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  A FUNERAL IN LONDON




  The afternoon was tinged with the unreal. Riding the Underground to London’s Highgate Cemetery, I caught myself reliving Russian funerals from my past. Andrei

  Sakharov’s emotional leave-taking in 1989, when weeping thousands lined the streets of Moscow; the murdered Russian mafiosnik whose burial party I saw decimated by a graveside bomb . .

  . severed limbs on the cemetery path, a shin and foot in the branches of a tree, the foot still sheathed in one expensive loafer.




  I shook myself. This was December 2006; north London on a drizzly Thursday. What could the funeral of an exiled former KGB man offer that I hadn’t seen before? Highgate Cemetery was

  drenched in dark December rain. The funeral procession straggled through the puddles of a tree-lined avenue, an outsized coffin perched precariously on the shoulders of eleven ill-matched

  pallbearers. So here he was. Encased in lead, wrapped in oak, adorned with gleaming brass. More resplendent in death than ever he was in life, here was Sasha Litvinenko, the boy from the deep

  Russian provinces who rose through the ranks of the world’s most feared security service; the man who alleged murder and corruption in the Russian government, fled from the wrath of the

  Kremlin, came to London and took the shilling of Moscow’s avowed enemy. Now he was a martyr, condemned by foes unknown to an agonizing death in a hospital bed many miles from home; now he

  would lie in foreign soil, in an airtight casket to preserve his body for a thousand years. A hundred yards away, the grey granite statue of Karl Marx rose above the grave of the father of world

  revolution.








  Sasha’s coffin was heavy; Boris Berezovsky couldn’t hide his relief as the weight was lifted from his back. In the greenery and the fresh air Berezovsky seemed

  somehow diminished, subdued, not his usual combative self. It came to me that all the times I had met Berezovsky it was always inside, away from the light – under the fluorescent strips of

  his claustrophobic Down Street office or at the shielded corner table of the Al Hamra restaurant with his bodyguards surrounding us, watching all the doors at once.




  Now there was something odd. Why was Berezovsky not exploiting the moment? Ever since I had known him, he had seized every opportunity to blacken the hated name of Vladimir Putin. In the late

  1990s Berezovsky had been Russia’s richest and most powerful man. He had established such a financial and political stranglehold over the weak Boris Yeltsin that he had virtually run the

  country. But Putin had dethroned him, stripped him of his power and much of his wealth. In a boiling fury Berezovsky had fled to London and appeared to have devoted his life to an obsessive quest

  for revenge. Sasha Litvinenko was Berezovsky’s lieutenant in a bitter propaganda campaign against Putin and his regime. But now, as the world reviled Putin as the hidden hand behind

  Sasha’s murder, Berezovsky was retreating into his shell. I wondered what he had on his mind as he watched the coffin poised over the open grave. Why did the leader and financier of the

  anti-Kremlin opposition seem so preoccupied?




  Sasha’s father, Walter Litvinenko, was talking, his face etched with the uncomprehending pain of an old man contemplating the brutal death of a son. As he spoke, his pain turned to anger.

  ‘My son was killed,’ he said. ‘Killed by those who had every reason to fear what he knew. To fear the truth he told. They wanted to silence him in the cruellest

  fashion.’




  There was nothing suspect about Walter Litvinenko’s grief. His was a human personal tragedy. But what of the men he blamed for it? What about Putin, the president who gave his security

  services the legal right to assassinate political enemies on Russian soil or abroad? What about Sasha’s former colleagues in the KGB – now renamed the Federal Security Service or FSB?

  As the mourners filed past, I picked out some unknown faces among the familiar crowd of exiled oligarchs and their acolytes – one unknown man in a leather jacket, another smoking a cigarette

  despite the solemnity of the occasion. Who were they? Sasha’s friends from far away? Kremlin envoys sent to gather intelligence on its enemies abroad?




  Akhmed Zakayev, a powerful member of the Berezovsky camp with sad southern eyes in a face etched by the grief of his nation, nodded to a man with a beard and Islamic skullcap. The imam intoned a

  Muslim prayer and Zakayev made the ritual motion of washing his face with both hands. Another odd moment this, in an increasingly puzzling day. I had first met Akhmed Zakayev in 2003, when he was

  campaigning to avoid extradition from Britain to Russia. As Chechen foreign minister, he had angered the Kremlin by wooing the foreign media with tales of Russian atrocities in his homeland; Putin

  in return accused him of terrorist crimes. A PR campaign led by Tim Bell and Vanessa Redgrave swayed the British press and – just as it had done with Zakayev’s protector Berezovsky

  – the High Court rejected the extradition request. Zakayev got the right to stay in Britain, in a London that disaffected Russians have made the headquarters of anti-Putin opposition.




  He and Berezovsky persuaded Sasha Litvinenko to settle in London with them. They found him a house next door to Zakayev, gave publicity to his accusations of FSB villainy and offered him

  protection – how ironic that now seemed – against the avenging agents of his enemies. In return, Litvinenko told the world that President Putin had plotted to murder Berezovsky; that

  Putin had conspired with the FSB to blow up Moscow apartment blocks and blame the attacks on Chechen separatists to justify the second invasion of Chechnya. Over time, Sasha’s allegations had

  grown increasingly outrageous, including claims that Putin had regular sexual relations with young boys – all, in retrospect, potential motives for a murder.




  Litvinenko’s former wife, his widow and three orphans stood in silence as the Muslim prayers droned on. His widow, Marina, still living in the suburban London house Berezovsky had bought

  for them, was unhappy with the Islamic element. She disputed the account of Sasha’s alleged deathbed conversion and had wanted a non-denominational service. But families must come second to

  the demands of the political struggle, and Marina kept quiet. What were her feelings as she walked over to embrace Zakayev after the service? Was she acknowledging that her husband’s life and

  tortured death had been a necessary sacrifice, a martyrdom in the covert war between the Kremlin and its political opponents?




  It is a war that has blown hot and cold since hostilities were declared in 2000 and has pitted some of Russia’s strongest, richest men against the most powerful president since Josef

  Stalin. But a war it most certainly is; a war in which each side accuses the other of the darkest acts, where claims and counter claims are made, sometimes without the slightest basis in fact, and

  the hand of Putin or Berezovsky is seen behind every evil.




