20, 2020—Ivan Zhdanov, the director of Navalny’s Anti-corruption Foundation, had just driven all night back to Moscow from Vilnius, where he had celebrated his thirty-second birthday, with his friend and boss, Leonid Volkov, Navalny’s top aide.


It had been a smooth drive from the Lithuanian capital for Zhdanov and his wife, with their toddler daughter sleeping soundly in the back seat. They were about ten minutes from their home in the north of Moscow, when suddenly Zhdanov began getting urgent messages from Siberia.


“I see this message that he is in a coma, and that they stopped their flight in Minsk,” Zhdanov recalled. He quickly reached out to Volkov in Vilnius and said he had messages that something was wrong, but the gravity of the situation wasn’t clear. He initially told Volkov, “we should observe the situation and be in touch.” The messages, however, kept coming and Zhdanov quickly called Vilnius again, telling Volkov: “I need a ticket to Omsk.”


The only flight that day to Omsk was from Domodedovo Airport, a nearly two-hour drive at the opposite end of the city. Zhdanov began speeding there, blowing red lights. “I broke all the traffic rules,” he said. “I really was out of any limits.”


Navalny’s wife, Yulia Navalnaya, was rushing for the same flight, though she lived much closer to the airport in the south of Moscow. Yarmysh had called and said their flight had been diverted to Tomsk. She did not provide details, but the emergency landing was enough to signal to Navalnaya that she should get to Omsk. She threw an assortment of clothes into a suitcase and left her apartment, not even waking up her children to say goodbye.


Navalnaya asked her taxi driver to rush, noting that she had just two hours to catch her flight. In fact, she had miscalculated and had an extra hour. Another airport. Another café. Yarmysh sent another message: Alexey is in a coma, on life support. “I got this message at the airport,” Navalnaya told Yury Dud. “Now it was clear the situation was critical.”


Sitting in the café at Domodedovo, she messaged a friend and started crying. The friend quickly texted back: “Do you have sunglasses with you?” “I said: ‘What? Why? Sunglasses at the airport?’” Navalnaya recalled. “She said: ‘Find a pair.’”


By chance, she had a pair of big sunglasses in her purse. She put them on, ordered a glass of whisky, and bawled. It was 8 a.m.


Zhdanov arrived at the airport in time. “I caught this flight with Yulia and she was really stressed,” he recalled. “It was really important to fly with her because she was devastated absolutely.”


At boarding, they realized they would be cut off from updates about Navalny’s condition for the duration of the roughly four-hour flight to Siberia. The thought of being out of contact for that long, with her husband on the edge of death, was unbearable.


“I was flying with Vanya Zhdanov,” Navalnaya would recall. “I can’t say I’m a blabbermouth. But as I later learned, when asked about the flight after we landed, he said: “It was fine. Yulia talked for four hours without breaks. I told him about our kids, the one, the other, about our family and what we’re up to as a family. I probably told him every secret. We haven’t asked him yet about what I told him in those four hours. But I’m guessing he heard a lot.


“I was just scared of being left alone with my thoughts even for a second, so I had to talk to someone,” she continued. “Landing was also scary. I said to Vanya: ‘Is it okay if you read and I look at your reactions?’ He was obviously nervous, too. He picked up the phone, scrolled through, and put it back down. I noticed the uneasy look on his face when he was scrolling. I even said to him then: ‘Vanya, if it’s really bad, tell me now.’ I wanted to pull myself together on the plane to leave it composed. But he wouldn’t tell me, and my guess was that he was afraid to tell me on the plane and instead wanted to talk in the airport, because he’d be able to get me a doctor in case I needed one. I kept saying: ‘Tell me the truth. Tell me the truth.’”


Zhdanov remembers it differently. First, he was struggling to get a cell phone signal. Then, when he did, Navalnaya didn’t believe him when he said that nothing had changed.


“It was really, so hard for us,” Zhdanov said. “She really didn’t believe me that everything is OK. When I tried to find a connection with the internet, several times she told me, ‘You didn’t want to tell me the truth yet.’”








[image: image]











As the ambulance raced to City Clinical Emergency Hospital No. 1 in Omsk with Navalny already comatose in the back, and while Navalnaya and Zhdanov were rushing to catch their flight in Moscow, the Navalny team still in Tomsk also kicked into gear.


At the Xander Hotel, Vladlen Los, a lawyer for the Anti-corruption Foundation, posted himself as a sentry outside Room 239, where Navalny had spent his nights in the city. He knew that crucial evidence was still in the room, and also that the Russian authorities would make no effort to investigate.


