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IN RUSSIA


Vladimir Putin—President of Russia


A former KGB agent turned politician and architect of Russia’s post-Soviet authoritarian state, Putin revived a national vision of imperial Russia. He rode to power amid a violent political transition that was shaped by the nexus between the country’s criminal underworld and the state security apparatus that ultimately birthed the Wagner Group. As a longtime patron of Wagner chieftain Yevgeny Prigozhin since their days in 1990s St. Petersburg, Putin played a pivotal role in Prigozhin’s rise and fall.


Kremlin Power Brokers and Putin Insiders


Sergey Chemezov—CEO of Rostec


A former KGB agent and a longtime ally of Putin, Chemezov led Rostec, Russia’s state-owned defense conglomerate. Under his leadership, Rostec and its export arm Rosoboronexport expanded its share of the global arms market, cementing military-cooperation agreements with top Wagner Group strongman clients in the Middle East and Africa.


Nikolai Patrushev—Secretary of the Russian Security Council


A close confidant of Putin from their KGB days, Patrushev played a central role in Russia’s national security apparatus as head of the FSB intelligence agency and top adviser to the president. He supported Putin’s strategic goals, including the use of paramilitary forces like Wagner to further Russia’s interests abroad.


Igor Sechin—CEO of Rosneft


A former KGB officer, former aide-de-camp, and close Putin ally, Sechin led Rosneft, which benefited from Russian paramilitary operations abroad. He played a major role in orchestrating the takeover of Yukos, clashing with Mikhail Khodorkovsky over control of its assets.


Vladislav Surkov—Former Kremlin Aide


A political strategist and longtime adviser to Putin, Surkov served as deputy chief of the presidential administration and was instrumental in designing the Kremlin’s authoritarian playbook. An archconservative ideologue known as the “Gray Cardinal,” Surkov oversaw Russia’s Ukraine and Georgia policy, deploying agents provocateurs to stir up pro-Russian separatist sentiment.


Anton Vaino—Chief of the Presidential Administration


A longtime trusted aide to Putin, Vaino initially served as chief of protocol in the presidential administration, where he oversaw event management and catering, then was elevated to chief of staff. Vaino’s function as presidential gatekeeper made him a key contact for Yevgeny Prigozhin.


Influential Oligarchs


Oleg Deripaska—Russian Metals and Mining Tycoon, Former CEO of RUSAL and EN+


A wealthy Russian oligarch, Deripaska was deeply involved in Russia’s metals and mining sectors, and his company RUSAL enjoyed close business ties with Glencore, a global commodities brokerage firm. Though primarily known for his industrial ventures, Deripaska maintained close ties to the Kremlin and benefited from Russia’s paramilitary operations abroad, including those linked to Wagner’s predecessor the Moran Security Group and competitor Redut.


Mikhail Khodorkovsky—Former CEO of Yukos Oil Company and Founder of Open Russia


Once Russia’s richest man, Khodorkovsky became a vocal critic of Putin after his arrest and the dismantling of Yukos. He founded Open Russia, a pro-democracy organization, and from exile financed investigative outlets that exposed the ties between Putin’s inner circle and paramilitary operations. He became a leading antagonist of Yevgeny Prigozhin after Wagner was implicated in the killing of three journalists from one of those outlets.


Konstantin Malofeev—Chairman of Marshall Capital and Founder of Tsargrad TV


A well-connected pro-monarchist businessman, Malofeev founded Tsargrad TV, a media group promoting ultranationalist and extreme Christian Orthodox views. Malofeev financed pro-Russian ultranationalist movements in Ukraine and reportedly supported Igor “Strelkov” Girkin and Alexander Borodai’s paramilitary activities in Donbas, aligning with his vision of restoring the Russian empire.


Gennady Timchenko—Volga Group Chief and Stroytransgaz Stakeholder


An associate of Putin since the 1990s, Timchenko is one of the world’s top business leaders in the energy and commodities trade. His controlling stakes in Volga Group, an investment vehicle for heavy industry and logistics, and the energy-engineering company Stroytransgaz made him one of the leading investors in the Syrian energy-infrastructure projects guarded by Wagner- and Redut-linked paramilitary forces.


St. Petersburg Hustlers, Businessmen, and Political Players


Alexander Beglov—Governor of St. Petersburg


Once closely tied to Yevgeny Prigozhin, who supported his electoral campaign, Beglov later fell out with Prigozhin in a public feud. The dispute revolved around accusations of corruption and the treatment of the Wagner Group dead, as well as Beglov’s alleged obstruction of Prigozhin’s business ventures in St. Petersburg.


Vladimir Kumarin—Head of the Tambov Mafia


A notorious crime boss and leader of the Tambov mafia, Kumarin was a powerful figure in St. Petersburg’s criminal underworld during the 1990s. He was involved in smuggling and racketeering operations, and had connections with prominent business and political figures, including patrons of Yevgeny Prigozhin.


Mikhail “Misha” Mirilashvili—Russian-Israeli Businessman


A former business partner of Yevgeny Prigozhin, Mirilashvili invested in Prigozhin’s restaurants, casinos, and grocery businesses. Mirilashvili’s close ties with St. Petersburg mayor Anatoly Sobchak gave Prigozhin his entrée to Putin’s circle.


Anatoly Sobchak—Former Mayor of St. Petersburg


A prominent political figure during Russia’s post-Soviet transition, Sobchak was the first mayor of St. Petersburg and a mentor to both Vladimir Putin and Dmitry Medvedev. He was a regular at Yevgeny Prigozhin’s Old Customs House eatery, where he mingled with the rising political elite, including Putin, whom he helped introduce to influential circles.


Roman Tsepov—Russian Businessman and Chief of Baltik-Eskort


A prominent figure in St. Petersburg’s underworld, Tsepov provided personal-security services to Putin in the 1990s and founded the influential private-security company Baltik-Eskort. Tsepov was a key broker between political elites and organized crime, forging connections that made him a powerful figure in the city. He befriended Yevgeny Prigozhin during this time, but his rise ended abruptly with his mysterious death by poisoning in 2004.


Security State Elites, Siloviki, and Ultranationalist Agents Provocateurs


Vladimir Alekseyev—First Deputy Chief of the GRU Military Intelligence Service


As the leading overseer of military-intelligence operations and the top manager of Russian expeditionary-force operations, Alekseyev coordinated the deployment of paramilitaries like Redut and Wagner Group operations in Ukraine and Syria.


Alexander Borodai—Former Prime Minister of the Donetsk People’s Republic


A Russian political figure and close associate of Igor Girkin, Borodai served as the first prime minister of the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic during the early stages of the conflict in Ukraine. He played a key role in coordinating Russian-backed separatist efforts in eastern Ukraine and had ties to Russian paramilitary groups, including Wagner.


Dmitry Bulgakov—Deputy Defense Minister and Chief of Military Logistics


As a high-ranking defense ministry official, Bulgakov oversaw Russia’s military logistics. A top patron of Yevgeny Prigozhin, Bulgakov played a role in supporting Wagner’s operations through logistical support, particularly in Ukraine and Syria, before he was ultimately sacked for mismanagement of logistics during Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine.


Alexander Dugin—Russian Philosopher and Ultranationalist Ideologue


Known for his ultranationalist and Eurasianist ideologies, Dugin, particularly in his book Foundations of Geopolitics, resonated with military elites and nationalist movements. His ideas influenced paramilitary and separatist efforts, earning him the sobriquet “Putin’s Brain.” Dugin maintained close ties to figures in the Russian military and intelligence communities, and he was a vocal champion of the Wagner Group.


Alexey Dyumin—GRU Deputy Chief and Governor of Tula


Putin’s former bodyguard Dyumin served in the presidential protective service and was second in charge of the GRU military-intelligence wing from 2014 until his promotion to regional governor of Tula in 2016. Considered a potential Putin successor and an influential figure in Yevgeny Prigozhin’s rise, Dyumin served as top commander of Russia’s special forces, spearheading the invasion of Crimea and the deployment of Russian paramilitary detachments to Ukraine in 2014.


Valery Gerasimov—Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces


Gerasimov was Russia’s top military officer, its leader of military operations, and an influential figure in the evolution of Russia’s irregular-warfare strategy, including the deployment of Wagner Group mercenaries and other expeditionary paramilitaries to expand the Kremlin’s influence abroad. Accused of war crimes in Ukraine, Gerasimov was one of the few to survive a defense ministry purge after the mutiny.


Igor “Strelkov” Girkin—Former FSB Officer and Ultranationalist


A leading figure in the 2014 Russian-separatist movements in Donbas, Girkin played a central role in the early stages of the conflict. Despite his nationalist views, he became a vocal critic of Yevgeny Prigozhin and Wagner, denouncing their tactics and influence on Russia’s military operations.


Konstantin Mirzayants—Executive Director of Redut


Reportedly linked to Moscow’s Podolskaya mafia, Mirzayants served as deputy to airborne intelligence chief Pavel Popovskikh and was an active member of the Union of Paratroopers. As the executive director of Redut, a private-military company and competitor to Wagner, he played a significant role in securing Russian interests abroad, particularly in conflict zones like Syria and Ukraine, often working with Russian intelligence and energy companies.


Pavel Popovskikh—Former Head of the VDV Airborne 45th Guards Spetsnaz Reconnaissance Brigade


An influential and well-connected paratrooper colonel and intelligence chief whose ideas about covert military doctrine and deception operations shaped the early development of Russia’s private-military industry, Popovskikh was a leader of the Union of Paratroopers, a veterans’ organization that was a major feeder for private-military company formations, including Wagner competitor Redut.


Sergey Rudskoy—Chief of the Main Operations Directorate of the Russian General Staff


A senior Russian military officer, Rudskoy played a crucial role in overseeing Russia’s military operations, including campaigns in Syria and Ukraine. He was involved in the coordination of military strategies and paramilitary efforts, including those linked to Wagner Group activities abroad.


Sergey Shoigu—Russian Minister of Defense (2012–2024)


Shoigu directed Russia’s military-industrial complex and oversaw defense agencies that contracted with Yevgeny Prigozhin and supported Wagner Group deployments. He clashed with Prigozhin regularly before the 2023 mutiny that led to Wagner’s implosion. Accused of war crimes in Ukraine, Shoigu resigned amid a sweeping purge of the defense ministry a year after the mercenary uprising.


Viktor Zolotov—Director of the Russian National Guard (Rosgvardia)


A former bodyguard to Vladimir Putin, Zolotov befriended both Putin and Yevgeny Prigozhin in the 1990s in St. Petersburg. He later rose to head Rosgvardia, a powerful internal-security force, playing a role in securing Russia’s domestic control and later inheriting remnants of the Wagner Group.


The Wagner Group, Concord Network, and Affiliates


Andrey “Tramp” Bogatov—Wagner Field Commander


A former Moran Security Group mercenary and senior field commander in Wagner, Bogatov played a key role in operations in Libya, Syria, and Ukraine.


Pyotr Bychkov—Internet Research Agency and Back-Office Lead for Project Lakhta


The former public-relations manager for the governor of Pskov and the top manager of Yevgeny Prigozhin’s Internet Research Agency, Bychkov supported Russia’s disinformation propaganda machine abroad, including the massive online influence campaign aimed at disrupting the 2016 US presidential election that catapulted Donald Trump into the White House.


Valery Chekalov—Wagner Group Logistics Chief


A Russian Navy veteran, Chekalov was an employee of Prigozhin’s Concord Consulting and Management company, and was the Wagner Group’s logistics chief. He was the mastermind behind the web of front companies that facilitated Wagner’s covert operations, including the transport of military equipment to Ukraine, Africa, and the Middle East, until his death in 2023.


Oleg Erokhin—Former Director of Concord Front Company Evro Polis


A veteran spetsnaz officer and irregular-warfare mercenary, Erokhin was a member of the Concord network security team and was a front man for Evro Polis, a holding company linked to multiple Wagner Group operations in the Middle East and elsewhere.


Alexander “Ratibor” Kuznetsov—Wagner Commander


Kuznetsov led Wagner’s 1st Assault Detachment in several high-profile operations in Ukraine, Libya, Sudan, and Syria. Known for his battlefield leadership, he played a major role in Wagner’s combat strategy and execution in conflict zones.


Alexey Milchakov—Commander of Sabotage Assault Reconnaissance Group “Rusich”


A St. Petersburg native and veteran of Russian special forces, Milchakov was the commander of the Sabotage Assault Reconnaissance Group Rusich, a neo-Nazi paramilitary unit that operated in coordination with the Wagner Group. Known for his extreme ultranationalist views, Milchakov and Rusich were implicated in war crimes in Ukraine and Syria, including the torture and killing of prisoners.


