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Oh, he understood very well that for the meek soul of a simple Russian, exhausted by grief and hardship and, above all, by constant injustice and sin, his own or the world’s, there was no stronger need than to find a holy shrine or a saint to prostrate himself before and to worship.


—Fyodor Dostoevsky,


The Brothers Karamazov
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CHAPTER 1


Homo Sovieticus


Vladimir Spiridonovich Putin edged forward through the cratered battlefield beside the Neva River, roughly thirty miles from Leningrad. His orders seemed suicidal. He was to reconnoiter the German positions and, if possible, capture a “tongue,” slang for a soldier to interrogate. It was November 17, 1941,1 already bitterly cold, and the Soviet Union’s humiliated army was now desperately fighting to avoid its complete destruction at the hands of Nazi Germany. The last tanks in reserve in the city had crossed the Neva a week before, and Putin’s commanders now had orders to break through heavily reinforced positions defended by 54,000 German infantrymen.2 There was no choice but to obey. He and another soldier approached a foxhole along a dug-in front, carved with trenches, pocked with shell craters, stained with blood. A German suddenly rose, surprising all three of them. For a frozen moment, nothing happened. The German reacted first, unpinned a grenade and tossed it. It landed near Putin, killing his comrade and riddling his own legs with shrapnel. The German soldier escaped, leaving Putin for dead. “Life is such a simple thing, really,” a man who retold the story decades later would say, with a characteristic fatalism.3


Putin, then thirty years old, lay wounded on a bridgehead on the east bank of the Neva. The Red Army’s commanders had poured troops across the river in hopes of breaking the encirclement of Leningrad that had begun two months earlier when the Germans captured Shlisselburg, an ancient fortress at the mouth of the Neva, but the effort failed. The Germans laid a siege that would last 872 days and kill a million civilians by bombardment, starvation, or disease. “The Führer has decided to wipe the city of Petersburg from the face of the earth,” a secret German order declared on September 29. Surrender would not be accepted. Air and artillery bombardment would be the instrument of the city’s destruction, and hunger would be its accomplice, since “feeding the population cannot and should not be solved by us.”4 Never before had a modern city endured a siege like it.


“Is this the end of your losses?” Joseph Stalin furiously cabled the city’s defenders the day after the siege began. “Perhaps you have already decided to give up Leningrad?” The telegram was signed by the entire Soviet leadership, including Vyacheslav Molotov, who in 1939 had signed the notorious nonaggression pact with his Nazi counterpart, Joachim von Ribbentrop, which was now betrayed.5 It was by no means the end of the losses. The fall of Shlisselburg coincided with ferocious air raids in Leningrad itself, including one that ignited the city’s main food warehouse. The Soviet forces defending the city were in disarray, as they were everywhere in the Soviet Union. Operation Barbarossa, the Nazi invasion that began on June 22, 1941, had crushed Soviet defenses along a thousand-mile front, from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea. Even Moscow seemed in danger of falling.


Stalin never considered surrendering Leningrad, and he dispatched the chief of the general staff, Georgy Zhukov, to shore up the city’s defenses, which he did with great brutality. On the night of September 19, on Zhukov’s orders, Soviet forces mounted the first assault 600 meters across the Neva to break the siege, but it was repulsed by overwhelming German firepower. In October, they tried again, hurling forth the 86th Division, which included Putin’s unit, the 330th Rifle Regiment. The bridgehead those troops managed to create on the eastern bank of the Neva became known, because of its size, as the Nevsky Pyatachok, from the word for a five-kopek coin or a small patch. At its greatest expanse the battlefield was barely a mile wide, less than half a mile deep. For the soldiers fated to fight there, it was a brutal, senseless death trap.


