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    ‘Bennetts has done an excellent job of drawing together the scattered beads of a sobering story.’

    Susan Richards, author of Lost and Found in Russia: Encounters in a Deep Heartland and founding editor of OpenDemocracy Russia

    ‘Vivid and insightful. Bennetts captures a transitional moment in Russian history. Years from now, when researchers are seeking to explain the second Putin era, they would do well to use this reportage.’

    Daniel Kalder, author of Lost Cosmonaut
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‌Prologue

    
‌One Day in December

    ‘Rossiya bez Putina!’ came the chant. Then again, louder now, as if the tens of thousands of protesters had convinced themselves the first time around that such a thing might actually be attainable. ‘Russia without Putin! Russia without Putin!’

    The words floated high into the Russian capital’s frigid winter skies. The slogan would, a speaker promised as demonstrators stamped their feet to keep warm, be audible in the nearby Kremlin. Especially if the protesters turned towards its elaborate towers, still topped by Soviet-era ruby-red stars, and shouted the rallying cry once more.

    Up until that exact moment, the possibility of a Russia without Vladimir Putin in charge had appeared about as probable as a Moscow winter without snow. Or, perhaps, a Russia without the engrained, high-level corruption that had seen the country slide to the very lower reaches of Transparency International’s global corruption index, sharing 143rd place out of 182 nations with Nigeria.‌1

    But, on 10 December 2011, at Moscow’s Bolotnaya Square, less than a week after what had looked like a blatant case of mass vote-rigging to secure Putin’s United Russia party an unlikely parliamentary majority, nothing was unthinkable anymore. Moscow’s richest and most educated residents – the so-called ‘creative class’ – were suddenly out on the streets in an unprecedented show of discontent. Even rank-and-file riot police looked taken aback at the size of the crowd. I spotted a group of officers taking snapshots of protesters, including a bride still in her white wedding dress, on mobile phones. (This could, of course, quite easily have been for surveillance purposes.)

    ‘To fight for your rights is easy and pleasant. There is nothing to be afraid of,’ said Alexei Navalny, the opposition’s de facto leader, in a message passed out of a Moscow detention facility. ‘Every one of us has the most powerful and only weapon we need – a sense of our own worthiness.’‌2

    Could Putin hear them? I wondered. Could he hear the disparate gathering of liberals, nationalists and leftists? The humiliated and the insulted? And, if he could, what did he feel? Fear? Shock? Or, perhaps, scorn? While large-scale dissent was a new thing for modern Russia, Putin could still boast of approval ratings that were the envy of any Western leader. He also possessed an incomparable control over national television channels, the main source of news for the vast majority of Russians.

    I looked around the square at the families, the pensioners, the young men and women flush with the excitement of participation in a genuinely historic moment. ‘I never thought I’d see this,’ a veteran activist told me, the words pouring from her. ‘In the past, a few hundred people turned up to protest rallies, but just look at how many there are here now. A lot of people have come to a demonstration for the first time – and not the last.’

    *

    The mass anti-Putin protests that began in Moscow that afternoon confounded analysts and inspired Kremlin critics, both of whom had believed that the ex-KGB officer’s long stranglehold over political life meant such a thing was all but impossible. As crowds wearing the white ribbons that quickly became the symbol of the protest movement filled the streets of the Russian capital, Putin’s foes could have been forgiven for believing that their arch-nemesis’s days were numbered. The Kremlin seemed initially uncertain how to respond to the mass protests, alternately threatening and making half-hearted proposals on political reform. ‘It appeared back then to many people that victory was just around the corner,’ recalled Sergei Udaltsov, the fiery, shaven-headed leftist who ‘symbolically’ tore up a Putin portrait to ecstatic applause at a February 2012 Moscow rally.‌3

    It would not be quite so easy to get rid of the man himself. ‘Do we love Russia?’ Putin yelled at a rare presidential election campaign rally in south Moscow in the spring of 2012, jabbing his finger into the driving sleet. ‘Of course we do,’ he continued, after the cries of ‘da’ had faded away. ‘And there are tens of millions of people like us all across Russia.

    ‘The battle for Russia goes on!’ Putin told the crowd, many of them bussed in en masse from the country’s conservative heartland, as his speech came to an end, his hand reaching up then swiftly down as if to snatch victory from the chill Moscow air. ‘And we will triumph!’‌4

    Inevitably, within weeks of Putin’s controversial return to the Kremlin in May 2012, the long-expected clampdown began. ‘They ruined my big day,’ Putin was widely reported to have said of the protesters who had marred his inauguration for a third presidential term. ‘Now I’m going to ruin their lives.’‌5

    First, a series of laws designed to make open dissent harder and more dangerous was fast-tracked through a compliant parliament. Next, Putin and his allies in the increasingly powerful Investigative Committee – an FBI-style law-enforcement agency answerable only to the president – systematically set about neutralizing the protest leaders and their most vocal supporters through a combination of smear campaigns, politically motivated criminal charges and darkly absurd show trials.

    ‘No 1937!’ chanted protesters, a reference to the year that saw the peak of Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin’s Great Terror, as the first opposition figures were jailed or charged. For many, the analogy was insulting to the millions of victims of Stalin’s purges: after all, no one was being shot in the back of the head or sent to the frozen north to be worked to death. But for Russia’s modern-day dissidents, as they languished in grimy pre-trial detention centres or served time in remote penal colonies, there could be little doubt that the Kremlin had regained a taste for political repression.

    However, even the threat of jail would be unable to crush the protest movement entirely. ‘Wake up Russia!’ read a flyer handed out at a Moscow demonstration in early 2012, and, for many, the protests were life-changing events, transforming thousands of ordinary Russians into active opponents of Putin’s rule. Backing down when the going got tough was simply not an option.

    *

    The protests were greeted with almost unanimous enthusiasm in the West. The ‘Snow Revolutionaries’ who threw down the biggest challenge to Putinism were heralded as representatives of a new, freer generation of Russians. But it was a knee-jerk approval, an instinctive keenness for ‘my enemy’s enemy’, without any real understanding of the nature of these protest groups. Few took the time to examine their ideologies and beliefs, or to ask what it would mean for Russia – and the West – if they were actually to succeed in toppling Putin.

    For this book, I have explored Russia’s new protest movement in all its bewildering diversity, from the radical left-wingers seeking to set the country once more on the path to communism to the iPad-toting hipsters who, as one young activist put it, wish to ‘live in Europe, without leaving Russia’. I sought out not only its high-profile leaders and the lesser-known activists who are the backbone of the movement, but also its opponents, from pro-Kremlin officials to Church leaders. Like the protest movement itself, my investigations are focused largely, but not exclusively, on Moscow. Discontent may be widespread in the provinces, but it is in the Russian capital that history has always been made.

    Almost a decade and a half after he first addressed Russians as their new president, it is hard to recall a time when the ‘national leader’ of the largest country on Earth was a virtual unknown, a faceless politician who was expected to be little more than a footnote in post-Soviet Russia’s short history. But Putin proved the sceptics wrong, first consolidating and then strengthening his unlikely grip on power. He shows few signs of wanting to let go.

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌1

    
‌Putin’s Pact

    President Boris Yeltsin had earned a reputation for the sensational and the unpredictable during his two terms in the Kremlin, from ordering tanks to shell an unruly Russian parliament, to playing the spoons on the bald head of Askar Akayev, the president of ex-Soviet Kyrgyzstan. And, on 31 December 1999, with the world fretting over the potential menace to global security posed by the Y2K millennium computer bug, Yeltsin captured the headlines again.