  





  2




  EMISSARIES FROM RUSSIA




  It was hard to imagine that five weeks earlier, at the beginning of November, the world had never heard of Alexander Litvinenko, or Sasha as he was known to his friends. As an

  old Russia hand and an habitué of Russian exile circles in London, I knew who he was and that he was closely associated with the kingpin of the exiles, Boris Berezovsky. I had had dealings

  with Berezovsky over the years.




  Sasha Litvinenko was both a complex and a very simple man. Those who knew him well speak unfailingly of his naivety and an unrelenting stubbornness which made many regard him as an obsessive.

  His widow Marina describes him as boyish and emotional, but she says he had ruthlessness in him too. He was no angel. Even his closest friends say he probably had the blood of more than one victim

  on his hands. But they were victims he dispatched while carrying out his duty. And duty was important to Litvinenko; his constant refrain to those who would listen was that he had always behaved

  loyally and honestly. He spent his youth and most of his adult career being loyal to the authorities in his country, whoever they were: first to the communists, then to Boris Yeltsin’s

  reformers, and then to the hardline autocracy imposed by Vladimir Putin, Sasha’s former boss at the FSB. But in the course of a few turbulent weeks in 1998 he was transformed from a Putin

  ultra-loyalist to an acrimonious, diehard foe. As we will discover, Litvinenko challenged Vladimir Putin in the most bizarre circumstances; Putin rebuffed him, and Sasha felt slighted. His hurt

  – and his obsessive nature – meant he would not sue for peace, even when his comrades in arms were doing so. He threw in his lot with the Kremlin’s public enemy number one, Boris

  Berezovsky. When Berezovsky fled to England in 2000, he fled with him. Since then Litvinenko had been venting his bile on Putin, hurling ever more outrageous accusations and insults at the man he

  used to speak of as his own role model, the man he once idolized with an intensity bordering on love. From London he had directed increasingly bitter polemics at his former colleagues in the FSB.

  He had become involved in murky business dealings, with dark suggestions of blackmail plots. And he had exasperated and finally fallen out with Berezovsky himself. Many had a motive for murder. In

  the end, someone’s patience snapped.




  The aim of this book is to discover who that someone was. Who had the motive, and the means, to carry out a murder that was for all intents and purposes the world’s first act of

  international nuclear terrorism? This account will examine the movements and actions of a key group of players, both friends and suspects. It will weigh, and ultimately pronounce on, their guilt or

  their innocence. And it will look beyond the hired hands and killers to those who gave the orders. The truth behind the Litvinenko story lies in the dubious and colourful past of the man himself,

  the battles he fought and the enemies he made; it lies in the years of social and political upheaval which have shaped today’s Russia and brought the current regime to power; it lies in the

  murky economic and business conflicts, the vested interests and the corruption of the body politic, which have divided a great nation into warring camps. All this has forced men like Sasha

  Litvinenko to take sides in a confrontation where they are the expendable pawns of ruthless masters. When pawns threaten – or when they lose their usefulness – they can easily be

  sacrificed . . .
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  Back on 1 November 2006 neither I nor anyone except a small, secretive group of conspirators had any idea that the fate of this fugitive from the Russian secret services was

  about to change the face of international politics and strain relations between Russia and the West.




  That evening, I was invited to the Emirates soccer stadium in north London to see the London team Arsenal play the Russian champions CSKA Moscow. It was an important game, with both sides

  seeking a victory that would guarantee their safe passage to the knockout stages of the prestigious and lucrative European Champions League. Two weeks earlier, Arsenal had lost 1–0 in Moscow

  and they were out for revenge. Other people in the crowd that evening may have had revenge on their minds too. Within weeks, some of them were to become the focus of attention in one of the most

  spectacular murder inquiries the world of international espionage has ever witnessed.




  The new 60,000-seat stadium was filling up with expectant Arsenal fans in red and white shirts and scarves, their chants rolling noisily round the banks of spectators. In one corner of the

  ground, less garishly clad and very much quieter, a small throng of visiting Russian supporters struggled to make their voices heard. In the Soviet era there had been no tradition of fans chanting

  or singing at Russian soccer matches; the stadiums were largely quiet and respectful.




  The CSKA fans there that night belonged to the small minority of Russians who had the financial means to pay for a trip to London. Some came for the soccer; some for the bright lights and

  shopping; some perhaps for less innocent purposes.




  Dmitry Kovtun, a burly, rather handsome man in his early forties, had flown into London that morning from Hamburg on the 6.40 a.m. Germanwings flight, a low-cost subsidiary of the German airline

  Lufthansa, but there was nothing low-cost about his accommodation plans. Kovtun travelled from London’s Gatwick Airport directly to the swanky Mayfair district in the city centre and checked

  in at the Millennium Hotel, where rooms start at £170 ($330) plus tax. The Millennium Mayfair is a converted eighteenth-century mansion on the same leafy square as the US embassy, not far

  from Hyde Park. In the light of the events that were to unfold that day, the leaflet Dmitry Kovtun picked up from the check-in desk, describing the hotel as a ‘welcoming, peaceful haven in

  the heart of London’, now has an air of some poignancy about it.




  Waiting for him at the hotel on the morning of 1 November was an old friend and colleague, Andrei Lugovoy. With the same muscular build and close-cropped grey hair as Kovtun, Lugovoy wore a look

  of professional wariness, his eyes sharp and mistrustful, darting constantly to and fro. He had flown to London from Moscow the previous evening, with his wife, two daughters and young son in tow,

  but he immediately told his wife he would be tied up with business matters for the whole of the day – she should occupy herself with the shops of Oxford Street and the galleries of nearby

  Bond Street. Kovtun, recently estranged from his German wife of eleven years, had no such problems.