Yan “Slavyan” Petrovsky—Deputy Commander of Sabotage Assault Reconnaissance Group “Rusich”


A Russian-Norwegian citizen and deputy commander of the neo-Nazi paramilitary unit Rusich, Petrovsky was involved in combat operations alongside Wagner forces in Ukraine and Syria. He is known for his far-right extremist views and connections to the Nordic Resistance Movement. Petrovsky has been implicated in war crimes alongside Rusich.


Mikhail Potepkin—Regional Director of Wagner Front Company M-Invest


A former Internet Research Agency employee, Potepkin was a leading stakeholder in M-Invest, a Wagner-linked front company, and its subsidiary Meroe Gold, the primary conduit for Wagner’s gold-mining operations in Sudan.


Yevgeny Prigozhin—Founder of Wagner Group (2014–2023)


Known as “Putin’s Chef,” Prigozhin was an ex-convict turned caterer and serial entrepreneur. Leveraging his ties to Putin’s inner circle, Prigozhin financed the Internet Research Agency and led the Wagner Group’s paramilitary network in Ukraine, Africa, and the Middle East.


Maxim Shugaley—Russian Political Consultant and Operative


A political consultant linked to Yevgeny Prigozhin, Shugaley was involved in Wagner-affiliated political operations across Africa and the Middle East. He was arrested in Libya in 2019 for alleged election interference while working to support Saif al-Islam Qaddafi’s political comeback. Shugaley’s work extended to influence operations across various countries on behalf of Russian interests.


Dmitry Sytii—Founder of Wagner Front Company Lobaye Invest


A polyglot, Sytii started out as an employee of the Internet Research Agency, quickly earning trust as a translator after joining several advance-scouting team trips for the Wagner Group to the Central African Republic. As a top stakeholder in Lobaye Invest, Sytii played a leading role in shaping Wagner’s gold- and diamond-mining enterprises and other businesses.


Leonid Teyf—Former Deputy Director of Voentorg


A leading defense ministry official and critical contact for Yevgeny Prigozhin, Teyf managed the awarding of defense procurement and contract awards to Prigozhin’s Concord network that financed Wagner’s operations. The FBI arrested Teyf in 2018 amid a sweeping investigation into Russian interference in the 2016 elections, charging him with bribery and other offenses in an unrelated case and ultimately deporting him from the United States after he served time in prison.


Andrey “Gray-Hair” Troshev—Wagner Group Executive Director


A veteran officer who fought in the Soviet War in Afghanistan and a former rapid-response team leader for a ministry of internal affairs police unit, Troshev was the top administrator for Wagner, managing everything from recruitment to internal security. After the mutiny, Putin selected Troshev to manage recruitment and mobilization of paramilitary forces in coordination with Wagner competitor Redut.


Dmitry “Wagner” Utkin—Lead Wagner Group Field Commander (2014–2023)


Also known as “the Ninth,” Utkin was a seasoned special forces veteran with several tours in Chechnya under his belt before entering the mercenary business and cofounding the Wagner Group. A founding member of the paramilitary and a fan of Hitler who was obsessed with Nazi lore and regalia, Utkin adopted the call sign “Wagner” between deployments as a mercenary commander in Syria and Ukraine.


Anton “Lotus” Yelizarov—Elite Airborne Paratrooper and Former Commander of the GRU Intelligence Wing’s 10th Separate Special Purpose Brigade


Yelizarov led Wagner operations in Syria, Libya, and the Central African Republic, where he served as base commander in Bambari, near where three Russian journalists were killed. In Ukraine, Yelizarov served as commander of the Wagner Group’s Seventh Assault Detachment, playing an instrumental role in capturing Soledar and Bakhmut during the first half of 2023.


IN UKRAINE


Petro Poroshenko—Former President of Ukraine (2014–2019)


Poroshenko opposed Russian paramilitary forces, including Wagner, during the early years of the Donbas conflict. His administration struck a deal with Putin to halt Russian support for paramilitary groups like Wagner, but the ceasefire agreements repeatedly fell apart.


Viktor Yanukovych—Former President of Ukraine (2010–2014)


Ousted after the Euromaidan protests, Yanukovych fled to Russia, where he maintained close ties to the Kremlin. Although he was not directly linked to Wagner, his ouster marked a turning point in Russia’s shift toward using irregular and paramilitary strategies to influence Ukraine.


Volodymyr Zelensky—President of Ukraine


A onetime comedian and television and film producer, Zelensky was elected in 2019 amid a wave of disenchantment with Ukraine’s corrupt political leadership and frustration over Kyiv’s stalled bid to join the EU. He spearheaded the country’s defense in the face of Russia’s February 2022 invasion, actively pushing for Prigozhin and Wagner leaders to be tried for war crimes.


INVESTIGATORS AND CITIZEN SLEUTHS


Eliot Higgins—Founder of Bellingcat


A self-taught internet sleuth, Higgins played a critical role in the investigation of the July 2014 destruction of Malaysian Airlines flight MH17, exposing the chain of command that supported Russian paramilitary operations in Donbas, including Wagner’s handlers. Along with Bellingcat researchers Aric Toler and Christo Grozev, Higgins conducted several penetrating investigations into the connections among Wagner operatives, Yevgeny Prigozhin, and the Kremlin.


Denis Korotkov—Investigative Journalist


A former cop turned journalist, Korotkov was one of the first to break the news about the Wagner Group’s exploits in Syria and Ukraine while writing for the St. Petersburg–based online news outlet Fontanka. Korotkov received death threats in response to his coverage of Prigozhin’s business dealings for Novaya Gazeta and later went to work for the Dossier Centre.


Omer Meisel—FBI Special Agent, Office of the Special Counsel


A veteran FBI agent, Meisel played a critical role in the FBI’s investigations into Russian interference in the 2016 US elections, including the role of Yevgeny Prigozhin’s Internet Research Agency.


Kirill Mikhailov—Russian Defense Analyst at the Conflict Intelligence Team


Cofounder in 2014 of the Conflict Intelligence Team, an independent research organization focused on Russian military affairs, Mikhailov was the first to link Wagner fighters near Palmyra, Syria, to the infamous sledgehammer execution video, playing a critical role in exposing Russian paramilitary activities abroad.


Vladimir Osechkin—Founder of Russian Prisoners’ Rights Site Gulagu.net


An ex-convict turned prisoners’ rights advocate, Osechkin founded the online platform Gulagu.net, which focuses on exposing abuses in Russia’s sprawling prison system and security-agency misconduct. Exiled in France, Osechkin has been a vocal critic of the Russian government and the Wagner Group, and his efforts to aid Wagner defectors have provoked controversy.


Jeannie Rhee—US Federal Prosecutor, Office of the Special Counsel


A top member of former FBI director Robert Mueller’s investigation team and seasoned attorney, Rhee led “Team R” and the prosecution against Yevgeny Prigozhin’s Internet Research Agency, investigating Russian interference in the 2016 US presidential election.


Andrew Weissman—US Federal Prosecutor, Office of the Special Counsel


A leading member of the Mueller investigation team and a veteran prosecutor, Weissman led “Team 600,” which was tasked with investigating allegations that Donald Trump obstructed justice. Weissman worked with Rhee and other members of Team R as they traced Yevgeny Prigozhin’s involvement in online influence campaigns and in interference in the 2016 US presidential election.


IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND AFRICA


Bashar al-Assad—President of Syria


A loyal regional ally of Putin in the Middle East and a top recipient of Russian security assistance, al-Assad authorized a brutal crackdown on democratic uprisings during the Arab Spring that sparked a civil war, paving the way for the deployment of Wagner mercenaries in exchange for access to mineral resources.


Omar al-Bashir—Former President of Sudan


A longtime client of the Kremlin and accused war criminal, al-Bashir relied heavily on Russia for security assistance to protect his authoritarian regime, offering the Wagner Group access to Sudan’s gold resources in exchange for military support before his ousting in 2019.


Mohammed “Hemedti” Dagalo—Leader of the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) in Sudan


A crafty paramilitary chieftain who gained influence during the Sudanese government’s genocidal campaign in Darfur, Dagalo collaborated closely with Wagner forces in exploiting Sudan’s natural resources, particularly gold, and financing paramilitary operations in Africa.


Saif al-Islam Qaddafi—Son of Former Libyan Leader Muammar Qaddafi


The younger Qaddafi engaged with Wagner-affiliated political consultants, such as Maxim Shugaley, to shape his political comeback in Libya following the fall of his father’s regime in the aftermath of the Arab Spring.


Khalifa Haftar—Libyan Warlord and Leader of the Libyan National Army


A Soviet-educated Libyan military officer and onetime right-hand man of dictator Muammar Qaddafi turned CIA asset, Haftar received backing from the Kremlin and relied on Wagner forces in his military campaign to control Libya, granting Russia access to the country’s mineral resources.


George Haswani—Syrian Businessman and Owner of HESCO


Haswani acted as an intermediary between the Assad regime and Russian companies, including Gennady Timchenko’s Stroytransgaz. He facilitated energy and infrastructure deals in Syria that relied heavily on protection from the Wagner Group, and he worked Russian military forces to secure oil and gas assets during the civil war.


Fayez al-Sarraj—Former Prime Minister of the Government of National Accord (GNA), Libya


Al-Sarraj led the UN-recognized government in Libya during the Tripoli offensive, defending against Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan National Army (LNA), which was supported by Wagner Group forces. Al-Sarraj worked to secure international support amid the escalating conflict.


Faustin Archange-Touadéra—President of the Central African Republic


A mathematics professor turned strongman politician, Touadéra served as prime minister before the Central African Republic sank into a chaotic civil war in 2012 that cleaved the country between Muslim and Christian fighting factions. Touadéra signed a military-cooperation agreement in 2018 that seeded the Wagner Group’s expansion of operations across the country.















PROLOGUE



On June 30, 2017, a retired American Marine, blogging as “Josh,” posted a two-minute video on Funker530.com, a site popular with military veterans. The video, titled “Breaking: Terrifying Footage of Russians Torturing Prisoner with Sledgehammer,” began with a warning: “THIS VIDEO CONTAINS SCENES OF GRAPHIC VIOLENCE THAT MAY NOT BE SUITABLE FOR SOME AUDIENCES. VIEWER DISCRETION IS ADVISED.”1


The footage, shot on a mobile phone in what appeared to be a desert, showed a bloodied man in a striped shirt and track pants writhing on the ground. A masked man in military fatigues repeatedly struck his arm with a sledgehammer. Nearby, another man’s severed head lay on the ground. The scene was brutal. Rivulets of blood and urine stained the soil near a heap of what looked like twisted corrugated sheet metal. Two men with assault rifles slung casually over their shoulders filmed the ordeal with their phones, capturing the screams of the victim as the hammer struck again and again. Hard-rock music played in the background, with lyrics in Russian: “I am a Russian spetsnaz. I don’t give a fuck. With a rifle in hand, I am coming to kill.”


Off-camera, several men laughed and joked in Russian. One who stepped briefly into the frame wore a patch featuring the evil clown face of Joker, the villain from Batman, with the words “I’m just going to hurt you very, very badly.” Then a short man in a green uniform with a closely shaved head who was wearing a black-and-white-checked Middle Eastern kaffiyeh scarf stepped in closer while two others cursed and laughed maniacally. “Go fuck yourself!” one shouted. The screen went black.


The video had no obvious identifiers, making it unclear when and where it was shot or how Funker530.com had obtained it. Despite the mystery, the gory clip quickly went viral on Reddit and Twitter, sparking horror and a rush to identify the perpetrators. Most who tried failed. But a Russian blogger in Kyiv, Kirill Mikhailov, suspected that the assailants were members of the Wagner Group, a Kremlin-backed mercenary outfit formed with the tacit support of Vladimir Putin amid Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014.2


Known for their cruelty, Wagner’s commandos had vaulted from obscurity to global attention under the energetic leadership of Yevgeny Prigozhin, an ex-convict turned hotdog salesman and serial entrepreneur. Tied to the Kremlin on a long tether, Prigozhin was a central player in Russia’s unconventional warfare strategy.


By 2017, when the video cropped up, Prigozhin was also rapidly on his way to becoming one of the most sanctioned men in the world. He had earned that dubious distinction after reinventing himself as a caterer and restaurateur and serving for more than two decades as chief maître d’ to the Kremlin and to Russia’s rich and powerful. His connections to Putin and his inner circle, dating back to their days in St. Petersburg in the 1990s, gave Prigozhin ready access to the titans of Russian industry who rebuilt the country after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Mafia ties and government patronage catapulted him into the country’s elite social stratosphere.


Prigozhin boasted of hosting state dinners for kings, queens, and prime ministers. He catered birthday celebrations and inauguration dinners for Putin and former Russian president Dmitry Medvedev. Most notably, former US president George Bush and his wife, Laura, dined several times at Prigozhin’s high-end St. Petersburg eateries. Prigozhin’s career encompassed grocery retail, casinos, hotels, luxury dining, catering services (earning him the sobriquet “Putin’s Chef”), real estate development, construction, and eventually defense contracting.