    ‘I am leaving. I have done all I could,’ modern Russia’s first president said as he addressed the nation for the final time, his words slurred by a combination of ill health and a well-documented alcohol problem. Bloated and sickly, Yeltsin bore little resemblance to the energetic and charismatic politician who in 1991 had defied Communist hardliners seeking to overturn Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms.

    The timing of Yeltsin’s departure half a year ahead of the scheduled presidential elections was surprising, but his decision was welcomed by the overwhelming majority of Russians, who had grown weary of the poverty and lawlessness that their country had slid into following the sudden break-up of the Soviet Union.

    ‘Many of our dreams failed to come true,’ Yeltsin continued, with typical bluntness, as millions watched his televised speech. ‘Things we thought would be easy turned out to be painfully hard. I am sorry that I did not live up to the hopes of people who believed that we could, with a single effort, a single strong push, jump out of our grey, stagnant, totalitarian past and into a bright, wealthy, civilized future.

    ‘A new generation is coming,’ he went on. ‘They can do more, and better.’‌1

    As the Kremlin clock ticked down to the new millennium, a grim-faced representative of that ‘new generation’ addressed Russia as acting president for the first time.

    ‘Like you, I intended this evening to listen to the New Year greetings of President Boris Yeltsin,’ said Vladimir Putin, the little-known, former security-services chief Yeltsin had recently appointed as Russia’s third prime minister in less than a year. ‘But things turned out otherwise.’

    As if sensing his fellow citizens’ yearning for a strong hand, the new president spoke firmly and deliberately. The contrast with the almost incoherent Yeltsin was striking.

    ‘I want to warn that any attempt to exceed the limits of Russia’s law and the Russian constitution will be decisively crushed,’ Putin said. Then, without missing a beat, he made a pledge that his opponents would later accuse him of breaking, time and time again.

    ‘The freedom of speech, the freedom of conscience, the freedom of the media and property rights, these fundamental principles of a civilized society will be protected by the state,’ he declared, a Russian flag to his right.

    Putin paused. This was the head of state’s annual New Year’s Eve address; even an acting president in the job for less than a day would be expected to offer a holiday toast.

    ‘Let’s raise a glass for a new century for Russia,’ he said, his tone and expression unchanged. ‘And for love and peace in every one of our homes.’‌2 The camera faded out.

    Putin had not smiled once during his more than three-minute speech. Watching in the company of Russian friends, I was not alone in noting he had also declined to drink to his own toast.

    That night, as Russians saw in the New Year at parties across their vast country, when the talk turned to the new man in the Kremlin, it was inevitably positive. After years of Yeltsin’s drunken antics, the teetotal, German-speaking Putin found strong initial support among young people, residents of Moscow and the highly educated. Ironically, these very same social groups would later form the core of the opposition to his rule.

    ‘I really liked Putin when he first came to power,’ recalled Yevgenia Chirikova, a bitter Kremlin critic who by her own admission was a ‘political dunce’ throughout most of Putin’s first two terms. ‘I remember how I used to cringe whenever they showed Yeltsin meeting foreign politicians. I’d think, “Oh no, he’s going to embarrass us again.” But Putin didn’t drink, and that was important. He was young and he seemed very capable.’‌3

    *

    I had arrived in Moscow for the first time in the spring of 1997, early on in Yeltsin’s second term. Life back then in Russia was exhilarating, but also grotesque, as a people cast adrift from the safety nets of the Soviet system floundered in the rough waters of the free market. The ideologies that had dominated political and public life for most of the previous century had been unceremoniously tossed on to history’s garbage dump, leaving a nation accustomed to a frequently dreary, predictable life centred on a lip-service to Marxism and Leninism to adapt to this strange new beast called capitalism. It was a task many were simply not up to: suicide rose, mental-health problems mushroomed and crime rocketed. Contract killings became almost an accepted mode of business negotiation. All over the country, fearful householders fitted steel doors.

    Yeltsin and his government had wasted no time in introducing the ‘shock therapy’ economic reforms championed by their US advisers, and millions were quickly plunged into poverty. As ideological and economic uncertainties ravaged Russia, a centuries-old belief in the supernatural and the occult re-emerged to fill the gap left by the sudden collapse of the Soviet system. Russians had once relied on Communist Party officials to organize their lives for them; in the 1990s they turned en masse to wild-eyed ‘psychic healers’ and urban ‘wizards’ to resolve their problems. A people unused to the complexities of capitalism were likewise easy game for financial conmen: millions suffered when a massive Ponzi scheme collapsed in 1994. In a sign of the widespread desperation, liberals began discussing the need for a ‘Russian Pinochet’ – the Chilean dictator who brought his homeland both terror and eventual economic prosperity.

    Russia was a dead empire, rotting fast. It was a world where the weak suffered terrible indignities and the rich had no inhibitions about flaunting their newfound fortunes. For me, the chaos of the Yeltsin years was perhaps best summed up by the bribe of $20 that a group of brand-new and very drunk Muscovite friends gave a bus driver late one snowy night to persuade him to alter his scheduled route drastically and drop us off at their doorway. The driver hadn’t even haggled, so eager was he to get his hands on the cash.

    The break-up of the Soviet Union meant Russians were freer than they had ever been, but at what cost? Soviet propaganda had depicted life in the West as unrelenting misery for all but the very richest, and the 1990s seemed to prove the Communists had been right. ‘Everything our leaders told us about Communism was false. But it turns out that everything they told us about capitalism was true,’ Russians joked bitterly.

    Sights that had been almost unthinkable under the Soviet authorities became the norm in the newly independent Russia. Pensioners selling their household possessions piece by piece in filthy underpasses to buy their daily bread. Gangs of homeless children scavenging for food. Crippled soldiers back from Chechnya begging for money to drink away the day. Highly educated people – professors, lawyers, physicists – forced to moonlight as taxi drivers to supplement their meagre, or often non-existent, official salaries. The former superpower was visited by a host of humiliations.

    On one evening in my first long, hazy winter in Moscow, I found myself drinking with strangers on a patch of snowy wasteland. ‘We used to be a great country, you know? We could have fucked anyone over,’ an unshaven, off-duty police officer muttered half to himself, half to me, before pouring another shot of vodka into the plastic cups that had appeared from nowhere.

    Less than a year later, in August 1998, Russia defaulted on its debt, the rouble was devalued and millions lost their life savings – again.

    In the euphoric aftermath of the largely peaceful collapse of the Soviet state, the well-known literary critic Yury Karyakin had declared: ‘For the first time in this century, God has smiled on Russia.’ As the 1990s dragged to an end, the Almighty, went the whispers, had turned His face away from Mother Russia. ‘Russia is cursed,’ a friend wailed late one night just after the default. ‘The sooner I get out of here the better.’