  The two men’s greeting in the hotel foyer that morning was a brief, manly hug in the Russian manner. They seemed to understand each other almost instinctively, an easy sense of partnership

  and common purpose built on the experience of many years working together in frequently hazardous situations. They had known one another since childhood days; they had grown up in the same

  neighbourhood, in the same apartment block, and trained together at the elite Soviet Military Command Academy in Moscow in the mid-1980s. Kovtun and Lugovoy came from military backgrounds –

  their grandfathers had distinguished war records; their fathers served together in the Defence Ministry – so as teenagers in 1983 they had had little trouble getting into the academy. Its

  students were regarded as the chosen few, marked out for powerful careers and nicknamed the ‘Kremlin cadets’. Both had excelled at their studies and training. When scouts from the

  security services came to the academy looking for promising recruits, Kovtun and Lugovoy were selected. Kovtun graduated in 1986, Lugovoy in 1987, and both went straight into the Kremlin Regiment

  of the KGB’s Ninth Directorate, charged with the protection of senior state officials in the government and party.




  There was a third soccer fan at breakfast at the Millennium Hotel that November morning. His name was Vyacheslav Sokolenko, in his late thirties, three years younger than the other two, but also

  a graduate of the Moscow military academy and acquainted with Kovtun and Lugovoy for many years. Like them, he too had joined the KGB’s Ninth Directorate and the three had served together

  until they all officially left the service in 1996. Afterwards, like so many former KGB agents, they had gone into the security business.




  For three men looking forward to a night out at a big sporting event, the talk over the fried eggs, sausages and black tea was surprisingly restrained. Although the hotel staff serving breakfast

  in the plush, white-napkinned dining room were unable to make out the subject of the low, almost whispered Russian conversation, it is now clear that it centred largely on another Russian man who

  had been living in the British capital for exactly six years and whom Lugovoy – although not Kovtun and Sokolenko – had known for at least a decade. The man in question was Alexander

  Litvinenko.
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  THE INVESTIGATION BUSINESS




  Because forensic examinations later determined that Alexander Litvinenko was almost certainly poisoned some time on 1 November 2006, the movements and actions of several people

  on that day became of considerable interest to the British police investigating his death. At one of the meetings he had that Wednesday, someone persuaded Litvinenko to eat or drink a quantity of

  polonium many times the amount required to kill him. To understand how he died I set out to retrace his steps, and from sources close to the events in question I have constructed a detailed picture

  of who did what and who went where. The names of Boris Berezovsky and a mysterious Italian wheeler-dealer, Mario Scaramella, will figure prominently, together with those Russians already named, and

  there is at times some conflict between the various versions of events. Some of the discrepancies may be the result of deliberate misinformation by some of the parties involved, and resolving them

  is crucial for the establishment of guilt and innocence in the crime that was committed.




  According to Lugovoy, shortly after breakfast at the Millennium Hotel he had a conversation on his Moscow-registered mobile phone with Litvinenko. He says he cannot recall who phoned whom, or

  whether Litvinenko was speaking from home or on his mobile. He is clear, though, about the subject of their conversation: Litvinenko, he says, had contacted him several months earlier and suggested

  he and Kovtun might like to join him in a business venture.




  Today, Lugovoy is coy about revealing too many details, but he says Litvinenko was involved in providing information and services to several British companies interested in investing in Russia.

  He will not name any of the companies, but he says at least two of them were ‘well known, serious and respected’. When pressed, he will say only that their headquarters are located

  within walking distance of the Oxford Circus area of central London and adds rather dramatically, ‘If I were to tell you their names, it would cause a sensation.’




  Even allowing for the hyperbole, it is clear that Kovtun and Lugovoy do have extensive experience in the investigation business. Lugovoy describes himself as a security expert, and Kovtun says

  he is a business consultant. It seems plausible, therefore, that Litvinenko’s interest in talking to the two men arose from his own activities providing information about market conditions in

  Russia – and about specific Russian companies – to Western firms.




  Kovtun acknowledges that he is involved in such investigations, but he is reticent about revealing his other business affairs. It is known that Lugovoy is a partner in the Pershin drinks factory

  in the city of Ryazan, 120 miles south-east of Moscow, which produces mead, wine and kvas, a traditional Russian brew made from fermented bread. The Pershin factory, however, has attracted

  no attention from Western investors. What might be of more interest to them is the expertise of two former members of the KGB (and its successor organization, the FSB) in discreetly investigating

  the affairs of major Russian firms they are thinking of financing or buying. It is a widely accepted practice for large companies to employ investigation agencies to research their investment

  targets, and Litvinenko seems to have been acting as a go-between in this capacity. In Russia, where corruption and hidden criminality pervade the business world, the need for thorough

  investigation is all the more important.




  As Litvinenko is now dead and his widow professes herself completely ignorant of his business dealings there is no one to challenge Lugovoy’s version of the phone conversation that took

  place after breakfast that day. It may therefore be true that Litvinenko had been the instigator of the contacts with Lugovoy and Kovtun and that he was indeed seeking their help in digging the

  dirt on some Russian businesses.




  It may equally be the case that contact had been instigated by Lugovoy and Kovtun, for an entirely different purpose.




  What is clear is that as a result of their telephone conversation the three men agreed to meet later that day. According to Lugovoy, it was Litvinenko who was pushing the meeting, while Lugovoy

  and Kovtun were reluctant, citing a busy schedule of sightseeing, meals and some serious drinking before and after the evening game between Arsenal and their team, CSKA Moscow. Lugovoy is quite

  insistent they were not the ones who wanted the meeting and that Litvinenko told him during the phone call that he ‘must see us today because he needed to tell us something’. Lugovoy

  says he replied, ‘OK. But it can’t be for long and it will have to be here at the hotel.’ They agreed to meet at 4.30 p.m.
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  AN ANNIVERSARY OF THE PAST




  Sasha had begun that cold, bright Wednesday morning in a mood of celebration. It was a special day for him and for his wife: it was six years ago to the day, on 1 November

  2000, that they had arrived in England with their young son Anatoly. For most of that time they had been living comfortably – and mainly happily – in a spacious modern house in the

  respectable London suburb of Muswell Hill, the house that their patron, Boris Berezovsky, had bought for them. Sasha embraced Marina and congratulated her on the anniversary, but Marina could see

  his thoughts were elsewhere; he had that intense, excited look about him . . . buoyed up by some new project for the day that he, as usual, had told her nothing about. She could sense he had

  something on his mind, some meeting to go to or some new information to share with the world. But that was the way Sasha was: not nervous exactly, but always bubbling with nervous energy.