He became the Kremlin’s top pitchman for deploying irregular paramilitary forces worldwide. With covert support from Russian intelligence agencies, Prigozhin provided arms and mercenaries to dictators in exchange for profits from oil, gold, diamonds, timber, and other resources. Wagner’s military operations spanned three continents, stretching from Europe to the Middle East and Africa, making Prigozhin’s mercenary army a force to be reckoned with in conflicts around the world.


Reviled by many elites in the West, he was larger than life and beloved by the Russian man in the street. Many who followed his lead into battle had criminal backgrounds. They saw in Prigozhin and the Wagner Group a chance at redemption, a path to become heroes and make Russia great again.


His propaganda exploits and experiments in media manipulation targeted dozens of countries, including the United States. Prigozhin’s Internet Research Agency, operating on the fringes of Russia’s hybrid warfare, ignited a firestorm in Silicon Valley. The disinformation machine he built exposed the Achilles’ heel of tech giants such as Facebook and Twitter, forcing them into an uncomfortable reckoning over unchecked platforms and the viral spread of lies.


Prigozhin’s operatives masqueraded as journalists, curious tourists, and social media activists, worming their way into the psyche of millions of Americans and Europeans who were already suspicious of their own governments but would—click after click on Twitter and Facebook—become even more suspicious of one another. All the while, Putin denied knowing what Prigozhin was up to, saying that the Kremlin was not involved in the Wagner Group’s operations.


From its inception, the Wagner Group was designed to insulate the Kremlin from direct responsibility for its actions. Plausible deniability was the sine qua non of the Wagner’s operations, allowing Russia to project power covertly while officially maintaining a distance from the paramilitary’s nefarious activities. For the better part of a decade, Prigozhin would—with the Kremlin’s express consent—deploy the Wagner Group to great effect, smashing through limits imposed on Russia and its allies by international sanctions. Wagner operations would succeed in expanding the market for Russian arms exports and military know-how in more than a half dozen countries. The Wagner Group’s role was not merely auxiliary but an integral instrument in the construction of Russia’s strategy for reshaping the world order.


The Wagner Group’s covert operations, whether fragmentary tall tales or outright missions, were legendary. Under the energetic leadership of the paramilitary’s titular lead field commander, Dmitry “Wagner” Utkin, they did not just hit targets; they also scrambled the pieces on the chessboard of geopolitical competition between Russia and the West. From providing equipment and intelligence to boot-camp–style training, they turned motley militias and hollowed-out armies into formidable forces that were loyal to the autocrats whom Putin sought to cultivate in the Middle East and Africa. Their logistical prowess kept proxy fighters supplied and ready while their infrastructure protection locked down vital assets. They were essential to Putin’s strategy of conducting war on the cheap while countering the influence of the United States and its NATO allies.


The mercenaries in Prigozhin’s employ extended the Wagner Group’s reach from Ukraine and Syria to the Central African Republic, to Sudan, and eventually snaking their way to Libya and Mali. And when years later, in early 2022, Russian forces invaded Ukraine and things got dicey, the Wagner Group would emerge as the backstop, the safety net that ensured the Kremlin could pursue its aims, no matter the odds. These maneuvers were key to Russia’s strategy for managing escalation, keeping adversaries guessing, and keeping allies on edge. Prigozhin’s mercenaries were critical players in a game of brinkmanship, where Wagner’s actions—or the fear of them—played a crucial role in shaping Russia’s global standing.


Over the eight years leading up to Russia’s massive incursion into Ukraine, Wagner operations had succeeded in expanding the market for Russian arms exports and military know-how. In that span, Prigozhin had built the paramilitary into an advertisement for a more muscular Russia, one determined to rewrite the rules of the international order to its advantage. The men who worked for him embraced with gusto the Wagner Group’s informal marketing motto: “Death is our business and business is good.” Prigozhin was the Kremlin’s number-one pitchman for the Russian way of war.


A few months before Wagner’s first sledgehammer video made its splash in 2017, the US Treasury Department sanctioned Prigozhin for his role in constructing military bases near Russia’s western border with Ukraine. Prigozhin had by then already rocketed to the top of the FBI’s list of suspects behind a wide-ranging online influence campaign aimed at disrupting the 2016 US presidential elections, damaging the candidacy of the former US secretary of state Hillary Clinton and propelling Donald Trump to the White House. Meanwhile, authorities in Kyiv had named Utkin, a former paratrooper, as the suspect in the downing of a Ukrainian military transport plane in the summer of 2014 that killed all forty-nine high-ranking Ukrainian officers who were on board.


That was about the time when Kirill Mikhailov, the Russian blogger, first picked up the Wagner Group’s digital trail. Mikhailov was one of a small group of independent Russian researchers at the Conflict Intelligence Team, an online investigative outlet that specializes in sifting through the wide expanse of the internet to unearth the hidden secrets of Russia’s military operations. Before the snuff film popped up in his social media feeds, Mikhailov had spent several bleary-eyed nights mapping the Wagner Group’s movements around the ancient Syrian city of Palmyra, where fierce battles had raged for almost two years between fighters allied with the terrorist group Islamic State of Iraq and al Sham (ISIS) and government forces loyal to the country’s strongman president, Bashar al-Assad.


In a message posted on Facebook a few hours after plunging headlong into an investigation into the origins of the video, Mikhailov had worked out roughly where the footage was shot. The revelation came after he had analyzed another video that had surfaced on the Telegram social media app two weeks earlier showing a Wagner Group fighter carrying a 1970s-era AK-74 rifle as he inspected the bodies of several dead Syrians in a rocky landscape.


“Hi everyone, from Wagner [image: image],” the cheeky caption on the Telegram video read.


Mikhailov noticed that one of the Russian-speaking men in the sledgehammer video was also carrying an old AK-74 rifle. Another had an RPK-74 machine gun: a Soviet-era weapon that suggested that it came from the kind of old surplus stock typically provided to Wagner forces in Syria.3


Analysis of satellite imagery and press accounts of ISIS battles to control Syria’s energy resources later revealed the execution spot as a natural-gas facility located a short distance from Palmyra, where Wagner Group forces had dug in. These were the first clues that a hidden profit motive was likely at work, one that extended far beyond Prigozhin’s sprawling network of enterprises. But the victim’s identity, how he was captured, and the full extent of Wagner’s operations in this remote part of Syria would remain a mystery for another two years. Even more time would pass before the identities of the assailants would be revealed.


The sledgehammer video marked a watershed moment for the Wagner Group, transforming it from a battlefield rumor to an internationally recognized brand and symbol of Russian power. The clip’s viral spread on VKontakte, Russia’s version of Facebook, led to the creation of memes, T-shirts, and other merchandise featuring an image of a hammer-wielding soldier taking a swing at a horned black demon lying prone on the ground. The sledgehammer, once an icon of Soviet industry, was reborn as a badge of Russia’s resurgence.


Until then, Wagner had been an open secret, an entity with no official status or address. It enriched Prigozhin, the Kremlin, and Putin’s inner circle through a web of shell companies. Russia’s use of irregular paramilitary forces blurred the line between state and private actors. The Kremlin’s strategy of deploying irregular paramilitary forces under the guise of private-military companies (PMCs) exploited a vulnerability in international law. The international community has struggled to address the legal implications of the blurred line between state and private actors in conflict.


The law is even less clear about the arm’s-length arrangements between state-run companies and ostensibly private entities that profit from the plunder and pillage of proxy wars. Prigozhin’s paramilitary force thrived in this legal gray zone, enabling Russia’s smooth transition from a member in good standing in the international community to a rogue-state champion of autocracy.


Wagner’s psychological impact extended beyond the battlefield. The group’s violence, amplified through media and propaganda, instilled fear in Russia’s adversaries, enhancing the Kremlin’s influence. This broader impact was central to Russia’s strategy, projecting power without direct confrontation.  


Wagner’s brutality sparked outrage, inspiring a new generation of detectives who scoured social media to uncover Prigozhin’s rise and the mercenary empire he had built. The viral sledgehammer video exemplified modern warfare, where battles unfolded both on the ground and online.


Indeed, Wagner’s emergence mirrored the internet’s transformation from a force for good to a battleground where tech giants such as Facebook and Twitter vied for market shares while Russia, China, and the United States competed to shape the rules of global governance in the digital sphere. Prigozhin’s rapid ascent was intertwined with the internet’s evolution as his network exploited digital platforms for both propaganda and profit.


His downfall, however, was hastened by journalists, investigators, and dissidents who sought to expose the Kremlin’s crimes. Part of a growing movement in open-source intelligence (OSINT), these sleuths used public information to challenge official narratives and hold powerful actors accountable.


This was the paradox of Prigozhin’s path to infamy. Even as he helped Russia try to win back its Great Power status, Prigozhin left a trail of destruction in his wake that invited ever-greater scrutiny. The higher he flew toward the sun, the more visible were the contrails of his ruinous band of mercenaries. Eventually, the scale of the atrocities attributed to the Wagner Group drew not only sanctions from the United States and Europe but also strong admonitions from the United Nations.


Yet Prigozhin and Putin were not deterred from their quixotic crusade to reshape the global balance of power. Prigozhin skillfully marketed Wagner, turning it into a brand as recognizable as Stolichnaya is to vodka drinkers. Just as Stolichnaya conjures images of Russia and its hard-drinking culture, Wagner’s emblem—a skull in crosshairs—became infamous, with the sledgehammer as its unmistakable symbol.


But in the summer of 2017, when the gruesome video gained wide attention, few could convincingly explain how Prigozhin had come to oversee a clandestine army of mercenaries. How and why did this happen? What on Earth had compelled the masked men to whip out their phones to record their ritual torture of an unarmed man on camera and then send it out into the wide expanse of the internet for all the world to see? How did Russia—a nuclear-armed nation with a top-ranked military—come to rely on the personal army of a mafia-connected billionaire convict with no apparent military experience to advance the Kremlin’s strategic aims?


This book is an effort to answer those questions and more. It charts the rise of Prigozhin and the Wagner Group, tracing their origins from Russia’s reentry into the global economy after the Soviet Union’s collapse to the group’s implosion in 2023. Along the way, the narrative touches on the lives of the intrepid journalists, activists, information brokers, dissidents, and detectives who sought to expose the hidden tentacles of Russia’s unconventional warfare tactics and in so doing exposed the Wagner Group enterprise.


The chronicle that follows is an attempt to contextualize and explain how the merger of interests among Kremlin-connected power brokers, the castoffs of Russia’s war machine, and the foot soldiers of the country’s shadow economy forged a private army into a global juggernaut that for a moment in the summer of 2023 brought Putin’s tyrannical regime to a standstill. Putin’s reinvention of Russian power and his push for a new balance where multiple nations, including Russia, could pursue their interests unchecked by the constraints of international law was more than just a strategic pivot; it was a theatrical production with Prigozhin as its unsmiling stage manager. Or, at least, that is how Prigozhin seemed to imagine himself.


But he was just one name in a long line of dramatis personae in the epic saga of the fall, rise, fall, and rise again of Russia as a Great Power. Starting with the 1917 Bolshevik revolution, which unseated Russia’s last tsar, the country’s most ambitious political visionaries had always relied on useful brigands to stake Moscow’s claims through covert and overt means far beyond the state’s official borders. In the years before and during World War II, the acts of that play mostly centered on Europe.


During the Cold War, a succession of autocratic Kremlin leaders secretly deployed elite spetsnaz officers to back proxy forces in the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America. After the Soviet collapse, some of the earliest hints of the Kremlin’s reinvestment in proxy-warfare strategies emerged in the 1990s in the breakaway territories that had once formed part of the Soviet empire.


Those misadventures seeded the careers of a generation of professional soldiers, spies, provocateurs, and entrepreneurs—many of whom, by 2014, filled the ranks of the Wagner Group. Putin’s dramatic achievement is that he managed to harness the egos and avarice of many of them in the service of reclaiming Russia’s place on the world stage. At the same time, it was a lucrative business for all sides.


Like Putin, Prigozhin and Wagner’s field marshal, Dmitry Utkin, represented a slice of Russians who saw themselves as the generational architects of an imperial revival. They envisioned the Wagner forces as modern-day Valkyries, guiding Russia’s fate through their militaristic ambitions. This vision crystallized with Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, a campaign they believed would secure their place in history.