    ‘Putin Saved Russia’

    Putin knew what his fellow citizens wanted and he intended to deliver. ‘Russians have had no sense of stability for the past ten years,’ he told state television in a wide-ranging interview less than two months after taking over from Yeltsin. ‘We hope to return this feeling.’‌4 And over the next eight years, he set about doing just that. By May 2008, towards the end of Putin’s second term in office, Russia, on the surface at least, had been transformed. Its major cities, from the Pacific Coast to its European borders, were almost unrecognizable. On the bare spot of land where I had listened to the vodka-guzzling cop, a bright, three-storey shopping centre had sprung up. Salaries were not only being paid on time, but they were also higher than ever before. The disastrous war in Chechnya was as good as over and the devastated republic’s capital, Grozny, was being reconstructed from scratch. Its central thoroughfare would soon be renamed ‘Putin Avenue’. The Kremlin strongman may have ridden roughshod over post-Soviet democratic reforms and been aided immensely by rocketing prices for oil – Russia’s main export and the lynchpin of its economy – but there was no denying that Russians had never had it so good.

    Flush with oil dollars, the streets of Russia’s major cities suddenly began to fill with advertisements for easy loans, or kredit, and a people long accustomed to thrift suddenly found they could afford foreign holidays, new cars and plasma-screen TVs. Although political freedoms were being curtailed and high-level corruption was soaring, it seemed churlish to complain about such things when you could spend two weeks a year sunning yourself at a Turkish Black Sea resort and then come back to your newly installed home entertainment centre. And the TV programmes Russians could now watch were not the comforting lies of Soviet-era broadcasting, where everything had been – as the Siberian punk rocker Yegor Letov once screeched caustically – ‘going to plan’. The Kremlin’s new spin doctors – ‘political technologists’ – were sharper than that. Modern Russian TV was not shy about the country’s many problems. But the underlying message was this: ‘If you think things are bad now, just remember what they were like under Yeltsin.’

    And so Russians stayed, for the large part, silent as the independent media was strangled, the courts and parliament tamed, and money that should have been used to build up vital infrastructure was often siphoned out of the country. Yes, public health services were dangerously unfit for purpose, but at least you could choose from a dozen types of pizza – or cheaper and more available than ever vodka – at the new hypermarket. For the majority, it was simply a case of making the best of a bad deal; opinion polls regularly indicated that the vast majority of Russians felt they could have no influence on political developments. So why not take the sweeteners Putin was offering? A 13% flat income-tax rate introduced early on in Putin’s first term did nothing to dissuade the tiny middle class that this unspoken agreement with the Kremlin was one worth sticking to.

    ‘People agreed on a pact with the devil,’ said Oleg Orlov, the veteran head of Memorial, Russia’s oldest human-rights organization. ‘They said, “We will stay out of the social and political process and concentrate on our private lives – just don’t touch us and leave us a small slice of the profits from your oil booty.”’‌5

    It was, as the Russians like to say, a simple case of ‘sausages in exchange for freedom’. Sausages, predictably, won out. ‘What good is freedom of speech if my fridge is empty?’ an elderly woman asked me in the central Russian city of Voronezh, midway through Putin’s second term.

    I wasn’t sure what to reply, so I mumbled something about how, in an ideal world, she would have both. My answer didn’t impress her.

    ‘Both?’ she retorted incredulously. ‘Who is going to give me both?’

    *

    Putin also set about restoring national pride, which had been battered by the loss of Moscow’s superpower status. For a people who had been brought up on stirring patriotic songs that proclaimed ‘The Red Army is the strongest’,‌6 Russia’s near impotence on the international arena throughout the 1990s was an unheralded disgrace. Under Yeltsin, a toothless Kremlin was powerless even to prevent NATO from bombing Serbia, Russia’s Orthodox Christian ally, in 1999.

    Much of what Putin did was cosmetic, such as the resumption of flights by strategic bombers over the Arctic, Atlantic and Pacific oceans in August 2007, but there was also a bite to the president’s bark. In August 2008, Russian forces defeated the former Soviet republic of Georgia – and its US military advisers – in a five-day war over the breakaway republic of South Ossetia. ‘Putin’s Plan for Russia is Victory!’ had read the propaganda posters in the months before fighting broke out, and, for many, the destruction of the Georgian military in the South Caucasus was mere confirmation that the ‘national leader’ was a man who delivered on his promises. In the immediate aftermath of the conflict, Putin’s approval ratings soared to over 80%. Earlier the same year, in a sign of the Kremlin’s growing confidence, Russia had displayed its intercontinental ballistic missile launchers on Red Square for the first time since the collapse of the Soviet Union. High-profile sporting triumphs and – bizarrely – a Russian victory at the Eurovision Song Contest were also hyped by state-run media as indications that the country was on the verge of regaining its superpower status.

    It was around this time that the sale of Putin memorabilia went overboard – shops were suddenly full of clocks, mugs and even wall rugs bearing his image. ‘Who buys a Putin wall rug?’ I asked a shop assistant at a market near Moscow, unable to contain my curiosity.

    ‘Usually office workers, for their bosses,’ she told me, after a moment of hesitation while she considered whether to answer.

    Putin’s successes earned him praise from unlikely quarters. ‘Putin inherited a ransacked and bewildered country, with a poor and demoralized people,’ said Alexander Solzhenitsyn, the Nobel Prize-winning chronicler of Soviet gulags. ‘And he started to do what was possible – a slow and gradual restoration. These efforts were not noticed, nor appreciated, immediately.’‌7

    Solzhenitsyn was not the only fan. ‘I want a man like Putin, full of strength / I want a man like Putin, who doesn’t drink / I want a man like Putin, who won’t offend me / I want a man like Putin, who won’t run away,’ went the lyrics to an infectious hit by a female pop duo.‌8

    A few weeks after Russia had flashed its big guns at the world, I spent the afternoon wandering the streets of Tobolsk, a small, partially ramshackle town in west Siberia. I hadn’t come to Tobolsk because of politics – I was on a travel-writing assignment – but everywhere I looked there seemed to be images of Putin. Eventually, tired by my explorations and weary of the sight of the ex-KGB man, I ended up at a local arts centre, where I made the acquaintance of Minsalim, a friendly, self-proclaimed shaman with unruly white hair and an obsession with Britain. Minsalim, it turned out, made a living by carving ornaments from the mammoth bone preserved in the region’s permafrost soil, and he was eager to show off his work to me: ‘Her Majesty’s representative!’ The centrepiece of his collection was a tiny figure that the shaman had somehow managed to invest with a startling resemblance to Russia’s steely-eyed leader. ‘Putin saved Russia – like a Siberian hero of old,’ Minsalim intoned. He may have been a shaman, but I half expected him to cross himself.

    In less than a decade, the little-known prime minister that Yeltsin had told to ‘take care of Russia’ had transformed himself into a modern-day tsar in the Kremlin, eliminating all but the most stubborn opposition to his rule. But who was he, this cocksure, diminutive man who emerged from the shadows of the security services to rule the largest country on Earth? What forces had shaped him, and how had he risen so far, so fast?
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‌Putin and his ‘Sovereign Democracy’

    Born in 1952 in the Soviet Union’s northern port city of Leningrad (now St Petersburg), Putin was – as he himself has admitted – a childhood ‘hooligan’‌1 who took up martial arts at school to ‘assert my position in the pack’.‌2 But his aggression was not limited to the judo mat, with Russia’s future leader frequently scrapping it out on the streets of his hometown. His childhood fights, both his victories and his defeats, instilled in Putin a credo that would come to define his long rule as president and prime minister: ‘I realized that in every situation – whether I was right or wrong – I had to be strong. I had to be able to answer back,’ he would later say.‌3

    Less than a year old when Joseph Stalin died in March 1953, Putin’s early childhood coincided with ‘the thaw’ in political and cultural life ushered in by the dictator’s successor as Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev. But his teenage years were spent in a Soviet Union ruled over by Leonid Brezhnev, the bushy-eyebrowed Communist Party leader who clamped down on Khrushchev’s tentative and modest attempts at liberalization. In 1966, just two years after Brezhnev had come to power, the Soviet Union witnessed its first show trials since the Stalin era, when the dissident writers Andrei Sinyavsky and Yuli Daniel were jailed for seven and five years, respectively, for publishing ‘anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda’ under pseudonyms abroad.