  He was what the Russians call an entuziast – a man with a mission in life, with the physical energy to carry it out and the mental determination to see it through. Not an obsessive,

  she would later say, but not far from it. Marina read his articles attacking Vladimir Putin and the Kremlin regime; she worried that they had been growing more and more extreme, more and more

  provocative. She had asked him if it was really a good idea to be saying such things, but she didn’t stop him. She knew her husband; she knew that when he had the bit between his teeth he

  would never let go. He would say, ‘Yes, of course there is a danger. But I cannot act in any other way.’ Marina feared for the family, but she supported Sasha’s stand against the

  injustices he told her existed in Putin’s Russia. ‘When Sasha showed me his articles,’ she would say, ‘it didn’t frighten me. I completely agreed with everything he

  said. Sometimes his articles were emotional. Sasha was very emotional.’




  That Wednesday morning, Marina was hoping for a day free from the politics of fear and hatred. They always made the anniversary of their escape from Russia an occasion, enjoying a special meal

  together to reflect on their former life and the years since they had fled from it. Marina told Sasha she would be preparing his favourite chicken dish for when he came home that evening. Sasha was

  in a rush – but when was he not in a rush? He told Marina how much he was looking forward to their evening together, kissed her again and asked if she would drive him to the Tube station; he

  never drove in England – he’d never got round to converting his little red Russian licence into a British one. But Marina told him she needed to go to the food shops and had to buy a

  birthday present for a friend of Anatoly, so would he mind walking to the bus stop instead? Sasha cheerfully agreed; it was a dry, crisp morning that reminded him of early winter in Moscow. He

  wrapped a scarf round his neck. Marina watched him through the window as he ran down the street towards Muswell Hill Broadway to catch the number 134 bus into London . . . just like a little boy,

  she thought to herself, in a hurry to play with his friends.




  With the whirlwind that was Sasha safely packed off to his meetings and with Anatoly safely at school, Marina was looking forward to a few minutes at home before going out to the shops. Perhaps

  it was the anniversary that made her glance at the photos on the living-room wall: the picture of the two of them on their wedding day, looking so young and so in love; Sasha in his white shirt and

  new suit, and that tie she had bought him in the TsUM department store just near the Bolshoi. How handsome he looked as he gazed seriously and tenderly at his new bride. And there she was with that

  brushed-forward perm so fashionable in those days . . . She unconsciously raised her hand to feel the short spiky hair she favoured now, dyed blond to complement her striking blue eyes, making her

  look younger than her forty-four years. In the photo Marina was placing the wedding ring on her new husband’s finger, cementing the union that would last until death would part them. The year

  was 1994 and they were thirty-two years old.
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  Both Marina and Alexander had been married before – he had two children from his first wife – but in the early years after their wedding they used to say they were

  like two teenagers together, always talking about the future, about the children they would have and the plans they would make. She had quickly fallen pregnant with Anatoly and the baby’s

  birth brought Sasha great joy. He was always saying to her, ‘Let’s have another one, shall we?’ Marina laughed when she thought about his bursts of enthusiasm. But he was a

  genuinely good husband to her, serious and loving; he never drank, unlike most Russian men, and he never beat her. He didn’t smoke either, and he kept himself in peak physical condition. He

  told her he needed to stay fit for his job; in his line of business you never knew when you might need all the strength you are capable of. Litvinenko didn’t tell Marina much about his line

  of business. Even before they married, she knew he was attached to the FSB, and she learned not to ask questions.




  They had met at her thirty-first birthday party and she always said Sasha had been her very special present. At the time she was a dance teacher, slim, fit and attractive, and he was the rather

  mysterious friend of a friend. She knew he had been born in Voronezh and spent his early years in Nalchik, a pretty spa town in the mountainous Caucasus region of southern Russia, but his father,

  Walter, was a military man and the family had moved frequently to follow his postings. When Sasha was called up for military service, his family’s connections got him posted to an officer

  training school – where he excelled – and after graduating he was posted to the elite Dzerzhinsky Division outside Moscow. He later told friends he’d had no idea the division was

  under the command of the KGB, although the fact that it bore the name of that organization’s founder, Feliks Dzerzhinsky, may have been something of a clue. It was perhaps an early indication

  of a certain naivety that clung to Sasha throughout his life.




  While serving in the army, he was temporarily attached to a counter-intelligence unit tasked with tracing the hundreds of thousands of illegal weapons that were causing havoc across the Soviet

  Union. Most of these had gone missing from Red Army stores, either stolen or sold by impoverished troops looking for a quick rouble. The buyers included criminal gangs, but many of the weapons were

  in the hands of ad hoc guerrilla armies fighting in the myriad ethnic conflicts of those years. Mikhail Gorbachev’s loosening of the reins had unleashed age-old ethnic hatreds that had

  previously been kept in check by the heavy hand of Moscow. In places like Armenia, Azerbaijan, Nagorno Karabakh, Abkhazia and Ossetia, purloined Red Army bullets and bombs were fuelling

  increasingly bloody fighting and undermining the authority of the Kremlin. Litvinenko showed himself to be talented and able in the operations run by the unit, locating and seizing stolen weapons

  and breaking up rackets run by quartermasters and conscripts selling arms in huge quantities. He was given further work tracking weapons that had been sold onto the black market, including

  operations to electronically tag guns and trace their progress through the criminal groups that controlled the trade. It was Sasha’s first encounter with the battle against organized crime

  and his record of success brought him a tangible reward: in 1988 he was invited to join the KGB’s counter-intelligence service on a permanent basis. The KGB was starting to take him seriously

  and his career prospects were looking promising.




  Shortly after marrying Marina, Sasha was sent to Chechnya. In 1995 Marina had baby Anatoly to look after and her husband had been sent to war. He was thirty-three and an officer in the

  KGB’s special forces, the Osobysty as they were popularly known, with a conscious echo of Hitler’s special forces, the SS. How could naive, idealistic Sasha be involved in that

  sort of thing? How could he be fighting the most terrible terrorists and killers the world had ever known? Russian television was making it clear to the viewing public that the Chechens were hardly

  human, citing the terrible cruelty and violence they inflicted on Russian civilians and soldiers. Marina sat at home in the apartment that was too big and too quiet without Sasha; she watched the

  TV news bulletins and feared for her husband’s life.