The massive Russian incursion brought the Wagner Group spectacularly out of the shadows, thrusting Prigozhin, Utkin, and their mercenary commandos into the klieg-light glare of a world stunned by the audacity of Putin’s war of aggression. The Wagner Group became notorious the world over for being the shock troops of Russia’s invading forces in Ukraine, for recruiting hardened convicts from penal colonies to plunder cities and villages already scarred by years of conflict, and for the devastating human toll that the paramilitary left in its wake. And it was over Ukraine that the marriage of convenience between the former KGB officer and the ex-convict would eventually end in betrayal on both sides with an abortive mutiny and fiery plane crash near Moscow. But we will get to that part of the story later.


Fittingly, toward the end of the line, Prigozhin’s life shrank into a procession of ugly news headlines and internet memes that ping-ponged across social media sites after Russian security services raided his luxurious St. Petersburg estate as Prigozhin ordered thousands of his Wagner mercenaries to launch an armed “March for Justice” on Moscow on June 23, 2023. His erasure from public view began one night later, after he abruptly ended what he called his “master class” in how Russia’s wars should be fought and won.


Broadcast after the fact via state media, the house search was a carefully crafted bit of theater designed to put a final punctuation point on Prigozhin’s ignominy. The tableau inside the house unveiled an intimate portrait of a man who for a decade loomed large in the shadows of Russia’s transformation. His role in Putin’s epic quest to smash through geopolitical norms and redefine modern warfare was palpable in every corner of Prigozhin’s opulent lair.


Across the checkerboard marble floors in the entryway, the grandeur shown on camera was immediately striking. Up the winding staircase, past a stuffed alligator in the hall—a macabre trophy symbolizing his predatory instincts—and inside the wood-paneled billiard room stood the emblem that said it all: a gigantic, man-sized sledgehammer with the words “In case of important negotiations” in bold black letters stamped on its silver-colored head.


This was not just decor but a statement of ethos. The sledgehammer, a blunt instrument of force, symbolized Prigozhin’s chaotic and brutal approach to both business and conflict. His Wagner Group, notorious for its ruthlessness and lack of discipline, had become a dangerous tool in Putin’s arsenal, executing the Kremlin’s foreign policy with violence and recklessness. Through it, Putin was able to create a viable strategy for challenging the West.


In another corner of Prigozhin’s billiard room was a headless manikin dressed in a formal black tuxedo jacket and crisp white collar bedecked with dozens of glittering medals. Putin had personally awarded several of them, including the Gold Star medal that designated Prigozhin a “Hero of Russia”—the highest honor in the country for valor—and that Putin reportedly pinned on Prigozhin’s chest in a June 2022 ceremony after the Wagner Group had broken through Ukrainian defense lines in the eastern region of Donbas.


In the end, though, the glittering notoriety he had achieved was also the force behind Prigozhin’s downfall. Just as the sledgehammer struck without mercy, so too did fate—delivering a violent and uncompromising end that mirrored the disorderly legacy he had built.
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CHAPTER 1



BANDIT CITY


They called him Zhenya when he was a boy. He was sharp-tongued and fast with his fists. For a moment, Yevgeny Prigozhin was convinced he was a born champion, fated for gold medals. The campus at Leningrad Sports Boarding School No. 62, where he enrolled at the age of thirteen, had everything needed for the Soviet Union’s future Olympians. There were modern gyms, a huge swimming pool, and a wide expanse of land perfectly suited for cross-country ski training.


No photographs have survived from Prigozhin’s youth, leaving the young man he was then shrouded in mystery. With hooded eyes, pointy ears, a receding hairline, and a gap-toothed grin, he wasn’t handsome, but his long legs and thick torso made him a natural athlete, and his self-confidence seemed boundless.


He loved gliding through the birch trees in subzero temperatures on the long ski courses that stretched for miles. His stepfather, a ski instructor at the elite sports academy, taught him how to grit his teeth through frostbite and focus on the finish line. If it had not been for the injury that left Prigozhin with a limp, he might well have competed in the Olympics. He could have been a modern-day gladiator in the global contest between the Soviet Union and the United States. But athletic excellence would not be his path to the world stage.


Instead, destiny pointed him in a different direction, first to a prison cell as a petty criminal, then hustling in the emerging capitalist markets of Russia, then into the ranks of Russia’s ultrarich, and ultimately to serve at the elbow of the country’s most powerful man. The code for deciphering his ascent to the inner circle of Russian power lies in the epochal whirl that gripped his hometown before it fully reclaimed its imperial moniker, St. Petersburg, and after the Soviet Union collapsed into memory in 1991.


It was there that Prigozhin forged the connections that would make him, for a time, one of the Kremlin’s most assiduous courtiers, the man who greased the wheels for the reconstruction of Russian power. St. Petersburg was the launchpad for Prigozhin and many others who would rise to prominence in politics, industry, the military, and Russia’s shadow wars with the West. But Prigozhin’s early escapades offered little hint that he would make much of a name for himself. Clues to his rise were for many years hidden away in dusty files and bureaucratic black holes, obscured by time and faded memories.


In 1979, when he was eighteen, he was hustled through the doors of the Kuibyshevksy District People’s Court on robbery charges.1 Prigozhin received a suspended sentence of two and a half years. Sent to live a two-hour drive from home in a halfway house for wayward youths in Novgorod, Prigozhin spent time working in a chemical factory.2 Never one to be confined by rules or expectations, he slipped back to St. Petersburg, where he adopted the street name “Jacquot” and, with a couple of other street toughs, started his own gang.3 He soon went on a crime spree that outstripped the first in brutality.


One victim was a friend from the neighborhood. The young woman was not home when Prigozhin and a friend he had met in the Novgorod penal dormitory broke into her family’s house in St. Petersburg. But the girl’s mother was quick to suspect it was Prigozhin because he had eyed the cache of household treasures during a friendly visit a few days beforehand. The haul included high-end crystal, vouchers, fountain pens, and an imported leather steering-wheel cover.


Other crimes followed a similar pattern, most occurring in the northwestern part of the city, often a short walk from a metro station. During another robbery, Prigozhin and his crew conned a well-to-do businessman into buying contraband jeans and then took his money at knifepoint in an alley. It was only after Prigozhin nearly killed a woman that same evening in March 1980 that the police finally interrupted his tear through the streets.


Flush with cash and in a celebratory mood, Prigozhin and his three-man crew celebrated with a bottle of champagne and a few shots of cognac at Okean, a riverside seafood restaurant and popular mafia hangout. It was around midnight when Prigozhin spotted a woman putting on an elegant coat as she prepared to leave the restaurant. A harsh spring wind was howling across the Gulf of Finland as Prigozhin and his gang scrambled to the street, crammed into a taxi, and ordered the driver to follow her.


When the woman’s car finally stopped and she stepped out, Prigozhin and his friends stalked her on foot. Once they were within earshot, someone asked her for a cigarette. When she began rummaging through her purse, Prigozhin, long-legged and barrel-chested, slipped behind her and put her in a choke hold. The woman barely managed to cry for help before she blacked out.


Another of Prigozhin’s friends grabbed her gold earrings. They dragged off her boots, leaving her barefoot and unconscious on a desolate side street. The commotion was loud enough to catch the attention of two nearby police officers, who chased and caught the youngest of Prigozhin’s accomplices.


Years later, one of his victims would remember how young Prigozhin and his friends seemed and the haughty airs that his mother, Violetta Prigozhina, a doctor, put on when she appeared in court for Prigozhin’s second sentencing, in 1981. Barely out of high school, Prigozhin was well on the way to becoming an accomplished street thug. He was about twenty when he notched his second conviction in the space of two years and was sentenced to thirteen years in prison.4


There are few official records of his time behind bars, but it was by all accounts a harsh awakening. A prisoner who claimed to have been a cellmate once suggested that Prigozhin became the sexual plaything of an inmate who was part of the mafia underworld. He said prisoners on their block routinely raped Prigozhin. The claim was not outlandish—sexual hazing is a rite of passage in prisons around the world—but it contradicted Prigozhin’s version of history.


In Prigozhin’s own recounting, he was heroic, a rebel right from the start, and his refusal to heed orders from the prison staff landed him frequent stints in solitary confinement. Long stretches of isolation turned him into a voracious reader, and at twenty-five he began to turn his life around. He became practically evangelical about the prospect of rehabilitation. He started lifting weights and enrolled in vocational-training programs, where he learned to drive a tractor and operate a lathe.


In time, he earned a foreman’s spot in the part of the prison colony that was reserved for industrial production, and he picked up a side hustle selling souvenirs to visitors. He had obtained rank within the gangs that dominated prison life, but his peers viewed him as quirky and impetuous. After one memorable visit from his mother, Prigozhin became obsessed with microbiology and finding a cure for AIDS. He was always on the move, always reading, always trying to improve his chances of early release. “He was a very uncharacteristic person for a correctional facility,” one cellmate recalled. “He never sat still. We tried not to do what we considered useless work. But he did it. And he always got into every mess for justice. In general, he had some kind of exorbitant sense of justice. We often told him: ‘Don’t get involved,’ but he lost his head and rushed to sort out the mess, for which he was repeatedly punished by the administration.”5


While Prigozhin was chafing in prison, eager to restart his life, the country outside was teetering. Three Soviet leaders—Leonid Brezhnev in 1982, Yuri Andropov in 1984, and Konstantin Chernenko in 1985—died in rapid succession. Each death raised the same questions: Who would lead the Soviet leviathan? How much longer would it last?


A year after taking power, Chernenko’s successor, Mikhail Gorbachev, the charismatic son of a peasant farming family, offered up an unexpected answer to the first question. He proposed in 1986 to abolish nuclear weapons, declared the need for more transparency (glasnost), and said in a memorable speech in the rust-belt town of Tolyatti that the Soviet Union’s socialist experiment could not last without radical economic and political restructuring (perestroika). In the cautious lexicon of Soviet politics, “perestroika” was a euphemism for “reform,” a term too fraught with revolutionary connotations to be uttered outright. But the changes it brought were anything but subtle. Small-scale cooperative enterprises sprang up, and a freer press began exposing government failures like never before. What began as a cautious fix soon spiraled out of control, igniting political movements and a nationalist fervor that ultimately ripped the Soviet Union apart. The pace of change was head-spinning. In 1987, just one year after the call for perestroika, Gorbachev and US president Ronald Reagan signed a historic agreement that called for the reduction of US and Soviet nuclear stockpiles under the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty.


In 1988 Gorbachev went to New York for the UN General Assembly and dropped more bombshells, announcing that the Soviet Union planned to slash the size of its army by 500,000 and to withdraw some 50,000 troops from Ukraine and several other neighboring Soviet satellites in Eastern Europe.6 The Cold War was over, and the world, Gorbachev declared, was moving toward global integration and a new order.


A new dawn was also just beginning for Prigozhin in 1988. That year, he caught the first of many lucky breaks when the Russian Supreme Court reduced his sentence to nine years. He was transferred to a penal colony in Komi, where he spent the remainder of his sentence working on a timber farm. For Prigozhin’s trajectory, another event that year would be no less significant.


It began with a little-noticed gangland turf battle in Leningrad that sparked a realignment of Russia’s criminal underworld that turned card sharks into billionaires and mafia dons into restaurateurs, catapulting Prigozhin’s patrons into power. In the square of a small park near the Devyatkino train station in the northern end of the city, a group of muscled twenty-somethings loyal to the city’s most energetic mobster, Vladimir Kumarin, gathered to face off against Kumarin’s rival and onetime business associate Alexander Malyshev. The battle between Malyshev’s gang and Kumarin’s Tambov crew left one dead and dozens injured.


Providentially, the fight landed Kumarin in prison, where a courtship between Kumarin’s Tambov Brotherhood and prison officials eventually blossomed into a marriage between Russia’s most powerful mafia and the KGB, the Soviet Union’s omnipresent secret police. Recounted in a gritty history of the city’s gangster underground, Banditsky Petersburg, the shakeout of the criminal scene would lay the groundwork for Prigozhin to create a continent-spanning criminal enterprise, a global propaganda empire, and an infamous mercenary army. Most importantly, he was eventually able to insinuate himself into the Kremlin’s halls of power.


Two pivotal events that followed in close succession after the gangster brawl in St. Petersburg turned the world that Prigozhin grew up in upside down. The first was the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, which set in motion a democratic uprising that soon engulfed Eastern Europe and led to the second: the collapse of the Soviet Union. In Prague that year, students locked arms with dissidents and gave birth to the Velvet Revolution. Across Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, some two million people joined hands in a 420-mile “Chain of Freedom” on the fiftieth anniversary of the day that Nazi Germany signed a secret pact with the Soviet Union to carve up the lands along the Baltic Sea. Moscow’s monopoly on political power started to end.


For the functionaries of the collapsing system, it was a tectonic shift that would bury some but propel others to new, more prosperous careers. Among the latter was a young KGB agent based in the East German city of Dresden who watched it all unfold in horror: Vladimir Putin.