    After university, Putin joined the KGB, an ambition born of Soviet-era films and books that glorified the secret police, but made no mention of the millions they had murdered during Stalin’s Great Terror. ‘I was a pure and utterly successful product of Soviet patriotic education,’ he later reminisced.‌4 But Putin was no Soviet super spy; he rose no higher than lieutenant colonel during his sixteen years in the KGB, and performed what he called ‘ordinary intelligence’ work in Dresden, East Germany – his only foreign posting. There is little reliable information on Putin’s work in Dresden; one possibility is that he was tasked with entrapping and recruiting foreigners who were studying or working in the city. Soviet neighbours in Dresden remember a man who was able to ‘put on a good spread’.‌5

    Putin served just five years in East Germany, but this period coincided with the heady era back home of Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost. As a result, Russia’s future leader failed to experience at first hand the many dramatic changes taking place in Soviet society. He did not witness his fellow citizens’ new willingness to denounce Stalin’s crimes, nor the sudden passion for all things Western. As Gorbachev’s reforms took hold, previously banned books and films flooded into bookshops and cinemas; people were now free to discuss subjects that would have once seen them jailed. It was a period of intense national soul-searching. ‘Rarely, if ever, in its 1,000-year history was Russia as honest with herself’ is how the Russian–American scholar Leon Aron describes these years.‌6

    Putin’s occasional trips home from East Germany appear to have overwhelmed him. It was, he later recalled, difficult to ‘get used to reality’ as he walked the streets of perestroika-era Leningrad, where everything seemed to be ‘in a state of decay’.‌7And no wonder. East Germany in the late 1980s was a hardline Communist state, whose leader, Erich Honecker, was deeply hostile to the changes taking place in Moscow. He even banned ‘subversive’ Soviet magazines that championed perestroika. Those living in East Berlin and other East German cities may have been able to tune into Western TV broadcasts, but this was not the case in Dresden. Even Western radio stations were hard to pick up, had Putin wished to do so. Not for nothing was the city known by East Germans as ‘the valley of the clueless’.‌8 Having been isolated from the startling changes in his homeland, it is hard to imagine what must have gone through Putin’s mind back in Leningrad when he switched on his TV set. Soviet television had once fed its viewers a steady diet of party congresses, rhythmic gymnastics and agricultural news; now there were mocking intellectuals discussing the possibility that ‘Lenin was a mushroom’‌9 and bizarre state-approved psychics pledging to cure the nation of its ills.

    In January 1990, shortly after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, Putin left East Germany for the final time and returned to Leningrad. In a sign of the changes sweeping the Soviet Union, the city would soon revert to its pre-revolutionary name of St Petersburg. Unable or unwilling to find anything more exciting for the new arrival, Putin’s KGB bosses appointed him assistant to the rector at Leningrad University, although his real job would be to spy on foreign students.‌10 Soon after Putin took up his new post, one of the university’s leading professors, Anatoly Sobchak, an enthusiastic advocate of Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms, was named head of the city government. Short on staff, Sobchak looked to his old university for personnel. A member of the law faculty recommended Putin, and Sobchak offered him a job as head of the city’s foreign-relations department.

    As Putin tells it, when he went for the job interview, he revealed to the unsuspecting Sobchak that he was a KGB officer, to which the startled democrat replied, ‘Well, screw it,’ and repeated his offer of work.‌11 Impressed by this no-nonsense approach, Putin accepted. When Sobchak was elected city mayor in the summer of 1991, he took Putin with him to City Hall. Less than a year later, he appointed Putin his deputy.

    That, at least, is Putin’s version of events. Many Russian investigative journalists believe it was impossible for Sobchak not to have known Putin was in the KGB. It also remains unclear when exactly Putin resigned from the Soviet spy agency. He says he handed in his notice around a year before the botched 1991 takeover by Communist hardliners seeking to revive the Soviet Union, but that his letter was misplaced. This may or may not be true; in any event, he was still a KGB officer when the coup began.

    *

    As post-Soviet chaos gripped St Petersburg, which quickly gained the moniker of ‘Russia’s crime capital’, many Russians looked back wistfully to the certainties of the Communist era. Putin was among them. But, publicly at least, he remained committed to his homeland’s break with its past. ‘It sometimes seem to us – and I won’t hide it, I sometimes think like this, too – that, if we had a firm hand to bring about order, then we would all live better, more comfortably, and in safety,’ he said in a 1996 TV interview. ‘But, in fact,’ Putin went on, after a pause, ‘this comfort would be very short-lived. This firm hand would quickly begin to strangle us all.’‌12

    Was Putin genuine in his insistence in this interview that Russia needed a ‘democratic system’, and not a return to authoritarianism? Or was he merely parroting Sobchak’s words for the cameras? The answer may be a little of both. However, it is important to understand that Putin had no real reason to want the return of autocratic Soviet rule. After all, he hadn’t exactly flourished under Communism. And, like the majority of Russians in the 1970s and 1980s, he was no fervent believer in the ideas of Marx and Lenin. Under Brezhnev, the Soviet Union’s ‘march to communism’ ground to a halt in favour of ‘developed socialism’. In other words, maintaining the status quo and the power of the elite. Yes, Putin later famously described the break-up of the Soviet Union as the ‘greatest geo-political catastrophe of the century’, but his regret over the chaos and suffering that accompanied the disintegration of the superpower was misunderstood by Western commentators, often wilfully.

    And democracy had been good to Putin. Sobchak may have liked to think of himself as a great democrat, but his rule was notoriously corrupt. There would have been ample opportunity for Putin to enrich himself. Indeed, his tenure as deputy mayor was marred by allegations of massive embezzlement, when he was accused of siphoning off millions of dollars in a food imports scheme. The official who investigated the allegations, Marina Sayle, would estimate that some $100 million worth of goods had been sent abroad, but that the impoverished city had received almost no food in return. Suspecting that Putin had profited, Sayle demanded his dismissal, but Sobchak protected his protégé. Putin denied the charges and claimed they were revenge for his KGB past.‌13

    In 1996, after Sobchak was voted out of office, Putin moved to Moscow to take up the position of deputy head of the Kremlin’s property-management department, later rising to deputy chief of the presidential administration. ‘The injection of new blood is always beneficial,’ Putin said before leaving for the Russian capital. ‘And when that new blood is healthy, it is doubly advantageous.’‌14

    In Moscow, Putin was taken under the wing of Yeltsin and his ‘Family’, the Kremlin’s inner circle comprising of presidential administration officials, his influential daughter, Tatyana, and Boris Berezovsky, one of the powerful, so-called oligarchs: the men who had taken advantage of the post-Soviet chaos to carve up the country’s resources among themselves.

    With Yeltsin’s approval ratings close to absolute zero, and the threat of international criminal investigations into suspected corruption looming, the president and his entourage needed someone they could trust to ensure their future safety. Putin was chosen because he was a relative newcomer to Moscow and had no serious connections among the capital’s security and political elite. This KGB specialist in ‘mingling with people’,‌15 as Putin once described himself, was seen as someone malleable, a yes-man who could be relied on to do as he was instructed.