  When she heard from him, Sasha was reassuring. His phone calls were enthusiastic even. He said it was his duty to fight this war, to combat the enemy that threatened his homeland. The cause was

  just and he and his comrades were proud of what they were doing. When he had transferred from the army in 1988 the organization he joined was still the KGB; after the collapse of the Soviet Union

  in 1991 it had become the FSK; now it was the FSB. Whatever the initials, Sasha Litvinenko knew the security forces were doing honourable, vital work combating terror and keeping Russia safe.




  In January 1996 his unit was moved up to the Chechen border close to the neighbouring republic of Dagestan. Chechen separatist guerrillas had been seizing hostages and threatening to massacre

  them unless Moscow withdrew from their country. Some of the terrorists – bandity as the Russians universally called them – had taken refuge in the town of Pervomaiskoe, just over

  the border in Dagestan. They had 120 hostages with them. Sasha sensed something big was about to happen. Along with his own FSB unit, there were troops from all parts of the Russian army:

  conscripts – kontraktniki, the enlisted men – police units and Interior Ministry troops, the OMON. The Russians surrounded Pervomaiskoe and besieged it for three days. Repeated

  attempts to storm the village were repulsed and sporadic negotiations with the Chechen fighters were leading nowhere. On the fourth day, Interior Minister Anatoly Kulikov and FSB Director Mikhail

  Barsukov were reported to have declared that the rebels had murdered all the hostages and to have ordered troops to open fire on the village with multiple rocket launchers. When they did so,

  Litvinenko and his colleagues realized immediately that, far from being dead, the hostages were very much alive and screaming to the Russians to stop the bombardment. Hundreds of Chechens and

  Dagestanis died under the Russian shells, including civilians and hostages. On the eighth day of the siege Litvinenko was with the Russian forces as they finally entered the village; it was

  littered with corpses and reduced to little more than rubble. The Dagestani authorities, who had previously been loyal to Moscow or at least neutral in the conflict, were outraged that Russian

  troops had wantonly destroyed one of their towns. The battle marked a small turning point in the attitude of the Russian public, who had hitherto been solidly behind the war.




  It was, Sasha later claimed, a turning point for him too.




  When he came back from Pervomaiskoe, he told friends he had been charged with transporting and interrogating a group of captured Chechen fighters, many of them injured from the battle. The

  fighters turned out to be young boys, all aged sixteen or seventeen. While questioning one of them, Litvinenko asked why he had joined the guerrillas at such a young age and the boy told him,

  ‘I am not alone; the whole of my class enlisted straight after we graduated from school. We just knew we had to do it . . . for our country.’ Sasha told his friends that this was the

  moment which changed his mind about the war forever. The Litvinenkos were a military family and Sasha remembered the pride he had felt when his grandfather, a former fighter pilot, recounted tales

  of the same thing happening in Russia, of whole school classes joining up to fight the invading Germans in 1941. That was when he realized, he would say, that Russia wasn’t fighting just some

  gangs, some bandity – it was fighting the whole Chechen population. ‘After that,’ he said, ‘I knew it was completely useless. Our work was useless. And our cause was

  useless.’




  Sasha’s moving account of his activities in Chechnya and the epiphany he experienced there were later contradicted by some rather less savoury tales of his conduct. Stories were to

  circulate that Litvinenko had tortured Chechen prisoners in his charge and that at least one had died at his hands. He denounced the accusations as smears by his enemies, and no official complaint

  was made against him. Indeed, Akhmed Zakayev, who was then a leading figure in Chechnya’s military command and fighting against Sasha and his comrades, never reproached him about his conduct

  there. Exiled to London and occupying the house alongside Litvinenko’s in the years before Sasha’s death, Zakayev led the Islamic prayers that wet December afternoon in Highgate

  Cemetery . . . two former adversaries united in friendship by a sea change in Sasha’s political views that grew ever stronger after that day in Chechnya. Those views led him to his eventual

  obsessive hatred of the Kremlin, the FSB and the Russian state.
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  TRUST AND SECURITY




  As Sasha Litvinenko kissed Marina and ran off to catch his bus on the morning of 1 November 2006 his thoughts turned quickly from anniversary dinners to more pressing concerns.

  After his brief telephone conversation with Andrei Lugovoy, he had been working on his strategy for their meeting and for the subsequent discussions he was planning. Litvinenko was pleased at the

  way things were going. He was in the process of concluding some business with the two visiting Russians, contracts that were potentially lucrative for all three of them. A few weeks earlier

  Litvinenko had taken Lugovoy to a meeting with an established British intelligence and security firm that was looking to provide its services to British and multinational companies operating in

  Russia. The name of the security firm was Erinys and their headquarters at 25 Grosvenor Street were virtually next door to the Millennium Hotel on Grosvenor Square. According to Lugovoy, he and

  Litvinenko had been in discussion with the firm on ‘two or three occasions’ over the preceding twelve months. Kovtun had been brought into the negotiations and all three of them had

  visited Erinys and another security firm by the name of Titon International, at the same address on Grosvenor Street, on 16 October. Kovtun says Litvinenko introduced them as consultants who could

  carry out security and intelligence-gathering operations for British companies in Russia, and that Litvinenko would take 20 per cent of their fee for doing so. It was a strictly business

  arrangement and, if it had worked out, they were planning to ‘hand over the 20 per cent and say goodbye’. According to Lugovoy, Litvinenko’s ‘allowances’ – the

  money he was paid by Boris Berezovsky – had been cut by two thirds to just £1,500 ($2,900) a month; he was in acute financial difficulties and ‘very interested in

  money’.




  Erinys describes itself as ‘a British security company with an unparalleled reputation for delivering professional services under the most demanding of conditions to a client base

  representative of the world’s leading corporations, and governments . . . With global experience in nationwide security projects, personal protection, training and site security, the Company

  has unique operational expertise in the petroleum, construction and mineral extraction industries.’ The business was founded in 2002 by a South African apartheid-era official and a former

  British Guards officer with ties to the Iraqi politician Ahmed Chalabi, one of the sources of the pre-2003 claims that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction. These connections helped Erinys

  win a lucrative contract to guard Iraqi oil pipelines after the US–British occupation.