Like Prigozhin, Putin was a native son of St. Petersburg. But where the ex-con Prigozhin was firmly embedded in St. Petersburg’s underground, Putin appeared to be on the straight and narrow. He was born into a working-class family, and Putin’s path to the KGB was quite unexpected. As a young boy, he had been a mediocre student with serious discipline problems. An introduction to the sporting life gradually transformed him into the kind of young man who, with time, would be groomed into an agent in the special services. He took up the Russian martial art of sambo and then judo. He binged on spy films, dreamed of becoming a dashing KGB officer, studied German and law at university, and clawed his way into the spy agency in 1975 a few years before Prigozhin tumbled into a life of crime.


Putin set his sights on a glamorous posting in Western Europe as a heroic cloak-and-dagger man. But his penchant for bucking the rules and his reputation for impulsivity put him on a secondary track that found him languishing in a local post in Leningrad, where he monitored the activities of foreigners before he eventually found his way to East Germany.7 There were conflicting reports about Putin’s brief there, but an East German Stasi agent stated that Putin had at one point served as a handler for the infamous neo-Nazi Rainer Sonntag, a far-right vigilante and agent provocateur.8 The assignment was sometimes tedious, but life in East Germany in the mid-1980s was cushy compared to the cramped quarters that he and his wife, Lyudmila, had shared with his parents back in Russia. However, the abrupt disintegration of the political order in East Germany marked an inflection point for Putin. The fall of the Berlin Wall haunted him; when thousands of East Germans began pouring over the border into the city’s free zone, Putin called Moscow for instructions.


There were none.


Out of sorts and unmoored by what he would later call the “greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century,” Putin returned to his hometown and by his own account took up work as a taxi driver before eventually taking up a new post as assistant to the rector at his alma mater, Leningrad State University, in 1990, the same year that Prigozhin was released from prison. The relationship between these two men—Putin, the judo-black-belt-turned-Russian-intelligence-agent, and Prigozhin, the would-be Olympic-ski-champion-turned-gangster-entrepreneur—threads through every chapter of Russia’s post-Soviet transformation. They were the yin and yang of a political system that rewarded back-scratching and punished integrity. It was a mutually beneficial relationship until, abruptly and fatally, it wasn’t. Behind the scenes and then openly, Prigozhin would facilitate Putin’s challenge to four US presidents, succeeding in undermining the world order and ending America’s unipolar moment.


For thirty years, both men would tell different versions of the story of how they met, and both would repeatedly lie about the depth of their relationship. Prigozhin insisted that they first met at an elegant state dinner he catered for the Japanese prime minister soon after Putin became president in 2000. Putin, for his part, barely acknowledged even knowing Prigozhin until circumstances forced him to admit publicly that their first contact dated back to the early 1990s.9 All the known facts indicate that their paths converged soon after Prigozhin was released from prison, likely shortly after he dropped out of Leningrad Chemical and Pharmaceutical Institute, quit his part-time job as a youth sports coach, and married his wife, Lyubov, in 1991.10 That was also when Prigozhin got into business with one of St. Petersburg’s richest men, Mikhail “Misha” Mirilashvili.


Born in the Republic of Georgia, Mirilashvili was only a year older than Prigozhin but was far more sophisticated and better connected. Known on the streets as Misha “Kutaisi,” Mirilashvili was described by those who knew him as a breed apart from the young bloods in the tight-knit Georgian clans that competed to control the black markets.


He earned a degree from the Leningrad Pediatric Medical Institute, but he was a mathematical genius, and gambling was his first love. He was obsessed with a trump-card game called Leningrad Preference and had a knack for counting cards. His card-sharking skills earned him clout at the tables in the illegal gambling houses run by the city’s godfather of racketeering, Vladimir Feoktistov, and gave Mirilashvili a substantial leg up in the city’s burgeoning gray economy.11


Car dealerships, shopping malls, real estate holdings, banking, oil, restaurants—Mirilashvili in the early 1990s had a stake in almost every sector of the St. Petersburg economy, including Lomonsov Port, a key byway of the city’s maritime commerce. As president of Russian Video, one of the largest media holding companies, he also came in frequent contact with political players and mafia dons.


In the parlance of the street, Russian Video was for a time what was known as an obschak, a kind of mutual fund for the criminal underground that was often placed in the service of financing illicit deals, bribing cops, resolving disputes over debts, and covering legal costs for loyal foot soldiers caught in police dragnets. The company owned the local television Channel 11, which was one of the first stations in Russia to broadcast Western fare such as the American soap opera Santa Barbara and racy foreign films like Emmanuelle. Most crucially, Russian Video also held a substantial stake in the KGB-controlled Rossiya Bank, the nucleus of financial and political power in the city and the country.


Mirilashvili was, in other words, one of the best-connected businessmen in Russia, and Prigozhin made it his mission to get to know him. Although their memories of their earliest days together differed considerably and would become the source of significant controversy, both agreed that it was Prigozhin’s schoolmate from the Olympic Reserve Academy, Boris Spektor, who initially introduced them. Prigozhin was hustling between his gig as a car salesman and running a hot-dog stand that he and his stepfather, Samuel Zharkoy, had started shortly after Prigozhin left prison.


The hot-dog business in the heart of Apraksin Dvor—the busy, chaotic, and decidedly dowdy shopping-mall complex near the banks of the Fontanka River—was a surprising hit almost from the instant it opened. With its maze of sprawling interconnected halls, the run-down market was one of the country’s largest and oldest. Finns and Estonians traveled across the Baltic Sea to roam its corridors on the hunt for cheap vodka, eager to trade a few pairs of jeans for a couple of bottles. Prigozhin’s hot-dog stand was perfectly placed to corner the market of thirsty and hungry shoppers. Set up in an abandoned trolleybus that Prigozhin repurposed, the kiosk brought in big money by the standards of the day, earning about $1,000 per month, a kingly sum that was nearly twice the national average.


One fast-food kiosk grew to two, then three, and then into a mini-empire that spanned the city and attracted the attention of local gangsters with the Malyshev crew who imposed a protection fee of $100 per kiosk per month.12 As Prigozhin told it, his business was so lucrative that he earned enough money to travel to the United States in 1993, only three years after he got out of prison. He never disclosed where he traveled or what he did or how long he stayed, but he proudly joked that America had embraced him for his entrepreneurial spirit: “At the American consulate, I filled out a form and literally answered questions like, ‘Answer honestly—did you ever cooperate with the KGB? Were you involved in prostitution or drug dealing?’ I answered—‘I sell hot dogs.’ So, they ran, not walked, to help me.”13


America was a magnet for Mirilashvili, too. He fell in love with casino culture in Nevada when he first traveled there in 1991 and became obsessed with the idea of bringing Las Vegas style back home. Upon his return, he would set out to open more than half a dozen gambling houses in St. Petersburg. It was only a couple of years later that Mirilashvili met Prigozhin. Their encounter led to a business partnership that Prigozhin managed to exploit to striking effect over the coming years. Although Mirilashvili told reporters varying versions of the story of how he and Prigozhin first met, one constant is that it was in the early 1990s and that it started with a mutual interest in the food business.


According to one Mirilashvili account, it transpired as follows: “My partner came to me and said: ‘I have a childhood friend who has asked me 30 times to introduce us.’ I replied: ‘If this person is your friend, why did he have to ask 30 times?’ And he answered me: ‘Because he sells sausages in the market in Leningrad.’ In the end, we set up a meeting, and within half an hour, Prigozhin explained to me how he could open a chain of supermarkets.”14


The idea was as simple as it was radical: Prigozhin proposed an alternative to the city’s stodgy Soviet-style mono-market shops: shiny replicas of Western retail efficiency. No more long lines and surly service for a single loaf of bread—instead, customers would be able to stroll through the aisles and pick what pleased them, a luxury that would appeal to the nouveau riche, curiosity seekers, and foreign tourists, who were beginning to stream into the country’s proverbial window on the West.


With Spektor as majority partner, Prigozhin’s skills as a pitchman paid off, giving birth to the Contrast grocery chain, which perfectly blended his talent for retail and Mirilashvili’s connections in the city’s import-export trade and halls of power. “I decided to support this initiative and subsidize it, and he went forward with it,” Mirilashvili recalled. “This was his success.” Where others saw walls, Prigozhin saw doors and windows. Mirilashvili admired that about him, but he often had the sense that Prigozhin’s strength and his weakness was his fearlessness. “He was very impulsive, but also very talented.”15


It is possible that Putin recognized the same qualities in Prigozhin when the two met. Years later, Putin would echo those words in his backhanded eulogy, describing Prigozhin as “a talented man” who had “made mistakes” in his life. Putin and Prigozhin cut their teeth in the new Russia in St. Petersburg, with Vasilyevsky Island as the launchpad. They both took up residence there in the early 1990s, and it was there that their paths first intersected. With its wide avenues and long piers jutting out into the Gulf of Finland, Vasilyevsky was a hustler’s paradise. On one side of the island, long rows of eighteenth-century Italianate buildings, commissioned by Peter the Great when the city was founded, claim commanding views of the Neva River. On the other side, massive brutalist-style housing complexes mushroom outward and upward on its flood-prone shores.


For three centuries after the city’s founding, most of the country’s wealth streamed through Vasilyevsky. Timber, steel, coal, oil—the stuff of shipbuilding and the combustion engine—cored from deep in the center of the country at the base of the Ural Mountains and Siberia flowed from the east toward Europe while ships from the west arrived with luxury goods and the gadgets of a modernizing world.


Shipyard laborers, submarine builders, merchant marines, and gangs of smugglers clung like barnacles to the island’s darker underside. It was once the heart of tsarist imperial power, was where Vladimir Lenin plotted the course of the Bolshevik revolution, and was for a long period Russia’s naval headquarters. For anyone looking to get into business or politics or both in Russia, Vasilyevsky was the gateway.


Putin and Prigozhin carried on that great tradition. However, it is unlikely that anyone who knew either of them in those days could have predicted quite how influential both men would become in Russia and eventually the world. For those who did not know Prigozhin well, it was probably not yet obvious that in his quest to reinvent himself, he would also end up helping Putin reset the trajectory of Russian history. But, back then, in what would be forever known as the “Wild 1990s,” anything was possible—especially if you knew the right people. That was one of the many other things Prigozhin held in common with Putin.


Though born about a decade apart, they both came of age behind the Iron Curtain and grew into men just as their country began to fall apart around them. Both grew up in the shadow of a state withered by corruption, a malignant bureaucracy that had terrorized the people, and a city haunted by the most extreme privation. Putin’s father, Vladimir Spiridonovich, was a World War II veteran who had served on the front lines first with an NKVD battalion and then with the regular army. After the war, the elder Putin, an ardent Communist Party man whose own father had served for a time as Josef Stalin’s chef, worked in a railway industrial plant. Putin’s mother was a menial laborer who had lost her first child to the privations of the war and survived starvation when the city was under German siege for nearly three years. Prigozhin’s father, Viktor, who was a mining engineer of Jewish descent, died when his son was nine years old; little else is known about him other than the fact that his father had fought in the Red Army. Prigozhin was raised by his mother, Violetta, and grandmother until Violetta remarried. It was his stepfather, the ski instructor Samuel Zharkoy, who taught Prigozhin to fight his way through adversity.


As children of the Cold War, Putin and Prigozhin grew up in a world stretched between two opposing poles—the United States and the Soviet Union. What they ate, the movies they watched, the books they read, the clothes they wore, and their waking dreams were dictated in no small measure by the competition between the world’s two superpowers over the rules of modern industry, how wealth was distributed, and how and when states were permitted to wield violence against their enemies and their own citizens. Three generations of Russians and Americans grew up to the beat of close shaves, near misses, and battles fought indirectly in remote regions at the far ends of Moscow’s and Washington’s reach. Putin and Prigozhin were among them.


It was a time of big armies and small wars fought by proxies under the long shadow cast by the prospect of global nuclear annihilation. The last and most significant of those shadow wars took place thousands of miles from where the White House and the Kremlin plotted out how to best each other: in the remote Hindu Kush mountains. More than a million Soviet citizens churned through the Kremlin’s decade-long military intervention in Afghanistan. But for Prigozhin, who had spent almost the entirety of the war behind bars, and for Putin, who had spent the 1980s on assignment for the KGB in East Germany, the Afghan war was little more than an abstraction. Everything around them was imploding.


But the retreat from Afghanistan and the return of battle-worn veterans changed the calculus of their careers. The war left a crater-sized hole in the national economy, hollowed out the army, and scarred the psyche of the country. For the first time since the Bolshevik uprising almost a century earlier, new rulers were taking over the old imperial capital. The public was debating whether to change the city’s name from Leningrad back to its prerevolutionary St. Petersburg. The city was hungry. Bread, butter, meat, produce—everything was in short supply. Although the country had recorded a historically high yield for its grain harvest in 1990, Russia’s second city was hurting badly. Government mismanagement of the privatization of state-run collective farms had led to angry strikes, slow-burning sickouts that left factory floors empty, failed harvests, and fallow fields. Local markets were paralyzed, and rationing ruled the day.