    Just two years on from his move to the Russian capital, in July 1998, Putin made a return to the world of the secret police, when Yeltsin named him head of the Federal Security Service (FSB), the KGB’s successor. His welcome was reportedly frosty. He hadn’t exactly enjoyed a glittering career in the KGB, and one of his reported duties as Yeltsin’s deputy chief of staff had been to ‘control the security services’.‌16 As FSB head, Putin impressed the Family by blocking criminal investigations that threatened members of Yeltsin’s entourage, including by approving the release of a sex-tape that discredited the country’s top prosecutor. Just a year later, in August 1999, Yeltsin promoted Putin to prime minister, the second in the series of rapid appointments that would soon take the former childhood ‘hooligan’ all the way to the presidency.

    Taking the Kremlin

    Yeltsin had named Putin his ‘heir for the year 2000’ when he appointed him prime minister, but, as the sixth politician to hold the post in eight years, there was little to suggest the prediction was anything but wishful thinking on the ailing president’s part.

    ‘Do you see Putin as president?’ the respected broadsheet Kommersant asked a range of political figures just days after Putin took office. Not a single respondent said yes.

    ‘Why on earth would anyone?’ replied Alexei Mitrofanov, chairman of the Russian parliament’s committee on geopolitics.

    ‘I believe even Vladimir Putin does not see himself in this role,’ said lawmaker Oleg Morozov, a future member of Putin’s United Russia party.‌17

    Not only would the rookie prime minister be up against rivals such as veteran statesman Yevgeny Primakov at the presidential polls, but he was also tainted by his association with the deeply unpopular Yeltsin.

    As a result of Yeltsin’s actions, Putin was faced with a growing crisis in Chechnya, the tiny, mainly Muslim republic in Russia’s south that had been ravaged by a brutal separatist war. In 1996, as part of a ceasefire deal, Russia had granted the breakaway republic a de facto autonomy, delaying the issue of its future status. But Chechnya’s president, Aslan Maskhadov, had proved unable or unwilling to clamp down on warlords who controlled much of the republic. Kidnapping raids into neighbouring Russian regions were growing more frequent and Islamic extremism had also taken hold, with amputations and public executions broadcast on live television. Chechnya had become a black hole on the map of Russia.

    In August 1999, Chechen ‘field commander’ Shamil Basayev and the Jordanian-born Islamist Khattab – believed to have been an ally of Osama bin Laden – launched what they dubbed a ‘liberation crusade’ into the neighbouring republic of Dagestan. The Russian army was sent in, and eventually managed to drive the militants back into Chechnya. At the height of the fighting, Yeltsin fired Prime Minister Sergei Stepashin – a relative dove on Chechnya – and appointed Putin. The new head of the government wasted no time. According to Yeltsin, in his Midnight Diaries memoirs, Putin immediately requested ‘absolute power’ over Russia’s security structures.

    The request granted, Putin began sending troops to Chechnya’s borders, ostensibly to ensure security in the region. With Russian forces poised, blasts tore through four apartment blocks in Moscow and the southern cities ‌of Buynaksk and Volgodonsk between 4 and 16 September 1999, killing over 300 people and injuring more than 1,000. Russians were understandably terrified; in a bid to calm their nerves, an Interior Ministry soldier was stationed in every building in the capital.

    Chechen militants denied responsibility for the blasts, but Putin had no reservations about apportioning guilt. ‘If they’re in the airport, we’ll kill them there,’ raged Putin. ‘And excuse me, but, if we find them in the toilet, we’ll waste them in the outhouse.’ It was the first in a series of earthy remarks that would cement his image as a tough-talking, tough-acting leader. Within weeks, some 100,000 Russian troops had flooded back into Chechnya and war had returned to the republic.

    Putin’s no-nonsense handling of the crisis saw his ratings soar: by the time the March 2000 presidential polls came around, his approval figures were hovering around 60%, despite his refusal to take part in televised debates. Primakov, the one-time favourite for the Kremlin, abruptly abandoned his presidential ambitions amid mounting personal attacks in state-run media and a sudden public passion for the acting president. Putin triumphed in the first round of the presidential elections, taking 53.4% of the vote. International observers praised the ‘stable’ environment in which the polls were held, but expressed concern over electoral violations and pro-Putin bias in state media.‌18

    Less than a decade after crowds had toppled a statue of Felix Dzerzhinsky, the founder of the Soviet Union’s secret police, a former KGB officer had risen to the highest post in the land. And Putin did little to alleviate any concerns about his security-services background. He may have spoken of the importance of ‘preserving and developing democracy’‌19 during his inauguration speech, but among his guests that day at the glittering Kremlin ceremony was ex-KGB chief Vladimir Kryuchkov, the man who had helped spearhead the plot to overthrow Gorbachev. This was not the only cause for concern: on 14 April 2000, a little over two weeks after his election victory, Putin gave his debut address to the State Duma, the lower house of parliament. It was the perfect opportunity, had he so desired, to say that his KGB past was just that – the past. Instead, he chose to threaten his fellow Russians: to warn them of the dangers of associating with Westerners. Putin’s comments came even before his maiden televised speech, as he responded to a query from Communist Party leader Gennady Zyuganov on purported ‘links’ between Western intelligence and Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov.

    ‘If the minister for foreign affairs is observed to be maintaining contacts with representatives of foreign governments outside his official duties, then he, like any other member of the Cabinet, State Duma legislators, party heads or any other citizen will be subject to certain procedures in line with the law,’ Putin declared tersely.

    In fact, there was, as the new president must surely have known, no law forbidding any Russian – be they minister, lawmaker or, even more so, ‘any other citizen’ – from speaking to representatives of foreign states.‌20

    In the West, where Putin would be depicted for the next few years as ‘inching’ Russia towards democracy, his Soviet-style warning went largely unreported. In an article the following day, Russia’s Kommersant newspaper called Putin’s words ‘ominous’,‌21 but quickly moved on to other details of his appearance in the State Duma. There would be no outcry. But who could blame the Russians if they chose to turn a blind eye to their new leader’s true colours? After the traumas of the Yeltsin era, Putin was their hope for the future.

    An FSB Bomb Plot?


    Putin’s victory at the presidential elections was tainted by much more than suspicions of vote fraud and a controversial guest list. On the night of 22 September 1999, six days after what would be the last of the apartment bombings, police in Ryazan, a small city some 120 miles south-east of Moscow, announced they had discovered and defused explosives planted in the basement of an apartment block. Officers had been called to the scene after a local spotted three strangers of ‘Slavic appearance’ unloading sacks from a car with masked-over number plates. Thousands of residents were hurriedly evacuated, and spent the night and next morning at a nearby cinema. The head of the local FSB, General Alexander Sergeyev, told residents they had escaped with their lives. ‘Tonight, you were born a second time,’ he said, as his officers searched the area for the would-be bombers.