  While neither Lugovoy nor Kovtun will say what sort of contract Erinys was discussing with them in the weeks before Litvinenko’s death, Erinys has confirmed that it was at the time

  expanding its expertise in protecting oil and gas companies operating in ‘difficult and unstable parts of the world’. Seen in this context, it is not difficult to understand

  Kovtun’s assertion that naming the companies he and his partner were being asked to protect in Russia would ‘create a sensation’.




  Litvinenko’s journey into London that morning was frustratingly slow. Traffic through the busy Archway and Camden Town bottlenecks was reduced to little more than a crawl. All the time he

  was turning over in his mind the risks and rewards of working with Lugovoy and Kovtun. Despite his natural naivety and enthusiasm, his KGB training had taught him to be cautious when it came to

  trusting people – in exile he knew he had to suspect everyone – but he had a positive feeling about these two guys. Like him, they were experienced FSB officers and they had a good

  knowledge of Russian security and intelligence matters. He had met Kovtun only two weeks earlier, but Sasha and Lugovoy had known each other in Moscow in 1996, although they had not been close. By

  coincidence, both of them had become inextricably connected with Boris Berezovsky, who in the mid to late 1990s was one of the most powerful men in Russia, the éminence grise behind

  the faltering presidency of Boris Yeltsin. After leaving the FSB in 1996, Lugovoy became head of security for Berezovsky’s national television channel, ORT, and Litvinenko was thrown into

  friendship with Berezovsky by a series of dramatic, barely credible events that effectively set the course for the rest of his short life.




  By the time the bus pulled into Tottenham Court Road in central London, Litvinenko had mulled over the past and decided he could trust Lugovoy and Kovtun implicitly.
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  THE ITALIAN JOB




  But Sasha had another meeting to go to before seeing his Russian visitors. Another soccer fan was in London on 1 November 2006, although he appeared to have no interest

  whatsoever in the Arsenal– CSKA Moscow game. As a self-proclaimed friend and confidant of the billionaire former Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi, Mario Scaramella was a confirmed

  supporter of the club Berlusconi runs as his own plaything, AC Milan. But if the Arsenal match held no attractions for him, Scaramella nonetheless had a very clear reason for being in London: he

  had come to see Alexander Litvinenko and bring him an urgent warning about an imminent threat to his life.




  Mario Scaramella is an ambiguous figure in the events surrounding the Litvinenko murder. Like much of what he claimed about himself, his story of connections with Silvio Berlusconi was a tissue

  of lies and inventions. At other times he has claimed to be a professor at Naples University, which says it has never heard of him, and an international expert on the world of espionage when he in

  fact applied twice to join the Italian secret service and was twice turned down. Two months after his trip to London he was arrested in Italy on the unrelated charge of slander and was being

  investigaged in relation to arms trafficking.




  What can be said for certain about the events of 1 November is that Scaramella met Litvinenko at a London sushi bar and handed him a document. Because Scaramella was later thought to have shown

  traces of radiation poisoning, two theories immediately began to circulate: that he was the poisoner or that he was the collateral victim of a poisoning carried out by others. This is why the

  sequence of Litvinenko’s meetings with Lugovy and Kovtun and with Scaramella would later become of paramount importance to the police inquiry.




  In his account of their encounter that day Scaramella says that they met in Piccadilly Circus shortly after 3 p.m. and kissed each other three times on the cheek, an Italian greeting they

  adopted when they first met and continued with now even though relations between them had become somewhat less cordial. Then they walked to the nearby Itsu sushi bar for the meeting that was to

  raise so many questions in the subsequent police investigations. It was midafternoon and Sasha was hungry. He knew Marina would have a big meal for him when he got home, though, so he confined

  himself to the miso soup and some sushi.




  Scaramella had been known to Alexander Litvinenko for some time. The two men had corresponded because Scaramella was a consultant to the Mitrokhin Commission, an investigating body set up by the

  Italian parliament on the orders of Silvio Berlusconi in 2001. Scaramella had obtained information about KGB and FSB activities from Litvinenko and fed it to the Italian parliamentary

  investigation, describing his informant as an unnamed but verifiable source. The avowed purpose of the Mitrokhin Commission was to examine and uncover the activities of Soviet and post-Soviet

  Russian spies in Italy. In fact, police phone taps are later said to have suggested that it was covertly being used by members of Berlusconi’s Forza Italia party to try to smear his political

  opponents. In particular, Scaramella was interested in Litvinenko’s alleged belief that Romano Prodi – Berlusconi’s adversary, who was later to defeat him to become prime minister

  of Italy – was a KGB agent. It was a remarkable allegation, and even the usually forthcoming Litvinenko was a little reluctant to give it his full backing, but it was later to serve as

  another of the myriad suggested motives for his assassination.




  Litvinenko had also put Scaramella in contact with other former Soviet agents, including Yevgeny Limarev, to whom Litvinenko had been introduced by Berezovsky in 2001. The son of a prominent KGB

  officer, Limarev had left Russia two years earlier after a career that he says provided him with good links to the hard-line forces – known as the siloviki – now active in the

  government of President Putin. He settled in the mountainous Haute Savoie region of France and has subsequently offered his services as a consultant on ex-USSR politics and security, advertising on

  his own website and employing a press agent. Limarev claims to have maintained his contacts within the FSB, and over a period of months he provided Scaramella with information about Russia’s

  secret services to be submitted to the Italian commission.




  In October 2006 Scaramella received an email from Limarev warning about a new FSB plot to target enemies of Russia abroad. It said that Russian intelligence circles were ‘speaking more and

  more about the necessity to use force’ against several prominent critics of the Kremlin. Among those named in the document were Boris Berezovsky; Vladimir Bukovsky, the distinguished

  dissident who spent years in Soviet jails and now lives in Cambridge, England; Paolo Guzzanti, the chairman of the Mitrokhin Commission; and – most worryingly for him – Scaramella and

  Litvinenko themselves.