Los had been having breakfast at the hotel with two other longtime Navalny associates, Georgy Alburov and Maria Pevchikh. They had stayed behind to finish up work on the campaign video that Navalny had filmed in support of his party’s local political candidates. At breakfast Alburov realized that Navalny’s flight had been diverted to Omsk, and then heard from Yarmysh about the poisoning.


They pressed the hotel to let them into Room 239, which had not yet been cleaned. A desk clerk initially refused. The hotel also refused to turn over the video from the numerous surveillance cameras located on the property, including in the hallway just outside Navalny’s room, which likely would have shown who had entered and planted the poison. Those videos later disappeared after being seized by the police, though the cameras had apparently been deactivated.


Los, Alburov, and Pevchikh were joined by Anton Timofeyev, a former detective in Tomsk who had become a lawyer and was working with the Navalny political network’s local office.


Eventually, the hotel management relented and let them into Room 239, which they searched wearing rubber gloves while recording everything on video—footage that they would clip and put on social media and that would also feature later in the Oscar-winning documentary about Navalny’s poisoning.


Among the items they found and carefully removed were bottles of Svyatoi Istochnik (Holy Spring) brand water—at least one of which would be determined by investigators to bear traces of Novichok, the military-grade chemical weapon developed in Russian laboratories. In hindsight, the search was dangerous, since the gloves provided little protection against the highly lethal nerve agent.


However, most of the poison, it would turn out, had been on Navalny’s underwear.
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Meanwhile, in Vilnius, Navalny’s top aide, Leonid Volkov, had launched himself into figuring out medevac options that would get his stricken friend to Europe and away from Russia, where Navalny was still very much under the control of his would-be assassins.


The team of “good guys” that Navalny had dreamed of was now engaged in a full-court, multinational push to save his life.


Even if Russian doctors could save him, which was unclear, they were making no effort to figure out what—or, more important, who—had tried to murder him.


The prospect of an evacuation was complicated further by travel restrictions tied to the coronavirus pandemic. Volkov, nonetheless, developed several options of hospitals that could potentially handle Navalny’s case. One was in Strasbourg. Three others were in Germany, including the Charité Hospital in Berlin, which two years earlier had treated Pyotr Verzilov, a member of Pussy Riot, the anti-Putin art collective and activist group, after what appeared to be a similar poisoning incident.


Verzilov, on Navalny’s behalf, reached out to Jaka Bizilj, the head of the Cinema for Peace Foundation, which had helped arrange Verzilov’s medical evacuation in 2018. Volkov was also in touch with Boris Zimin, a Russian-born business tycoon, philanthropist, and race car driver who had long been Navalny’s financial patron, employing him on salary nominally for legal work. Zimin, whose father, Dmitry, founded the VimpleCom cell phone company, was also a founding benefactor of the Anti-corruption Foundation.


With no flights available to the German capital, Volkov set off in his car on the nearly twelve-hour drive to Berlin, hoping Navalny would soon be airlifted there.


In Russia, Navalny’s personal doctors quickly began demanding the transfer.


“The doctors are not doing everything possible,” Yaroslav Ashikhmin, a general practitioner and cardiologist who had treated Navalny, told the Meduza news site. “Navalny, of course, needs to be evacuated to Europe… There are very few institutions that can take a patient who is probably poisoned by some kind of toxin.”


Ashikhmin stressed that treatment wasn’t the only reason to send Navalny abroad.


“There is a second task: the search for a substance that may have caused the poisoning,” he said. “It is in this particular situation that Western clinics could potentially have more experience.”
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In Omsk, the doctors resisted the idea of transferring Navalny. They also refused to let his wife see him, initially telling Yulia that her passport was not sufficient proof of marriage.


Navalnaya and Zhdanov arrived at City Clinical Emergency Hospital No. 1 in Omsk that evening. Navalnaya wore a black dress, a black Covid mask, and huge sunglasses. Zhdanov, wearing a white button-down and a gray plaid blazer, looked exhausted.


They immediately faced hostility from hospital, law enforcement, and security officials, who had gathered in surprising numbers, including local police, transport police, the Federal Security Service (FSB), and the Russian National Guard.


Another of Navalny’s personal doctors, Anastasia Vasilyeva, had also rushed to Omsk but despite her medical credentials, she was flatly refused access to her patient.


“This is some kind of real madness and is simply inhuman and uncollegial,” Vasilyeva tweeted. “Doctors all together in such a situation should forget about politics and do everything in the name of the patient’s health. It is monstrous not to let me examine Alexey, not even listen to his history.