    Some thirty-six hours later, with the authorities in Ryazan on the verge of making arrests in the case, Interior Minister Vladimir Rushailo announced that the sacks had contained hexagon, a powerful explosive found only at FSB bases. Then, something very odd happened. Just thirty minutes later, Putin’s successor as head of the FSB, Nikolai Patrushev, informed reporters that the ‘explosives’ were, in fact, ‘sugar’ and that the entire operation had been part of a training exercise. The announcement was a surprise to everyone, including the stunned interior minister, Rushailo, who headed an anti-terrorism commission. What was going on? Was this simply a bizarre case of crossed wires? Or an indication of something far more sinister?‌22

    Putin’s first move as acting president had been to sign an amnesty for Yeltsin and his relatives, guaranteeing them immunity from any criminal charges. In the aftermath of Putin’s election triumph, secured largely as a result of his decisiveness on Chechnya, many people soon began to think the unthinkable: had the FSB intended to blow up the apartment block in Ryazan? And, if so, were the bombings in Moscow and elsewhere part of a plot to ensure Yeltsin’s freedom from prosecution by providing a pretext for a popular war that would make certain Putin’s victory at the polls? As frightening rumours swirled, suspicions were also voiced that the 1999 invasion of Dagestan by Chechen fighters was also part of the plan to secure the ex-FSB chief Putin in the Kremlin.

    ‘Two things brought about Putin’s victory: the bombings and the phrase about wiping out terrorists in the outhouse,’ noted Russian political analyst Vladimir Pribylovsky. ‘They changed the situation by favouring a prime minister nobody knew, with a dubious, dark biography.’‌23

    There was no direct proof of FSB involvement, but circumstantial evidence – including interviews with a soldier who claimed to have seen hexagon stored in sacks labelled ‘sugar’ at a military facility near Ryazan and the bomb expert who was first at the scene – began to mount up. Unconfirmed media reports also said police in Ryazan had detained the would-be bombers, but they had turned out to be FSB agents.

    In the aftermath of the blasts, renewed attention was paid to an August 1999 article by the Russian journalist Alexander Zhilin in the Moskovskaya Pravda newspaper. Zhilin’s report, which cited what he said was a leaked Kremlin document, had warned of imminent attacks in the Russian capital that would be used to manipulate the political situation. ‘Tremendous shocks await Moscow,’ wrote Zhilin.‌24

    Putin, speaking in 2000, expressed outrage at the suggestion that FSB officers had murdered Russian citizens, calling the allegations ‘immoral’ and part of a ‘media war against Russia’.‌25 But, despite growing public belief that the authorities were implicated, parliament refused to sanction an official investigation into the incident. Instead, in the summer of 2002, an independent commission was eventually set up to probe one of the murkiest events in modern Russia’s history.

    Within the next eighteen months, two members of the commission would be dead and a lawyer it employed jailed. The first member of the commission to die, Sergei Yushenkov, a lawmaker, was gunned down in Moscow in April 2003 shortly after registering a political party that had pledged to investigate the apartment bombings. Another member, Yury Shchekochikhin, died in June of the same year in a suspected case of poisoning. The lawyer employed by the commission, Mikhail Trepashkin, another ex-FSB officer, was imprisoned for four years in 2003 on what he alleged were trumped-up charges of arms possession and revealing state secrets. His imprisonment came a week before he was due to present evidence of possible FSB involvement in the bombings to a Moscow court. Another commission member, Otto Latsis, died in 2005 after a jeep crashed into his car. (Other people to die after investigating the blasts were journalist Anna Politkovskaya, shot dead in Moscow in 2006, and former FSB officer Alexander Litvinenko, who was famously poisoned in London in the same year.) There was no proof that any of these people’s deaths were linked to their attempts to find out the truth about the disturbing incident in Ryazan, but it was, at the very least, a spectacular series of coincidences.

    A number of people from the North Caucasus region were tried and jailed in Russia over the blasts in 2001–4, but their trials – some of which were held in secret – did little to discourage speculation or provide further information on the events of that night.

    ‘The trials were a farce,’ said Sergei Kovalyov, the elderly Soviet-era dissident who headed the independent commission into the blasts, when I met him at his south Moscow home. ‘They were just held to make it seem like action was being taken. The only way the authorities can disprove suspicions that the FSB blew up the apartment blocks is to carry out a thorough, transparent investigation,’ he sighed, the last rays of a winter day shining into the room. ‘But this was not done. Putin has created a system in which there is no dialogue between civic society and the authorities, and this makes it impossible to find out the truth about what really happened that autumn.’‌26

    Stifling Dissent

    Aside from his handling of the Chechen crisis, Putin’s early popularity was boosted by media comparisons with Max Otto von Stierlitz, the codename of a much-loved fictional Soviet-era secret agent. Ahead of the 2000 presidential elections, the influential Vlast magazine put images of both the socialist James Bond and Putin on its front cover under the headline ‘Von Stierlitz – Our President’.‌27

    ‘At the end of the 1990s, there was a study carried out into what people thought an ideal president should be like,’ recalled Vadim Beriashvili, a historian and one-time Putin supporter. ‘The result was – Stierlitz. So that’s what the spin doctors offered us: a person from the KGB, a patriot, a believer in a strong state who is tough and never at a loss for words.’‌28

    Marat Guelman, a former political consultant employed by both the Yeltsin and Putin administrations, was one of these spin doctors. Along with fellow ‘political technologist’ Gleb Pavlovsky, he helped ‘manage’ democracy for Putin during the early years of his rule. The political overseer at state-run Channel One, Guelman was responsible for making sure, through daily and weekly ‘analytical sessions’, that the influential TV station kept its message in line with Kremlin orders. It was a task that Guelman took to with a genuine zeal; ahead of the 2003 parliamentary elections that saw the decimation of Russia’s already embattled liberal parties, a stunning 56% of all coverage on Channel One was dedicated to either Putin or his fledgling United Russia party.‌29

    However, by the time of our meeting in the summer of 2013 at a trendy Moscow arts centre, Guelman, a bearded fifty-two-year-old with an earring, had long grown disillusioned with the man whose transformation into ‘national leader’ he had been instrumental in bringing about. Unhappy with Putin’s increasingly autocratic rule, he had walked away from the Kremlin after Putin’s 2004 re-election.

    ‘Putin seemed like a good choice to succeed Yeltsin,’ Guelman said, shrugging. ‘He was eager to learn and he listened. Yeltsin had considered making the previous prime minister, Sergei Stepashin, the new president, but he was worried he would be more independent than Putin. It seems strange now, of course.’ He took a long drag of his cigarette. ‘Putin was just an instrument,’ he went on. ‘He was set a task and he went about fulfilling it. He really wanted to fit in, to do well. Of course, no one had any idea back then what he was really like,’ Guelman laughed. ‘Putin gave no indication of his character whatsoever. We only discovered his true nature after he had won a second term of office. It turned out that even those people who thought they knew him didn’t actually know anything about him at all.’

    One thing Putin had learned as he rose through the ranks was the power of television. It had helped make him, but it could also destroy him. ‘Putin’s rise was like a miracle,’ said Guelman. ‘He went in a matter of months from being this complete unknown to having approval ratings of around sixty to seventy percent. But, because his ascent was so sudden, he and his team were terrified that things could just as easily go the other way again, and just as unexpectedly. That’s why television was so important for Putin.’‌30

    Yeltsin may have been ruthless when it came to his political opponents, but he had taken no steps to reel in on-air critics, or even the comedians who frequently and cruelly mocked him on national television. Putin wasted no time in taming the media. One of his first targets was NTV, the only national television channel not under the Kremlin’s control. Founded by tycoon Vladimir Gusinsky in 1993, NTV was a slick, professional channel renowned for its uncompromising reporting of the First Chechen War, the horrors of which it beamed straight into the nation’s living rooms. (Or, more precisely, bedrooms and kitchens: very few Russians are lucky enough to have living rooms.)