  Scaramella had been due to meet Litvinenko on 10 November, but when he received the emailed warning insisted on bringing the meeting forward. He flew to London and told Litvinenko he needed to

  see him urgently.




  The Piccadilly branch of Itsu, one of a chain with franchises throughout London, is small and modern, set behind a glass facade in an imposing Victorian building. Food and drink are partly

  served by waiting staff and partly selected by customers from a moving display. That afternoon the two men sat in the restaurant’s lower room, where Scaramella drank mineral water and

  Litvinenko bought his sushi and miso soup, which he chose himself from the conveyor belt of dishes.




  For Scaramella to have poisoned Litvinenko he would have had to find a way to contaminate this food, and that is what Sasha initially believed had happened to him. It would not have been easy to

  do this at Itsu because of the conveyor-belt system and the impossibility of knowing in advance which dish Litvinenko would choose. But the possibility remained that Scaramella had found a way to

  distract Sasha and administer the polonium while his attention was diverted or his back was turned.




  Their meeting lasted for a little over half an hour. Scaramella produced the three pages of documents he had brought with him and gave Litvinenko copies to keep. The emails were from Limarev but

  quoted information he had himself received from one of his unnamed sources in Moscow. They detailed the charges the FSB was making against those named on the alleged hit list: that they were

  involved in efforts to blacken the name of the FSB; that they were close associates of the ‘number one enemy of Russia . . . Boris Berezovsky’; and that the Mitrokhin Commission was a

  provocative anti-Russian act. As always, the name of Berezovsky plays a central role in the fulminations of Vladimir Putin’s Kremlin and it is due to contact with him that Litvinenko’s

  name is included in the hit list.




  This email contained a specific warning that the powerful association of fanatically loyal ex-KGB and ex-FSB officers known as Dignity and Honour was planning actions against Scaramella and

  Guzzanti. Two Russian agents were named as key figures in the impending operation: Valentin Velichko, the former KGB general who is president of Dignity and Honour, and forty-six-year-old Igor

  Vlasov, an alleged agent of the spetsnaz special forces, who was – claimed the email – already conducting reconnaissance missions on the intended targets. The name of Viktor

  Shebalin also appeared on the document, a name that will figure large in Litvinenko’s story.




  Scaramella’s information was second hand and his descriptions of the assassin Litvinenko should be on his guard against (‘black hair with slim build; walking with a slight limp but

  an expert in judo, with a good mastery of English and Portuguese’) smacked a little of the stage villain. Litvinenko in any event was not impressed and evidently suspected the whole thing was

  another Kremlin attempt to scare its critics abroad. Scaramella claimed later that Sasha had laughed off the warning as incredible and ‘more like a film plot’. Even allowing for the

  fact that Scaramella was by then one of the suspects in Litvinenko’s poisoning and consequently had a vested interest in downplaying the importance of their meeting, it does seem clear that

  Sasha was sceptical. Soon after he was taken into hospital Sasha cited the banality of Scaramella’s information as one reason why he suspected the Italian of being his poisoner: ‘Mario

  didn’t want anything; he gave me the email printouts. I said to myself, he could easily have sent these emails by computer. But instead he wanted to come and give them to me in person. Why?

  And why in such a hurry? He was very nervous.’




  Sasha might or might not have been right to question Scaramella’s motives in seeking the meeting with him that day. He might or might not have been right to dismiss the warnings of a

  Moscow-sponsored plot against his life. But there was one element of Scaramella’s emails that Litvinenko did not dismiss.




  On the last of the three pages handed to him that afternoon in the sushi bar, there was a paragraph that Sasha took very seriously indeed. In it, Limarev’s Moscow source claimed he knew

  the name of the retired security forces agent, also linked to the Dignity and Honour association, who was believed to have planned the murder of the campaigning Russian journalist Anna

  Politkovskaya. Politkovskaya was an outspoken critic of President Putin, who had repeatedly drawn the Kremlin’s wrath by exposing atrocities carried out by Russian forces in Chechnya. She had

  been killed in an execution-style shooting in her Moscow apartment building on 7 October. Politkovskaya was a friend of Sasha Litvinenko and he had been investigating her murder. The intensity with

  which he had been affected by her death is clear from the allegations he made in a passionate speech he gave at a meeting of a London journalists’ club on 19 October:




  ‘Someone has asked me who killed Anna Politkovskaya and I can give a direct answer: it was Vladimir Putin, President of Russia,’ he said, speaking in clear, emphatic Russian, which

  was translated for the audience of anglophone journalists.




  

    I have known Anna Politkovskaya for nearly three years. Every time she came to London, I would see her. She has been at my house; she knows my wife and my son. After

    publication of her book Putin’s Russia she had increasing numbers of threats, which came directly from the Kremlin. At our last meeting, she asked me directly: Are they

    capable of killing me? and I answered: Yes, they are. I advised her to leave Russia at once. She told me that Putin had threatened her . . . she was told the threat came personally from Putin. I

    make no secret of this. I am willing to testify in any court. I have absolutely no doubt that in Russia there is only one person who could order the murder of a journalist of the calibre of Anna

    Politkovskaya: that is Putin and no one other than him. Russia is completely controlled by the special services and I know how tight that control is. A journalist of Politkovskaya’s

    standing could not be touched by anyone other than the president of the Russian Federation. Anna was a political enemy of theirs and that is the reason they killed her. Putin killed her. That is

    indisputable. We’ll find out the full truth only when the regime in Russia changes.


  




  In the light of Litvinenko’s personal sorrow at Politkovskaya’s murder and his vehement, unshakeable belief that Putin himself was behind the killing, it is little wonder that

  Scaramella’s email excited his interest. Any indication, any proof, however tenuous, that the FSB or an FSB-related organization had a hand in the crime was just what he was looking for. He

  thanked Scaramella and – significantly in view of subsequent developments – shook his hand. It was late afternoon in London and a fine mist of rain was sparkling through the city

  lights; Sasha Litvinenko had somewhere he needed to get to in a hurry.
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  IN THE PINE BAR




  Sasha was no fan of Mario Scaramella. Several years’ experience had convinced him that the Italian was more of a self-publicist than a serious source of information; he

  certainly offered little in the way of business opportunities and the modest fees Litvinenko had received for providing intelligence to the Italian parliamentary commission had dried up long ago.