Amid the upheaval, Prigozhin began to try his luck as a serial entrepreneur while Putin took his first tentative steps on his path to power. A year after the last of the Soviet troops left Afghanistan, the geography that the two men had committed to memory as schoolboys was replaced by one that was wholly unfamiliar. Gorbachev signed an agreement with the United States and its Western European allies that allowed for the reunification of Germany. The Warsaw Pact alliance was beginning to unravel while NATO gained new ground.


Statues came tumbling down. Streets were renamed. Maps were redrawn. The men who ran the world and ruled the country that Prigozhin and Putin had grown up in were no longer in charge. The city they returned to was barely recognizable.


In this respect, they found themselves in good company with thousands who returned home from the war in Afghanistan—many of them limbless, shell-shocked, drunk, and dope-sick. The streets were teeming with out-of-work veterans—so-called Afghantsy—who mingled in gyms, bathhouses, and bars, scrapping with one another to gain an edge in a town besieged by street violence. They filled slots as bouncers, bodyguards, bagmen, and bandits. They started up their own private-security companies and became protectors of Russia’s burgeoning oligarchy.16


One of them, Andrey Troshev, would become one of Prigozhin’s closest business associates and the trusted hand of the Russian military. It remains unclear to this day exactly how Troshev came to meet Prigozhin and join the security service for Prigozhin’s business empire. But in the 1990s their circles overlapped with many Afghantsy veterans who served in the city’s police and security services, not a few of whom provided protection and served as corporate front men for Prigozhin’s business empire.17


A St. Petersburg native, Troshev was a proud graduate of the Leningrad Higher Combined Arms Command School, an elite military academy that offered a four-year infantry-officer training course and had long been a feeder for the leaders of some of Russia’s most legendary battles. An estimated 250 of its graduates fought in Afghanistan, 38 were killed, and many came back shell-shocked and mentally and physically wounded. Troshev was twenty-three when he was promoted to the rank of captain in the 70th Separate Guards Motor Rifle Brigade.18


In 1987, Troshev’s second year in combat, Gorbachev called for a drawdown in Afghanistan, calling the war a “suppurating wound” that was bleeding Moscow’s coffers dry. A little more than twelve thousand Soviet troops had been killed in action by then, but because war had never officially been declared, their fate had largely been treated as a secret, albeit an open one.


Soviet soldiers were often poorly equipped and organized haphazardly in clusters in provincial centers across the Afghan countryside.19 Corruption was rife within the ranks, and it was not uncommon for pay to go missing. Unit commanders, like Troshev, fared a bit better only because their higher status gave them the power to organize all manner of schemes to siphon off military supplies and sell them on the open market.


In this respect, the Afghan war was good training for what awaited men like Troshev when they returned home. Almost every promise made when they signed up was broken upon their return. Army housing was in short supply, salaries went unpaid, and every request for assistance required endless round-trips to the local military commission. The Politburo had promised perks to veterans, but there was no organized system in place to support the demobilized soldiers who returned home to homes transformed by years of privation and privatization.


The only real assurance that veterans of the Afghan war had that they could get what they needed came in the form of the impromptu veterans’ associations that began to spring up several years into the war. State-sanctioned bodies like the Russian Union of Veterans of Afghanistan, whose leadership included some of former Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev’s staunchest army critics, became an important political training ground for former soldiers who before the war would never have dreamed of self-organizing. The veterans’ unions would also turn out to be crucial vectors for the birth of Russia’s mercenary industry, and eventually the Wagner Group.


Following the withdrawal from Afghanistan and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Kremlin cut its military roughly in half, leaving a little over a million active-duty troops. The downsizing created a huge pool of disillusioned and unemployed men trained to kill. They made good couriers and customers of the city’s notorious drug trade. They worked as security guards at the pricey mafia bistros and banks that were starting to dot St. Petersburg’s landscape. They became cops and intelligence agents who moonlighted as underworld enforcers.


Such was the combustible mood when Troshev returned from the front, Prigozhin came home from prison, and Putin took up a post at the university while still in the active reserves of the KGB. St. Petersburg was broken and lawless. A sign of the times was the history-making municipal election that made reformer Anatoly Sobchak the first elected mayor of St. Petersburg.


On his coattails came Putin. Still on the KGB payroll, Putin went to work in Sobchak’s office and was there when the next thunderbolt struck Russia in the form of a coup in Moscow. When Sobchak took over city hall in 1991 and moved the seat of government to the Smolny Institute, a few subway stops away from Vasilyevsky Island, he had unknowingly reached the apogee of his political career.


Tall and trim with a well-coiffed mane of salt-and-pepper hair, Sobchak had been a popular professor of law at St. Petersburg State University, where for a time Putin was his student. Although he was well known in Communist Party circles for his keen legal mind, Sobchak had gained national notoriety only a few years before, when he was tapped to lead a government inquiry into the violent suppression of mass protests in the Republic of Georgia.


An ally of Boris Yeltsin, Russia’s first elected president, Sobchak was a rising star among the coterie of reformers that Yeltsin represented. There was talk that Sobchak had presidential ambitions. Important men in Washington like Henry Kissinger, the former US secretary of state, knew Sobchak’s name and considered him a comer. Sobchak had a knack for being at the right place at the right time, so when he stepped into office, hopes were high that he could fix what was ailing the city and possibly even the country.


However, two months after Sobchak took office, in late August 1991, tanks rolled along the streets of Moscow as a discontented group of military men threatened to arrest Yeltsin. They had begun an attempted coup against Gorbachev, and it was clear that the Soviet Union was in free fall.


The coup was primarily hatched from within by a cadre inside what were known then, as now, as the state’s power ministries: the KGB, the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD), and the ministries of defense and foreign affairs. These siloviki, or “wielders of force,” resented the shuffling of the social order precipitated by Gorbachev’s reforms. Many of the Soviet Union’s high-ranking military officers and Politburo officials were not yet ready to give in to change, including Putin’s boss, Vladimir Kryuchkov.


As head of the KGB, Kryuchkov was considered one of the chief architects of Soviet-Afghan policy and was among the staunchest of the hard-line resisters to any modernization. He had steadily lost his influence as Gorbachev methodically dismantled each plank of the creaky military bureaucracy. By the time the war in Afghanistan was over, Gorbachev had managed to disband the 40th Army and, along with it, the heart of the Russian military’s ruling class. That move and Gorbachev’s push to replace much of the military’s ruling elites with top-performing officers in the Airborne Assault forces, the VDV, had prompted mutterings about a coup as early as 1990.


To the pro-war hard-liners, it seemed that under Gorbachev, disloyalty to Stalin’s memory and to the Soviet system’s bureaucratic hierarchies had crept into every corner of life. As far as men like Kryuchkov were concerned, it was Gorbachev’s loosening of the reins in the Baltic states and in Georgia that spurred uprisings and the need for the military to brutally suppress them. That is why, perhaps, for some in the military it came as little surprise that Kryuchkov joined several other top Russian military officers and Soviet vice president Gennady Yanaev in forming a committee for the state of emergency, known by its initials GKChP, on August 19, 1991.


Technically, Putin was still duty bound to take orders from Kryuchkov because he was drawing a KGB salary while also working for Sobchak on the city council. He remained on the agency payroll when Sobchak appointed him as deputy mayor and the city council’s lead liaison for international affairs. Sobchak was not naive about Putin’s background. A savvy politician who had dealt with the secret services for years, Sobchak understood that to get anything done, he would need an inside track in the KGB. “He realized he needed experts who know what buttons to push to get things done,” Putin told a reporter, adding an immodest shrug.20 The crisis put Putin right in the center of the action between the coup plotters and the reformers allied with Yeltsin.


It was a set of relationships that would shape the future of Russia: born in the chaos and discontent of the Soviet Union’s collapse, burnished by Vasilyevsky Island’s revival, and baptized in the fire of St. Petersburg’s violent rebirth. The men who would rebuild Russia after the dissolution of the Soviet Union marinated in this toxic brew of political chaos and economic upheaval. Some were supposed freedom fighters, but many more would, over time, join the ranks of the malcontents, including Prigozhin—although his path was long and far from direct.


Yeltsin and Sobchak were together in Moscow on the day the 1991 coup started. Anticipating that St. Petersburg would be quick to fall if the country’s security services threw in their lot with the coup plotters, Yeltsin urged Sobchak to hurry home. By the time Sobchak arrived at the Palace Square in St. Petersburg after negotiating a truce with the local KGB chief, thousands were already streaming into the city’s central plaza.


Looking around, in the sunlight of the summer’s White Nights, Sobchak took it all in. The assembled crowd carried the new Russian tricolor flags in blue, red, and white, and began to mass beneath the iconic red-marble Alexander Column in the center of the square. “It was as if the city had been touched by God,” Sobchak recalled. “People suddenly opened their eyes to what was happening.”21


What was happening was a revolution. The imminent collapse of the Communist Party–led government loomed, and the planned economy of the Soviet state was in free fall. The formal dissolution of the Soviet Union followed in December 1991. Barely a month after Yeltsin took power as Russia’s first post-Soviet president, Sobchak was forced to plead for humanitarian relief from the West.


Hawkish politicians in Western capitals were unmoved and, in some cases, openly hostile to the idea of sending aid to Russia. Cautious pragmatists in Washington, on the other hand, worried that Russia was too big to fail and argued that the cost of aid was greatly outweighed by the risk of Russia’s nuclear weapons falling into the wrong hands amid a civil war. As winter descended, television news coverage of empty shelves, starving children, and long lines of the elderly in threadbare winter wear in front of shops quickly shifted sentiment in the West.


A month after Gorbachev formally dissolved the Soviet Union, the situation was so volatile that Secretary of State James Baker III announced that the United States would redirect surplus food and medical supplies from the Persian Gulf War theater to Russia and other newly independent states. Washington viewed the airlift, dubbed “Operation Provide Hope,” as part act of mercy, part insurance policy.


Planeload after planeload flew in from west to east in subzero temperatures, provoking comparisons to the Berlin Airlift, which had marked the start of the Cold War two generations earlier. Some 2,300 tons of humanitarian aid flowed to more than twenty cities within the first two weeks of the program; another 25,000 tons would arrive by rail, land, and sea from Europe and North America over the next three years.


Nearly $165 million in aid was sent to St. Petersburg and Moscow alone, although a significant amount was unusable.22 To prevent pilfering, Salvation Army workers rode aboard the trucks that delivered aid to military warehouses, but nothing much stood between the storage sites and the black market after that.23 The airlift was a meager first diplomatic down payment on a post-Soviet future aimed at staving off a violent civil war that could easily upend the global order.


The emergency humanitarian aid did little to resolve the $66 billion in debt that Russia had inherited upon the Soviet collapse. Moscow needed an injection of cash to stabilize the ruble. Within days of taking the presidency, Yeltsin appealed to the International Monetary Fund for membership in order to secure relief and to help with stabilizing Russia’s currency.


Although the daunting economic challenges eventually focused minds back in Washington, they also widened the debate between champions of neoliberal economics, who pressed for a “shock therapy” campaign of rapid market deregulation and privatization, and those who advocated for going more slowly, padding in a bit more social-welfare insulation. Harvard economist Jeffrey Sachs fell hard on the side of the shock therapists. He was convinced that the transition from communism to capitalism was bound to be painful no matter how it unfolded, which is why, in his opinion, getting over it faster was the best option. The shock therapy prescription found resonance with Yeltsin’s young, reform-minded economic adviser Yegor Gaidar. But the herky-jerky adoption of reforms that followed would come with unforeseen consequences.


The transition of the Soviet Union from full state ownership of nearly every industrial and service enterprise to a free market, along with the economic gyrations precipitated by the flood of men and matériel returning from the Afghan front, created whole new forms of retail. A new and violent market logic ruled the day, as Komsomolskaya Pravda, the muckraking daily for Communist Party youth, discovered when it sent a group of undercover reporters into the Moscow streets to see what it would take to purchase weapons. Handguns were on offer for the ruble equivalent of $900 to $1,200; grenade launchers, submachine guns, and even a tank could be bought for a few thousand more.


Crime was business, and business was crime. Kits of killing gear spilled openly from market stalls along with brigades of young men—some ordinary street thugs, others young restless athletes, and many more war-hardened Afghantsy—who were available for hire to Russia’s most enterprising hustlers. These were Russia’s entrepreneurs of violence—the “New Russians.” They were the collectors of coupons, ration cards, connections, and favors.