    Just two days before the March 2000 presidential polls that would confirm Putin as Russia’s new leader, NTV aired a talk show on the row over the FSB’s ‘training exercise’ in Ryazan. FSB officials had agreed to appear on the programme in the hope that they could persuade the country there was no substance to the rumours of the security services’ involvement in the blasts. But, after an intense grilling by residents of the apartment block where the ‘sugar’ had been discovered, they came off looking – at best – as if they had something to hide.

    If all this wasn’t enough to earn the ire of the new man in the Kremlin, NTV’s Kukly (Puppets) programme, a political satire show inspired by the UK’s Spitting Image, had quickly come up with a latex caricature of Putin. In perhaps the programme’s most infamous scene, Russia’s new diminutive leader was portrayed as an evil, infant gnome muttering, ‘Waste them in the outhouse!’ – the phrase that had helped propel him to power.‌31

    The scene was dreamed up by Viktor Shenderovich, a diminutive writer blessed with a caustic wit who would later join forces with the anti-Putin movement. Although Britain’s rulers had been forced to grin and bear Spitting Image’s puppets, Putin would have no such qualms about lashing out. ‘Putin has never been a Western-style politician and our cruel caricature made him hysterical with anger,’ Shenderovich told me. ‘He took it as a personal insult. He has a serious problem with self-irony.

    ‘We were informed by several sources that he hit the roof. There is no such thing for him as a free press or satire,’ Shenderovich added. ‘But if only he’d seen what the British did with [John] Major and [Margaret] Thatcher!’‌32

    Putin wanted the puppet gone, and Kremlin officials were not shy about making the demand. ‘The disappearance of the Putin puppet was put forward as one of the conditions for the survival of NTV by Alexander Voloshin, then the head of Putin’s administration,’ Shenderovich said. The other conditions, according to former NTV staff, were to cut both critical coverage of Chechnya and investigations into government corruption. But NTV refused to bow to the Kremlin’s demands: time was running out for the channel.

    Just four days after Putin’s inauguration as president on 7 May 2000, the Moscow headquarters of NTV and its parent company, Media MOST, were searched by masked tax police and armed FSB officers. A month later, Gusinsky, the channel’s owner, was arrested and charged with embezzlement. He later said he was only released from custody after agreeing to hand his stake in NTV over to the state-run energy giant, Gazprom.

    Putin had laid down a marker. The man in the Kremlin would no longer be mocked.

    ‘Authoritarian leaders always start with the media,’ Shenderovich said. ‘They are all the same. It was only natural then that Putin immediately closed down an independent channel that was the best and most influential in the country.’

    In truth, NTV had been no saints. When Yeltsin was facing defeat by the Communist Party leader Gennady Zyuganov at the 1996 presidential elections, the channel had rallied to his side, providing favourable coverage and hushing up a heart attack. The channel later received a generous state loan; critics alleged its refusal to back the authorities was simply revenge for being denied a repeat line of credit. Whatever the truth of the allegations, NTV had at least been independent of the Kremlin. Its takeover meant national television was firmly under Putin’s control. Blacklists were introduced and censorship stepped up. Over the next few years, the Kremlin’s spin doctors would shape Putin’s image into that of not just ‘national leader’, but national hero.

    For Mikhail Shats, a popular comedian from St Petersburg who had made it big in Moscow in the mid-1990s, the first alarm bells began to ring in 2002, when he and his colleagues on the OSP-Studio comedy show were ordered to drop a satirical song about Putin. The song – ‘My name is Vova’ – was based around a popular hit, but the new version featured brand-new lyrics that took an ever so gentle dig at the president. (‘Vova’ is one of the possible diminutives of ‘Vladimir’). ‘My name is Vova / I am the coolest… I fly around the world / chatting about peace / and every day I waste bandits in the outhouse,’ went the lyrics.

    ‘After that, censors were posted at every channel,’ Shats, a dark-haired, middle-aged man with a fondness for fine cigars, told me. ‘They would examine every programme before it was aired and just cut out anything they didn’t like about Putin.’ He laughed. ‘At one point, it became impossible to even make any mention of him at all, however innocuous, on light entertainment programmes.’

    *

    The reining in of NTV was just part of Putin’s drive to remove any potential threats to his power. Within weeks of his May 2000 inauguration, a presidential decree created seven presidential envoys – most of them drawn from the security forces or the army – to ‘supervise’ the work of the country’s elected governors. This was just the beginning of Putin’s move to strengthen his position. In 2003, the country’s richest man, oil tycoon Mikhail Khodorkovsky, was arrested on fraud charges widely believed to have been revenge for his funding of opposition political parties, including the Communists. (Putin had gathered the country’s top businesspeople together in July 2000 and warned them in no uncertain terms to stay out of politics.) Khodorkovsky had also riled the Kremlin elite with his attempts to open up Russia’s oil sector to foreign participation. Along with his business partner, Platon Lebedev, Khodorkovsky was sentenced to nine years behind bars, and his oil company, Yukos, was swallowed up by the state. Like anyone who made vast amounts of money in Russia in the 1990s, as Khodorkovsky did, this bespectacled oligarch’s past was hardly likely to have been whiter than white. But Putin was applying the law selectively, as a bludgeon, to pummel his enemies. Despite his pledge to eliminate the oligarchs ‘as a class’, those who stayed loyal, such as Chelsea FC owner Roman Abramovich, would have little to fear.

    By the time the 2004 presidential elections rolled around, Putin’s domination of the political scene was almost complete. He had neutered the media, sent a powerful warning to the business community to stay out of politics and was busy rolling back post-Soviet reforms. He had done what he would later admit in a candid moment was the very thing he had set out to do: eliminate the ‘feeling of absolute freedom’‌33 that had reigned during the chaotic Yeltsin years. For Putin, like his role model, the ruthless, Tsarist-era prime minister Pyotr Stolypin, no price was too high to pay for stability. Putin’s main nominal rivals as he stood for re-election – Communist Party chief Gennady Zyuganov and the nationalist Vladimir Zhirinovsky – stepped aside to allow the president a clear playing field. Putin romped home with 72% of the vote.

    What had happened to the man who in 1996 warned of the dangers of the ‘firm hand that would quickly begin to strangle us all’? Had he simply become disillusioned with the messy nature of democracy? Did he now believe that Russia could not be ruled in any other manner, that an iron fist was the only way to maintain control over his vast and unpredictable homeland? Or perhaps he had not fully understood the nature of a free society to begin with? ‘Like anyone who is not a crazy person, he wanted good,’ said Yuli Rybakov, a former pro-democracy lawmaker in St Petersburg while Putin was deputy mayor. ‘But his idea of good came from somewhere else. What we understand as democracy is, to him, anarchy.’‌34

    Putin still had work to do. His control over the regions, many of them vast areas thousands of miles from Moscow, was not complete. Direct elections meant that there was still the chance that voters would plump for the ‘wrong’ candidate. Something needed to be done to eliminate the last major political force with the potential to challenge the Kremlin: regional governors had to be brought into line. Putin got the excuse he was looking for that autumn.