“I do not ask for much—to look at the fundus of the eye, reflexes, tell the anamnesis of past poisoning, show medical documentation to communicate and consult with foreign colleagues,” she wrote. “No. They do not give. Argument—no right. Although the right to life is above all.”


By late evening, Zhdanov posted an update, saying that Navalnaya had been granted an audience with the hospital’s chief doctor but officials were stonewalling a transfer. “Perhaps she will be given more information as a wife,” he wrote. “But they refuse to give any documents. They say transportation is not possible.”


After the life-saving decision by the S7 pilots to make a fast emergency landing, the ambulance crew secured Navalny’s chance of survival by administering atropine, a standard treatment in poisoning cases.


But at the hospital, the spinning and dissembling started almost immediately. Doctors said there was no sign of any toxin and began questioning Navalny’s prior health and what he had eaten before the flight.


“So far, there is no certainty that poisoning was the reason for Navalny’s hospitalization,” Anatoly Kalinichenko, deputy chief physician, told reporters. “It is considered as one of the versions, but there are others.”


Muddying the waters further, the chief doctor, Alexander Murakhovsky, said that Navalny had not been poisoned but was diagnosed with a metabolic disorder caused by low blood sugar.


News outlets close to the Kremlin quickly began reporting suspicions that Navalny had been drinking and suffered alcohol poisoning, despite everyone close to Navalny knowing that he was a very light drinker.


Within days a more sinister theory was spun out, alleging that Pevchikh, the Anti-corruption Foundation’s chief of investigations, had actually poisoned Navalny and that she had been sleeping in his hotel room. This was even more outlandish than the allegation of alcoholism.


Navalny is not an idiot, and he had long taken precautions against getting ensnared in the sort of honey traps that pro-Putin forces ran against several opposition figures. A series of incidents in 2010 involved the same woman, Ekaterina Gerasimova, nicknamed Mumu, who tried to entrap her targets by recording videos of sexual escapades and drug use.


When asked about Navalny’s situation, the Kremlin spokesman, Dmitry Peskov, said the president’s office was aware he had fallen ill. Peskov said the Kremlin was even willing to help facilitate his transfer abroad—a seemingly magnanimous statement in Moscow, but one that did not quickly turn gears in Omsk. (Like his boss, Peskov often made great efforts not to utter Navalny’s name.)


“Many Russian citizens these days, although the borders are closed, go abroad for treatment,” Peskov said. “And of course, we will be ready to consider such appeals very promptly, if any.”


The international stakes of Navalny’s case also became apparent that first afternoon. French president Emmanuel Macron and German chancellor Angela Merkel weighed in, voicing concern for Navalny, offering to help with his medical treatment, and demanding an investigation.


“As for Mr. Navalny, we are of course very concerned and deeply regret his situation,” Macron said during a news conference with Merkel at Fort de Brégançon, his official summer residence. “We fully support him, his family and loved ones… We are of course ready to provide any necessary support to Alexey Navalny and his family. This applies to the areas of health policy, asylum and protection.


“The facts that led to this situation must be analyzed,” Macron said. “The causes must be determined and there must be an investigation. I think Mr. Navalny can be saved. We will also provide him with our support if requested.”


Merkel, as usual, was more succinct but no less forceful. “As far as Mr. Navalny is concerned, we were of course also very upset in Germany today at the news that he is in hospital and, as we have heard, is in a very worrying condition. I certainly hope and wish that he will recover as soon as possible… What applies to France also applies to Germany, that of course we will also give him all the medical help in German hospitals,” she said. “Of course, that has to be desired from there. It is now very, very important that it is urgently clarified how this situation came about. We will insist. Because what we have heard so far are very unfavorable circumstances. That has to be done very, very transparently.”
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There would be no investigation in Russia, of course. But Navalnaya sent a letter to Putin appealing directly to the Russian leader to allow her to take her husband abroad for treatment.


“He’s not in a very good condition and we can’t trust this hospital,” Navalnaya told reporters outside the hospital the next morning. “We demand they release him to us so we can treat him in an independent hospital with doctors whom we trust.”


Zhdanov told the journalists that a transport police official was overheard telling Murakhovsky, the chief doctor in Omsk, that a “very dangerous substance” had been found on Navalny, and that everybody involved in Navalny’s case should be wearing protective gear. But Zhdanov said the officer and the doctor refused to divulge the name of the substance, and Murakhovsky insisted the information was not confirmed.


Vasilyeva, meanwhile, continued to rail against the local hospital officials for refusing to release Navalny, even after the air ambulance had been dispatched from Germany and was now waiting for him on the tarmac—with the German doctors having declared him fit for transport.