In Russian popular culture of the era and the serialized TV version of Banditsky Petersburg, the hustlers spoke loudly and wore bright red double-breasted suits and lots of hair gel. They acted rough in elegant settings. They traveled in Mercedes-Benz sedans driven by muscular men in dark leather jackets who were ex-convicts, war veterans, amateur athletes, or all the above. On screen, they had well-chiseled European facial features and seemed to especially relish ordering the contract killings of swarthy, dark-eyed rival gangsters from the Caucasus.


They were masters of the new black markets that were a product of Gorbachev’s reforms. They moved everything from spare auto parts to American-made blue jeans. They were the micro-builders of a macroeconomy of mafia violence—the soft currency of the era. When someone in the city opened a new business or wanted to get a deal done, they offered to erect a “roof” (krysha) to protect against rival gangs and city functionaries on the take. Yevgeny Prigozhin was no exception. But what separated him from so many other hustlers was his uncanny instinct for getting the drop on his rivals and picking the right patrons at the right time—yet another thing Prigozhin had in common with Putin.
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CHAPTER 2



THE OLD CUSTOMS HOUSE


What Vladimir Putin remembered most from his early tutorials in the politics of the new world order was Henry Kissinger’s droopy eyelids; big, thick glasses; and rapier-sharp intellect. They met first in 1992 during one of Kissinger’s trips to St. Petersburg. Putin, at forty, was just beginning to hit his stride in city politics as deputy mayor. Kissinger, sixty-nine, had represented America’s interests abroad for nearly as long as Putin had been alive. Kissinger dispensed his first lesson to Putin on their drive together from the Pulkovo airport to the city’s old aristocratic vacation grounds on Kameny Island, where Kissinger was set to meet with Mayor Anatoly Sobchak. The occasion was one in a series of meetings convened under the auspices of the Kissinger-Sobchak Commission, set up as a vehicle to attract foreign investment to Russia’s busiest import-export hub.


Although both men spoke fluent German and no doubt had studied up on each other, their conversation was mediated by an interpreter. Kissinger quizzed Putin on his background, learning of his time as an intelligence agent in East Germany. “All decent people got their start in intelligence. I did too,” Kissinger quipped, a comment that resonated deeply with Putin.1 The conversation took a surprising turn when Kissinger expressed regret over the disintegration of the Soviet Union, a sentiment that shocked Putin, who had assumed the collapse was the very outcome Kissinger had long desired. This unexpected moment of mutual understanding hinted at the complexities of geopolitics that Putin would come to master.


Others present at that first encounter recalled it as a more scripted conversation, but for Putin it was a defining moment. The meeting had been arranged by Yevgeny Primakov, the head of Russia’s foreign-intelligence service, who initially saw in Putin a protégé worthy of guidance, although they would later become rivals. Primakov understood the value of Kissinger’s influence, hoping that the veteran diplomat’s insights would sharpen Putin’s understanding of global power dynamics.2


Kissinger expressed his bafflement over Gorbachev’s sudden decision to dismantle the Soviet Union, citing the violent aftermath in Yugoslavia, Crimea, Georgia, and Chechnya as evidence of the breakup’s hasty and costly nature. For Putin, it was a surprising alignment between a key figure of America’s Cold War strategy and a Russian soldier of the ideological battle, leaving him astonished: “I never imagined I would hear something like that from Henry Kissinger.”3


The Kissinger-Sobchak Commission was a golden opportunity for Putin. The commission, packed with CEOs from companies like Procter & Gamble and Gillette, was a classroom for Putin, a place where he could learn the art of dealmaking and showcase his business acumen. Whereas Sobchak’s approach was often blustery, Putin’s calm, focused demeanor earned him admiration from Western business leaders. His ability to get things done solidified his role as Sobchak’s right-hand man and paved the way for his rapid rise.


The early 1990s in Russia were a time of blurred lines and murky morals. The collapse of the Soviet Union had created a post–Cold War Eldorado, where organized crime, ambitious politicians, and opportunistic businessmen all vied for control. In this volatile environment, Putin and Prigozhin emerged as kindred spirits, each determined to seize every opportunity.


The first game changer arrived in 1992, when Boris Yeltsin lifted the government price controls that had strangled the Russian economy since the 1920s. Yeltsin also cut state investment in military-industrial goods and heavy industry. Inflation skyrocketed as a result. Cash was king. But Russian rubles were worthless. Dollars—especially crisp, new ones—were the new currency of power. To eat well and prosper in the city of five million, at least one of three essentials was necessary: access to hard currency, access to food, or connections with the right people. Prigozhin had all three.


Prigozhin’s Contrast grocery chain, launched with Misha Mirilashvili and Boris Spektor, was a hit, raking in a 15 percent cut of profits for him and his commercial director, Kiril Ziminov.4 The chain thrived partly because of a critical oil-for-food barter deal, where Russia traded oil for Western food imports to stave off famine. In St. Petersburg, Putin, as head of External Affairs, was key, overseeing deals that straddled the line between legitimate business and the city’s growing black market. Rumors swirled about Putin’s role in distributing import-export licenses that conveniently stocked Prigozhin’s stores and fueled other business ventures. A city council inquiry into a $90 million–plus contract brokered under Russia’s so-called oil-for-food deal with a German company for a huge shipment of meat that never arrived reinforced those suspicions.5


The scandal over the oil-for-food deals almost torpedoed Putin’s political career before it even started. At the heart of the controversy was a contract with KINEX, the foreign trade arm of the Kirishi oil refinery, managed by Putin’s associate Gennady Timchenko. City council members were particularly eager to investigate this contract, sensing that it held the key to unraveling the murky web of alliances that underpinned the city’s power dynamics.6


Timchenko was slim and blond with an aristocratic bearing, and his entry into the city’s power structure was no accident. Raised in a military family, Timchenko had muscled his way into St. Petersburg’s elite circles during the late eighties, securing a coveted spot at the Soviet Foreign Trade Ministry. He broke into the international commodities trade after honing his language skills in East Germany, where his father was stationed.


Timchenko was an engineer by training, and his was a calculated ascent that would position him as a pivotal figure in Russia’s post-Soviet economy, tying into the fortunes of both Putin and Prigozhin. Timchenko was key to getting Russian oil into global markets, where it could be sold for higher prices. His role didn’t stop there. In 1991 he relocated, moving across the gulf, where he took up residence in Finland just as Putin and Sobchak took power in city hall. It was then that Putin and Sobchak began traveling regularly from Russia to Finland for long weekend outings and business trips. That same year, Timchenko went to work as deputy director for a Finnish company called Urals Finland Oy, which purchased oil from KINEX under a cooperation agreement with the Leningrad Committee on Foreign Economic Relations, which, of course, was helmed by none other than Putin.7


When, a few years later, Timchenko was suddenly tapped to head the Finnish company, which was subsequently renamed International Petroleum Products Oy, the promotion gave him the running room he needed to establish Gunvor, a commodities brokerage in the hydrocarbon and minerals trade whose global reach is rivaled only by a few at the top of the pyramid, like the Swiss-based multinational Glencore. The oil-for-food black-market ventures; Putin’s alliances with figures like Timchenko, Gorbenko, and Mirilashvili; and the symbiosis among the KGB, city hall, and organized crime were all pieces of the puzzle that would eventually lead to Russia’s resurgence as a dominant player in international energy and commodities markets and, in turn, the creation of a global mercenary empire, with Prigozhin at the helm.


But in those early years, it was Mirilashvili’s tight relationship with Sobchak and his unparalleled wealth that made him the heavy in the equation. As chair of the Export-Import Bank, Mirilashvili was one of the leading lights of the city’s international trade.8 Euroservice, one of a half-dozen companies Mirilashvili held a controlling stake in, started out selling clothes, carpets, and computers in the city’s department-store malls and then ballooned into a wholesale supplier of food and agro-industrial products with more than a dozen processing plants.9


Mirilashvili also held a controlling stake in several entities that Putin helped privatize, including the Samtrest liquor factory and distribution company. Restrictions on alcohol sales—another Gorbachev-era reform—had turbocharged the demand for homemade hooch and expensive black-market bottles of vodka and wine. As a result, the Samtrest factory had been quite a prize until it all but sputtered to a halt during the last-gasp days of the Soviet Union. The particulars of the company’s resurrection are murky. But Putin’s rivals would allege that Mirilashvili purchased the factory at a deep discount through a kickback scheme, and the deal became the subject of one of several legal investigations launched by the city prosecutor into business-licensing deals overseen by Putin.10


The factory was a shambles when Mirilashvili took it over in 1992.11 However, it wasn’t long before Samtrest vodka and wine stocked nearly every major restaurant, hotel, specialty shop, and casino bar in St. Petersburg, including several in which Prigozhin and Mirilashvili held stakes.12 For much of the time they were in business together, the primary vehicle for alcohol distribution in the city was the Nevsky Union, a restaurant-investment firm that Mirilashvili, Prigozhin, Spektor, Gorbenko, and their mutual business partner Kiril Ziminov held stakes in for years.13


Charged with overseeing the licensing of city businesses and connected at every level, Putin held purview over practically every aspect of Prigozhin’s enterprises. That included CJSC Spektr, a holding company that Prigozhin managed jointly with Gorbenko and Spektor, which along with Contrast Consulting and another company called CJSC Viking knitted together a small empire of ventures in the gaming, restaurant, marketing, alcohol distribution, and construction sectors.14 The centerpiece of those ventures was the glitzy Conti Casino, and it was there, after Sobchak tapped Putin to head the city’s Supervisory Council on Casinos and Gaming Businesses in 1991, that Prigozhin’s world collided with Putin’s, and their interests began to intertwine.


Housed in a massive auditorium called Gigant Hall, which dominated the busy city roadway Kondretevsky Prospect, the casino was a nighttime hot spot. Spektor and Gorbenko spent lavishly in their efforts to deck the place out. With its rows of slot machines, cavernous banquet rooms, and glittering neon lights, the gambling hall was a central hub of St. Petersburg’s mafia culture and a magnet for tourists who ferried in from Finland and Estonia to enjoy a night out on the town.


The gaming industry was the nerve center of another of St. Petersburg’s fast-growing trades: money laundering. Casinos in St. Petersburg acted as the black banks of the black market. With Putin as overseer, city casinos became critical cogs in the political and economic machinery behind Russia’s nascent national banking industry. Gambling houses like Conti brought in much-needed hard currency from across the Gulf of Finland and beyond, making them vital partners for Russia’s embryonic financial institutions. Bank Rossiya, Sberbank, VTB—all of Russia’s major financial institutions—had a foot in the gambling industry. Some big investors in the gaming trade only dipped a toe in by backing restaurants that set up a couple of slot machines. Other institutions, notably the city-owned Neva-Chance Casino holding, became major stakeholders.


Established in July 1992 by municipal decree, Neva-Chance took a 51 percent stake in St. Petersburg’s estimated 180 gambling houses and 1,600 gambling machines in exchange for free rent in municipally held real estate. The whole setup was part of the “Russian Macau” dream that Sobchak hoped to sell to potential foreign investors. Putin tapped his friend Gorbenko to serve as the director of the city-backed casino holding company. One authoritative account suggests that Putin also received anywhere from $100,000 to $300,000 for each casino license issued. However, the value of any alleged kickbacks pales in comparison to the leverage that Putin would gain from the Neva-Chance Casino.15 The city’s gambling venture was critical in helping Putin engineer the expansion of his influence, and it also brought Prigozhin closer to Putin’s orbit.


Russians’ hunger for conspicuous consumption, their taste for luxury imports, and the casino boom upped the stakes for St. Petersburg’s mafia and ultimately led to a deadly shakeout of the city’s rivalrous criminal underworld. After a short stint in prison following the Devyatkino park fight, Vladimir Kumarin, head of the Tambov mafia faction, returned to the city in 1993. Like Prigozhin, he had changed. He adopted his mother’s maiden name, Barsukov, and tried to reorient his enterprises. But his nickname—the “Night Governor”—stuck, along with many of his old feuds. Armed battles between Kumarin’s Tambov cadre and rival crews routinely broke into the open, leading to daily stabbings, shootings, and even a rocket attack on the Palace Bridge, the primary link between Vasilyevsky Island and the city’s central business district.


Yet none of that stopped Kumarin. He frequently made a show of arriving at the Conti Casino in his sleek Mercedes with an armed entourage. He broke the habit, briefly, only after assassins lying in wait fired a fusillade of bullets from a Kalashnikov rifle at his car in 1994. The assault killed Kumarin’s driver and a bodyguard, and it left Kumarin so gravely wounded that his arm had to be amputated.