    In September 2004, as over a thousand people gathered to mark the first day of the new academic year in School Number One in the tiny North Caucasus town of Beslan, Chechen militants stormed into the building, herding terrified parents, teachers and many, many children into the gym. For days, the hostages were kept without food and water, as militants wired the school with explosives and demanded the withdrawal of Russian troops from Chechnya. The raid made international headlines, yet state media ran only cursory coverage and lied about the number of hostages. The siege was eventually brought to a catastrophic end when Russian special forces launched a heavy-handed rescue attempt, deploying flame-throwers and tanks before they stormed the building. By the time the smoke had cleared, 334 people were dead, more than half of them children.

    ‘We demonstrated weakness, and the weak get beaten,’ Putin thundered in the bloody aftermath of the siege. From now on, he announced, there would no longer be direct elections for governors. They would, instead, be appointed by the president himself. What was more, there would be no more independent members of parliament; in future, candidates would be chosen by the tame parties the Kremlin had allowed into the State Duma. However, beyond a vague promise that this would put an end to the ‘epidemic of collapse’ that Putin blamed for the slaughter at Beslan, it remained unclear what exactly the loss of the people’s right to choose their own governors had to do with the country’s worst ever terrorist attack. The answer seemed to be – nothing. ‘The plans to scrap direct elections for governors had been drawn up well before Beslan,’ Marat Guelman, the former Kremlin spin doctor, told me. ‘The tragedy was just exploited to put them into practice.’

    Putin’s rule had entered a harsher stage. ‘Up until 2003, Putin relied on television and other forms of manipulation to maintain and consolidate power,’ Guelman went on. ‘But after this he began to trust in more established methods, ones that were guaranteed to bring results. Prosecutors, tax inspectors, the courts. You see, television is such a tricky thing, you don’t always know what is going to happen. But if you put a person in jail, well, he’s not going to win any elections, is he?’

    Guelman had long quit politics in favour of his other great love – modern art. He had also passionately defended the protest punk group Pussy Riot before and after their controversial trial and had attended his first anti-Kremlin demonstration just weeks ahead of our conversation. How deep, I wondered, was his regret over his role in Project Putin?

    Guelman sighed. ‘Look, if Putin had just served one term, from 2000 to 2004, his presidency would have been viewed positively,’ he told me, stubbing out a cigarette as he spoke. ‘There were more good points than bad – the economy was improving and he was cracking down on regional crime bosses. He managed to fix a lot of the negatives of the Yeltsin era. For me, for a while, the ends justified the means. But, during his second term, well, it became a lot harder to find the positives, let’s put it that way.’

    The Grey Cardinal

    The new political reality that took hold in Russia in the 2000s was both shaped and given ideological substance by Vladislav Surkov, a chain-smoking, secretive Kremlin official with a fondness for both chaos theories and the gangsta rap of Tupac Shakur. Widely viewed as the heir to the Soviet Union’s shadowy chief ideologue during the Cold War, politburo member Mikhail Suslov, Surkov’s genuine role was masked by his official anodyne job title of deputy chief of staff of the presidential administration. But the dark-haired Surkov was Putin’s grey cardinal, responsible for the final transformation of state-controlled media into slavishly pro-Kremlin platforms, and the creation of a docile parliamentary opposition that provided the masses with the illusion of a functioning democracy.

    It was to Surkov’s Kremlin office, overlooking the fifteenth-century, golden-domed Cathedral of the Dormition, that top party officials, leading journalists and other influential figures would come to be issued with ‘directives’. It was here that opposition politicians were brought onside and plans drawn up to dirty the names of those who would not submit. Tellingly, the chunky, beige telephones on Surkov’s desk had speed-dial options for all the major figures in Russian political life, both pro-Putin and the tame parliamentary opposition.‌35

    Born in the provinces in 1964 to a Russian mother and Chechen father, Surkov followed the well-beaten path taken by talented youth to Moscow. He studied theatre for a while and read widely; the American Beat poet Allen Ginsburg was a particular favourite. Like Putin, Surkov also trained in the martial arts. In the late 1980s, he was briefly a bodyguard to the tycoon Mikhail Khodorkovsky, who quickly realized that there was more to his new employee than mere muscle and promoted him to head his bank’s advertising and public relations department.‌36 Surkov soon gained a reputation as one of the most skilful PR people in the country. But Khodorkovsky would prove unwilling to satisfy Surkov’s growing ambitions; the two reportedly fell out after the businessman refused to make his PR manager a full partner. ‘I wanted to be like the hero in the movie Pretty Woman,’ Surkov later recalled. ‘I wanted to be a big businessman who’s sitting in a big hotel, supervising big events.’‌37 In 1999, after highly paid jobs in TV and banking, Surkov was brought into Yeltsin’s presidential staff, where he helped launch Putin to the presidency.

    Regularly identified by analysts as one of the two or three most powerful men in Russian politics throughout the 2000s, the obsessively secretive Surkov was, however, far from a household name. Most ordinary Russians, it is fair to say, had never even heard of him. And Surkov did everything he could to bolster his mysterious image, rarely making public appearances and declaring that Putin was ‘sent to Russia by the Lord’. (‘Yeah, as the angel of the apocalypse,’ they joked in opposition circles.) Believed to have written a satirical novel, Almost Zero, under a pseudonym, Surkov also penned lyrics for the Russian rock group Agata Kristi. The Kremlin’s chief ideologue liked to think of himself as an artist. His canvas was Russia.

    Possessed of a piercing gaze, Surkov was invested with almost supernatural powers by the anti-Putin movement, whose members loathed and feared him in equal measures. ‘He’s like the gang member who actually enjoys torturing victims,’ a protest figure colourfully described him to me, on condition, naturally, of anonymity.

    ‘He is the lord of darkness,’ said an opposition politician, Vladimir Ryzhkov, without irony. ‘He has been complicit in all the vileness of the Putin era.’‌38

    And so it was Surkov who in 2004 announced that Putinism, this strange new hybrid of Soviet-type authoritarianism and free-market morals, was based on the concept of ‘sovereign democracy’. The malleable term drew heavily on the works of one of Putin’s favourite philosophers, Ivan Ilyin (1883–1954), an intellectual exiled by Lenin, who believed that Western-style democracy was not only unsuitable for Russia, but also harmful. Instead, Russia, Ilyin believed, required a ‘united and strong state power, dictatorial in the scope of its powers’.‌39

    Sovereign democracy essentially meant that the state should exert robust controls over a nominally democratic political system, one that was free of any foreign influences whatsoever. The political playing field was open to both the left and the right, and everything in between, but the number-one rule, inflexible for participation, was ‘the Kremlin is always right’. Stick to that, and things would go smoothly. Deviate and fall victim to Surkov, the master of black PR. Not everyone was convinced, however, by Surkov’s new addition to the political lexicon. ‘Sovereign democracy’, ran the joke, was to ‘genuine democracy’ what ‘electric chair’ was to ‘chair’.

    All this trickery may have secured Putin in the Kremlin, but there was only so much that Surkov and state media could do to mask the injustices that permeated Russia. Angry protests were sparked in early 2005 by sweeping social-benefit reforms, with well-attended marches taking place in a number of cities. The demonstrations may have fizzled out quickly, and produced no new or viable opposition leaders, but the authorities were rattled. Grassroots movements were also gaining popularity, from campaigns against the often deadly driving habits of government officials to protests against environmental destruction. Even Surkov, with all his dark talents, had been unable to eliminate dissent entirely. Not everyone had signed up to Putin’s pact.
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