“If the diagnosis is just a ‘metabolic disorder,’ then why isn’t Alexey allowed to go to Berlin,” she tweeted scathingly, before answering her own question: “Because they wait three days so that there are no traces of poison in the body, and in Europe it would be impossible to establish this toxic substance.”


Volkov, in Berlin, bluntly said politics were at play.


“Let me put it this way: there was an external factor that very suddenly put him in critical condition,” he told Der Spiegel. “Initially, the doctors said unequivocally that it was poisoning. They did everything they could to stabilize his condition, put him in an induced coma and ventilated him. Suddenly, however, those in the white coats no longer had the floor. As the night wore on, it was those in the gray suits who gave the diagnosis.”


Finally, later on Friday, after Putin’s intervention, the doctors relented and discharged Navalny to the German transport team. “Hooray,” Vasilyeva tweeted. “Everything has moved off the ground! I can’t even believe that in some 2 hours Alexey will fly to Germany. And there they are most likely to cure him… Terribly glad.”


Navalny was permitted to leave Siberia. Boris Zimin later confirmed that he had paid €72,000, or about $85,000, for the air ambulance. Three other Russian businessmen living outside of Russia—Yevgeny Chichvarkin; Sergei Aleksashenko, a former deputy chairman of the Russian Central Bank; and Roman Ivanov, an executive at Yandex, the internet company—confirmed to Reuters that they had contributed thousands of dollars for Navalny’s medical care.


But while Navalny was cleared for medical evacuation, the clothing he was wearing on the day that he was poisoned was never returned to him. And his family, close friends, and colleagues still did not know if he would ever recover.
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In Berlin, Navalny spent another fifteen days in a coma.


While he was unconscious and still connected to a ventilator, toxicologists at a German military laboratory confirmed that Navalny had been poisoned with a nerve agent banned under the international Chemical Weapons Convention, of which Russia is a signatory.


Merkel personally announced the findings at a news conference, underscoring the seriousness of the allegation. Only the Russian government had access to such a weapon.


“The special laboratory of the German Armed Forces has delivered a clear result,” Merkel said. “Alexey Navalny was the victim of an attack with a chemical nerve agent from the Novichok group. This poison can be detected without any doubt in the samples.


“Thus, it is certain that Alexey Navalny was the victim of a crime,” Merkel continued. “It was intended to silence him, and I condemn this in the strongest possible terms… Very serious questions now arise, which only the Russian government can and must answer.”


In Russia, however, there were no answers, and there was no investigation—only dissembling and denials, and accusations against the West of an anti-Russian conspiracy.


When doctors finally brought Navalny out of his coma, he could not talk or walk. His hands shook uncontrollably and he experienced terrible hallucinations.


Some of these, he said, involved a Russian rap group called Krovostok. In another, his wife and Volkov told him that he had been in a terrible accident and that a Japanese professor would give him new legs and a new back.


Navalnaya and Volkov each had their moments when they realized Navalny was getting back to his old self. In Volkov’s case, it was when Navalny, who otherwise seemed in a near-catatonic state, looked up at one point and exclaimed: “What the fuck is going on here?” Volkov later told him, “That’s when I knew you’d be OK.”


For Navalnaya, the moment came when her husband was still not quite able to speak, but laughed when she showed him a report about Alexander Lukashenko, the Belarusian leader. Lukashenko claimed his security services had intercepted a phone call between a German intelligence agent, Nick, and a Polish operative, Mike, in which they asserted that Navalny’s poisoning was a fraud.


In the hospital, Navalny also got a visit from Merkel, which was perhaps the highlight of his time in Berlin, though he sought to play it down.


Merkel started out by speaking to him in Russian, in which she is fluent. “It was a private conversation,” Navalny told Yury Dud just days later. “Without delving into any details, nothing of importance came up.


“I was surprised by how detailed her understanding of current events in Russia was,” he said. “Normally, you meet a foreign politician and go, ‘Let me tell you what’s really going on in Russia.’ Because they live in an ivory tower. She knew current Russian events better than anyone, down to every detail. About Khabarovsk, about Belarus… Down to every detail, with full context, knows how things work, and in Russian, too!”


But pressed about whether there might be some political downside to the meeting because he could be portrayed as a stooge of the West, Navalny flashed a bit of the ego that has built over the years as his reputation has grown. He noted that Putin, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, and other officials routinely meet Merkel.


“I don’t mean it like I’m the second politician in the country, but I’m probably one of the key figures of the Russian political opposition,” Navalny said. “So, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with me meeting with a foreign leader to discuss Russian or international affairs. I can discuss them as well as Putin can. I don’t see a problem with that.”
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