  But in the end Sasha was pleased he had gone to the meeting because Scaramella’s information about who had killed Anna Politkovskaya was something that could be useful to him. And as always

  when he discovered something important, Sasha knew his duty was to take it immediately to Boris Berezovsky. When he shook Scaramella’s hand that afternoon at the Itsu sushi bar, the place

  Litvinenko was hurrying off to was Berezovsky’s office in a narrow street off the western end of Piccadilly close to Hyde Park Corner. He turned left out of the restaurant and jogged the

  quarter-mile to Down Street. He was there within five minutes.




  Berezovsky himself was preoccupied and didn’t rush out of his office to hear Sasha’s news. For one thing he had had a busy day, for another Sasha Litvinenko had started to irritate

  him a little in recent weeks; his tirades against Putin and his allegations of professional and personal misconduct against the Russian president had gone a little far even for Berezovsky’s

  taste. Berezovsky remembers the way he treated him that afternoon quite vividly, his evident sense of regret perhaps explaining his preoccupied air at Sasha’s funeral.




  

    He came to my office – it was 1 November – he called me and said, ‘Boris, I’ve got very important information about the Politkovskaya case’

    – because he was investigating it – ‘and I want to give you some papers,’ and I said, ‘OK, Alexander. But I am in a hurry. Today I am leaving; and I’ve got a

    football game tonight and so forth.’ And he said, ‘Boris, I’ll come just for five minutes; I want to give you copies of these papers.’ So I said, ‘OK. Come.’

    He came to the office, but I didn’t see him arrive. I only met him when he was already at the copier machine and he gave me these two or three pages, and I said, ‘Look, Sasha, I

    don’t have time. Please.’ And then a friend of mine arrived and my assistant came up to me and I gave Sasha his papers back and I said, ‘Sasha, I’ll come back later and

    we’ll read these papers together.’ And he said, ‘OK. You’re wrong not to want to read it now. But OK.’ I tell you, except for his family, for sure, his wife who knew

    him much better than me, I was the one who took him the most seriously of anyone. But even for me it sometimes seemed very far from the reality. OK, he was this kind of personality and

    unfortunately other people – even me – didn’t take him seriously . . . For sure he was not comfortable that people didn’t take him seriously, in many cases. Even I –

    even I – who had the chance to recognize that he is correct – he saved my life – even, often when he presented me [with] some facts, I would say to him, ‘Alexander, wait,

    please. Let’s do this tomorrow, or after tomorrow, or a week later.’ Even with the Politkovskaya papers.


  




  It is clear there was some tension between Litvinenko and his long-time patron. Berezovsky had grown exasperated with his former protégé, and when

  Berezovsky’s office was later found to have been heavily contaminated with polonium, suspicions arose that he may have been instrumental in Litvinenko’s murder. Berezovsky reported that

  no food or drink was consumed at their meeting that day, and if Berezovsky was correct it is not easy to see how poison could have been administered. But Scotland Yard were on the case and they

  were not ruling Berezovsky out as a suspect. At the end of their encounter he had sent Sasha away without reading the papers he had brought from Scaramella, without reading the warning of a Kremlin

  hit list on which both his and Litvinenko’s names figured prominently.








  Litvinenko was disappointed by Berezovsky’s reaction. He had hoped the information he had brought would impress his boss. Berezovsky had been cool with him recently and

  Sasha was constantly looking for ways to regain his favour, for ways to be useful to him in their common struggle against the Kremlin.




  From Berezovsky’s office Sasha set off for his 4.30 meeting with Lugovoy and Kovtun at the Millennium Hotel. The two Russians say they had had an unrelated meeting during the afternoon,

  but claim they got back a little earlier than expected, saw Litvinenko was not there and went to the hotel’s Pine Bar for some drinks. They were drinking gin and, finding Western measures

  somewhat miserly, had ordered several of them. Shortly, Lugovoy got a call saying Litvinenko was in the hotel lobby. He went down to meet him and brought him to the bar. The three men talked for

  twenty to thirty minutes but did not eat anything and – Lugovoy vehemently insists – Litvinenko neither ate nor drank: ‘I can assure you with 100 per cent certainty that he

  didn’t order anything, and we didn’t offer anything to him either. He ordered nothing; we poured no drinks for him.’




  Lugovoy’s claim could be literally true – Litvinenko might not have ordered anything and Lugovoy and Kovtun may not have poured him a drink – but the possibility remains that a

  drink was waiting on the table for him when he arrived in the bar. Talking later to Marina, Sasha described drinking tea and said it didn’t taste good. It is also worth bearing in mind the

  very precise mechanics of a classic KGB assassination, in which the actual killing is carried out by a person not known to the victim – and possibly not known personally to the other members

  of the team. There are many ways in which Lugovoy could be telling the literal truth, but the undeniable fact is that the radiation trail leads just as clearly to the Pine Bar as it leads to Itsu

  and to Boris Berezovsky’s West End office. All three locations were contaminated, and all those present at them were potential suspects.




  The meeting in the Pine Bar ran its course smoothly: there was nothing serious discussed despite Lugovoy’s claim that Litvinenko had said he had something important to tell them, and they

  arranged to meet again the following morning at ten o’clock. Lugovoy says he even reproached Litvinenko for insisting on a meeting which had turned out to be a waste of time: ‘Sasha, we

  could have just spoken on the phone and fixed up to meet properly tomorrow.’ But proceedings were brought to a more informal conclusion when Lugovoy’s eight-year-old son ran into the

  bar and came to talk to them. The boy had been out shopping and sightseeing with his mother and two sisters and wanted to tell his father all about the marvellous toys he had seen in the shop

  windows. Litvinenko introduced himself to the youngster, there were a few minutes of chatting and joking, and they all went into the lobby, where they found Lugovoy’s wife and two teenage

  daughters. Bearing in mind later revelations about their meeting, the unruffled bonhomie exhibited by Lugovoy and Kovtun was quite remarkable.
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