It was a dangerous time for gangsters but a boom for the bodyguard business. One of the first to benefit was Roman Tsepov, head of the country’s first registered private-security company, Baltik-Eskort. Physically tough and highly intelligent, Tsepov was a biathlete sharpshooter turned mid-level officer in Russia’s Internal Affairs Ministry (MVD). He built his reputation as a frontline borders and customs agent, and he managed prison security in St. Petersburg before retiring with the rank of captain in 1992.16 As part of a surge in domestic private-security firms following Yeltsin’s decree legalizing them, Baltik-Eskort quickly landed its first major client: the city-managed Neva-Chance casino company.


Staffed almost entirely from a special police task force out of the Latvian port town of Riga and the Lithuanian capital, Vilnius, Tsepov’s company was also the primary provider of security for shipments of luxury cars and imported goods transported eastward from Ukraine to St. Petersburg along the notoriously dangerous “Highway of Death,” where violent hijackings were a daily occurrence in the 1990s.17


A first-of-its-kind private-security service, Baltik-Eskort offered what was at the time called “striped protection,” drawing on the talents and muscle of a mix of enforcers from the KGB and MVD who simultaneously guarded St. Petersburg’s rich and powerful while retaining their security-agency posts, drawing double pay and blurring the boundaries between the protection of state and private interests. Among Baltik-Eskort’s first important hires was Boris Yeltsin’s presidential bodyguard, Viktor Zolotov, another police veteran who had also served in the 9th Directorate of the KGB. Under Tsepov and Zolotov’s guidance, the security firm quickly earned a strong reputation, in part because of its celebrity clients. At the top of that list were heavies like mobster Alexander Malyshev, media magnate Boris Berezovsky, and the city’s mayor, Anatoly Sobchak.


Crucially, Baltik-Eskort provided security for both Neva-Chance and the Baltic Sea Shipping Company (BMP), Vasilyevsky Island’s main economic engine and a vital link among the city’s titans of industry. With offices in Vyborg and Kaliningrad, BMP operated a vast fleet of merchant and passenger vessels, handling most of the city’s seaborne freight. Once controlled by the KGB, the company had forty-six thousand workers, making it one of the city’s largest employers.18 The privatization and reorganization of BMP under Putin’s direction, following the ousting of two hundred KGB agents in 1990, triggered violent power struggles.19 The turmoil culminated in the jailing of BMP’s head and the murder of a corporate director, leading Putin to hire Baltik-Eskort for his personal security. From that point on, Putin rarely traveled without Zolotov or another member of the team by his side, bringing Tsepov and Zolotov in close and frequent contact with budding entrepreneurs like Prigozhin.


While Prigozhin and Putin were cementing their ties in St. Petersburg, Yeltsin was battling to keep control in Moscow. After the Soviet collapse, Yeltsin gutted the KGB, slashing the secretive agency’s personnel rolls from 137,000 to 75,000, a move that triggered a wholesale reorganization and the agency’s replacement with the Federal Security Service (FSB).20 The move ignited a firestorm of debate in Russia’s parliament, the Duma, a political tinderbox that was simply waiting for a match light.


Yeltsin’s political running mate and vice president, Alexander Rutskoy, sparked the first flames. The trouble started when Rutskoy traveled to Crimea in April 1992 to visit what constituted the most strategically important military installation in the region. It became a new flashpoint after Yeltsin inked a deal with his presidential counterpart in Ukraine, Leonid Kravchuk, that called for the division between Russia and Ukraine of what remained of the Soviet armed forces on the Crimean Peninsula. This included the prized Black Sea naval fleet based in Sevastopol, where, in a preview of the playbook that Russia would run again in 2014 and 2022, a group of disgruntled Afghantsy veterans combined forces with officials from a GRU military-intelligence front company called Impex-55 to launch an irredentist political party called the Republican Movement of Crimea.21


Rutskoy’s trip was meant to cement a deal for Russian gas exports to Ukraine with Kravchuk’s newly installed government in the Ukrainian capital, Kyiv. But it quickly ignited a political donnybrook with lasting geopolitical consequences after Rutskoy declared that Russia would never accede to the division of the Black Sea Fleet and called for Crimea to secede from Ukraine. When a few weeks later, in May 1992, the Duma moved to overturn the 1954 transfer of Crimea from Russia to Ukraine, Kravchuk reacted with anger, pronouncing the vote a breach of the agreement to dissolve the Soviet Union and an affront to Ukraine’s territorial integrity.


What started as a slow-burning nationalist putsch in Crimea soon morphed into a challenge to Yeltsin’s presidential authority. Fueled by a powerful fusion of interests among Crimean mafia figures, local political notables, and covert Russian intelligence operatives linked to Impex-55, the turmoil over the strategically important Black Sea gateway lay at the heart of a vast region of the world that, as Kravchuk once said, was “torn apart by contradictions, its people exhausted by crises, conflicts, wars, and lines.”22


Yeltsin’s attempts to manage the crises only widened the political divide. His decision to suspend Rutskoy over corruption charges escalated tensions further. The Supreme Council, which then served as Russia’s parliamentary body, declared Yeltsin’s actions unconstitutional, triggering a full-blown confrontation. On September 21, Yeltsin dissolved the parliament and called for snap elections. In retaliation, Rutskoy announced impeachment proceedings against Yeltsin and dismissed Defense Minister Pavel Grachev, a hard-boiled paratrooper, fueling the tumult. Thousands of protesters answered the call to action, marching on government buildings. Inside the White House, Rutskoy, Parliamentary Speaker Ruslan Khasbulatov, and their hard-line supporters barricaded themselves, unfurling red Communist banners from the windows.


Inside, opposition leaders and volunteers who slipped through the cordon set around the building armed themselves and prepared for a shoot-out. The next day, demonstrators broke through militia cordons surrounding parliament and, egged on by opposition leaders and KGB agent provocateurs loyal to right-wing reactionaries, took over the mayor’s offices and attempted to storm the iconic Ostankino television center. The standoff escalated, ending on October 4, 1993, with Yeltsin ordering the military to storm the White House. The rebellion was crushed, but Yeltsin’s grip on power was shaken, and the embers of Russia’s nationalist fervor were far from extinguished. The ultranationalist zeal that stoked the flames of what became known as “Black October” served as a critical crucible for hard-right political entrepreneurs and provocateurs who would soon spark an authoritarian counterrevolution that would loft Putin into Russia’s political stratosphere.


The Russian national mood darkened further in early 1994, when an official government study commissioned by parliament declared that organized crime controlled almost every aspect of life. One Western estimate at the time placed the number of criminal gangs operating in the country at 5,000 and the number of businesses controlled by organized crime at 40,000. Hostage taking and kidnapping were rife. At $10,000 to $18,000 apiece, ransom payments far outpaced average monthly salaries, and more people were killed by mafia violence in one year alone than soldiers were killed in the decade-long war in Afghanistan.23 Meanwhile, capital flight climbed into the billions in the face of all the violence, while contradictory tax and property-protection laws wreaked havoc on the country’s brittle economy. Another round of national and local elections loomed.


In St. Petersburg, Yeltsin’s ally Anatoly Sobchak was facing troubles of his own. The reverberating effects of the national crisis were keenly felt in the city, where crime was up, Sobchak’s popularity was down, and corruption scandals dominated the daily headlines. Undeterred, Sobchak embarked on a reelection campaign, appointing Putin as his campaign manager. Together, the two would spend some of their time plotting Sobchak’s 1996 campaign at a splashy new restaurant that Prigozhin had opened on Vasilyevsky Island.


The idea to open an upscale bistro for the city’s rich and powerful grew partially out of the success of Prigozhin’s experiment with a new venue in 1995 that would appeal to local bon vivants. It was called, rather uncreatively, the Wine Club. For this venture, Prigozhin knew enough to know he didn’t know enough, so he turned to someone with more refined tastes for help.


Tony Gear was a plump, cherub-cheeked British expatriate with a nose for good wine. By his own account, he grew up in a working-class home in Liverpool.24 He learned the ins and outs of the hospitality business at London’s Savoy Hotel and trained as a sommelier. It was those skills that brought him to St. Petersburg’s Grand Hotel Europe, the storied and ornate hub of luxury located in the center of town on busy Nevsky Prospect. Poaching a well-trained Briton from the city’s most iconic hotel to run the Wine Club was only one of several of Prigozhin’s significant business maneuvers. The same year, he launched Concord Catering, the business that made Prigozhin the toast of haute cuisine in St. Petersburg.


The Old Customs House was not much to look at when Prigozhin and his partner, Kiril Ziminov, first contemplated opening a restaurant there. Once white, the building’s exterior was stained with gray mildew. Inside, the cavernous warren of bare brick halls was dank and musty. Built in the early nineteenth century, the neoclassical building had pride of place on the riverfront of Vasilyevsky Island. Like many of the wedding-cake–style buildings that lined the Neva River embankment, the Old Customs House had fallen victim to years of neglect. Much like the empire that conceived it, the building seemed well past its glory days. But if there was one thing Prigozhin loved almost as much as making money, it was the challenge of turning the detritus of faded power into gold.


The location was ideal. Lined by a cluster of ornate buildings along the Neva River on Vasilyevsky Island, Staraya Tamozhna, the Russian name for the Old Customs House, sat at the juncture of Russia’s imperial ambitions. The customs depot’s caverns were situated on University Embankment, in the same building complex as the Kunstkamera, the first museum ever erected in Russia and one of the oldest in the world. Chock-full of weird and wild anthropological curios collected by Russia’s great explorers, the gallery halls were constructed on orders of Tsar Peter the Great and were a huge draw for the tourists who began flocking to the city in the 1990s.


With financial backing from Mirilashvili, Prigozhin gambled big that the food industry was the best place to capitalize on the city’s reopening to the world and the newly acquired taste for foreign fare. “There were huge changes at that time, everything was changing in the 90s, and I think Prigozhin realized that there was not a single real gourmet restaurant in St. Petersburg,” Gear remembered.25 The opening required a massive overhaul that took about a year to complete. Gear brought in a French chef to help design the menu and trained a team of young kitchen and waitstaff in the fine art of silver service.


A tough and exacting taskmaster, Prigozhin busied himself with every detail of the restaurant’s design and management. “He had no tolerance for things like a chipped coffee cup. He would say ‘What is this, Tony? There’s a crack here!’ He wanted to be the best and he treated these types of things very, very harshly,” Gear recalled. “He even had a special spotlight that illuminated the floor at every angle—the lighting was such that every speck of dust was immediately visible after a night’s cleaning, and every day before the establishment opened he would check to make sure the hall was clean.”26


Despite the attention to detail, the restaurant was a flop in the first few months after it opened in 1996. Not even the strippers Prigozhin hired to attract big spenders did the trick. With inflation sky-high and the local economy still in free fall, only a limited clientele in St. Petersburg could afford to indulge in foie gras with caviar over lentils or chateaubriand steaks.


Luckily for Prigozhin, Putin and Sobchak—two of his most prominent patrons—did not mind the prices. They dropped by regularly, often with their head of security, Viktor Zolotov, in tow, who along with Baltik-Eskort chief Roman Tsepov became fast friends with Prigozhin. The Old Customs House was a place to see and be seen, a gathering spot for members of Putin’s rapidly expanding circle, who noshed on truffles and guzzled expensive imported wine while mapping out how to carve up state assets among themselves.


Whether it was the restaurant’s well-connected clientele or the rave reviews it started to receive, the Old Customs House eventually became a tremendous success, drawing celebrity visits from pop stars such as Suzi Quatro and the Pet Shop Boys. During its first year of operation, it reportedly earned a million dollars, an unheard-of sum of money for a restaurant in an era when most were struggling just to get by. But ordinary citizens were at best a distant concern of the powerful men who ran the city and who used Prigozhin’s pricey eatery as a place to display their wealth, burnish their reputations, and jockey for power.


Sobchak lost his bid for reelection, but the power transition in St. Petersburg opened doors for Putin, who arrived in Moscow as a clearly rising star in 1996 when he went to work for Yeltsin at the Presidential Property Management Department. If Prigozhin felt the loss of one of his highest-profile patrons of the Old Customs House, he did not say so publicly. Getting by was not a problem; Prigozhin had already cultivated ties with Sobchak’s campaign rival, Vladimir Yakovlev, who assumed the role of regional governor for St. Petersburg after winning the election. The restaurant profits were so sizable that even as Putin prepared to decamp for the Russian capital, Prigozhin opened another popular eating establishment, Na Zdrovye! Two others—Russky Kitsch and 7:40, a kosher restaurant—soon also joined the lineup.


A year later, Putin moved up in rank again when Yeltsin appointed him deputy chief of the presidential staff. The post became the springboard for his move to the KGB’s successor agency, the Federal Security Service (FSB), and eventually to national political prominence. But Putin’s heart never really left St. Petersburg, and as his influence grew, so did Prigozhin’s ventures. Their ascent was a sign of things to come—a new era where the lines between state power and personal gain would blur even further, reshaping the future of Russia.
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