Putin was an uneducated laborer, one of four sons of Spiridon Putin, a chef who once worked in the city’s famed pre-revolutionary Astoria Hotel. Spiridon, though a supporter of the Bolsheviks, fled the imperial capital during the civil war and famine that followed the October Revolution in 1917. He settled in his ancestral village, Pominovo, in the rolling hills west of Moscow, and later moved to the city itself, where he cooked for Vladimir Lenin’s widow, Nadezhda Krupskaya, at her official Soviet dacha in the Gorky district on the edge of Moscow.6 After her death in 1939, he worked in the retreat of Moscow’s Communist Party Committee. He was said to have cooked once for Grigory Rasputin at the Astoria and on occasion for Stalin when he visited Lenin’s widow, beginning a family tradition of servitude to the political elite. Proximity to power did nothing to protect his sons from the Nazis; the entire nation was fighting for survival.


Vladimir Putin was already a veteran when the Nazis invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941. He had served as a submariner in the 1930s before settling down not far from Leningrad, in the village of Petrodvorets, where Peter the Great had built his palace on the Gulf of Finland. In the chaotic days that followed the invasion, he, like many citizens, had rushed to volunteer to defend the nation and was initially assigned to a special demolitions detachment of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, or NKVD, the dreaded secret police agency that would later become the KGB. The NKVD created 2,222 of these detachments to harass the Nazis behind the front, which was then rapidly advancing.7 One of Putin’s first missions in the war was a disaster. He and twenty-seven other partisan fighters parachuted behind the Germans advancing on Leningrad, near the town of Kingisepp. It was close to the border with Estonia, which the Soviet Union had occupied the year before, along with Latvia and Lithuania, as part of the notorious prewar pact with Hitler. Putin’s detachment managed to blow up one arms depot, as the story went, but quickly ran out of ammunition and rations. Local residents, Estonians, brought them food but also betrayed them to the Germans, whom many in the Baltic nations welcomed, at least at first, as liberators from Soviet occupation. German troops closed in on the unit, firing on them as they raced along a road back to the Soviet lines. Putin split off, chased by Germans with dogs, and hid in a marsh, submerging himself and breathing through a reed until the patrol moved on.8 How exactly he made it back is lost to the fog of history, but only he and three others of the detachment survived the raid. The NKVD interrogated him after his escape, but he managed to avoid suspicion of desertion or cowardice and was soon sent back to the front.9 It might have been courage alone that drove Putin, or it might have been fear. Stalin’s Order No. 270, issued on August 16, had threatened soldiers who deserted with execution and their family members with arrest.


Inside Leningrad conditions deteriorated rapidly, despite efforts by the authorities to maintain a sense of normality. Schools opened, as always, on September 1, but three days later the first German shells landed inside the city.10 With the blockade completed and the city now under regular assault from above, the authorities intensified the rationing of food. Rations would gradually decline, leading to desperation, despair, and finally death. As Vladimir Putin fought outside the city, his wife, Maria, and their infant son were trapped inside. Vladimir and Maria, both born in 1911, were children of Russia’s turbulent twentieth century, buffeted by World War I, the Bolshevik revolution, and the civil war that followed. They met in Pominovo, where his father had moved after the revolution, and married in 1928, when they were only seventeen. They moved back to Leningrad as newlyweds, settling back in Petrodvorets with her relatives in 1932. After Putin’s conscription in the navy, they had a boy named Oleg, who died in infancy. A year before the war started, they had a second son, Viktor.


Maria and Viktor only narrowly avoided occupation in Nazi-held territories. She had refused at first to leave Petrodvorets, but as the Germans closed in, her brother, Ivan Shelomov, forced her to evacuate. He served as a first captain in the Baltic Fleet’s headquarters and thus had military authority and what privileges still existed in a city under siege.11 Captain Shelomov retrieved them “under gunfire and bombs” and settled them into a city whose fate was precarious.12 Conditions became dire as the winter arrived, the cold that year even more bitter than usual. Maria and Viktor moved into one of dozens of shelters the authorities opened to house refugees pouring in from the occupied outskirts. Her brother helped her with his own rations, but her health faded nevertheless. One day—exactly when is unknown—she passed out and passersby laid her body out with the frozen corpses that had begun to pile up on the street for collection, left for dead, as her husband had been on the front. She was discovered, somehow, in this open-air morgue, her moans attracting attention.13


Vladimir’s survival seemed no less improbable. He lay wounded beside the Neva for several hours before other Soviet troops found him and carried him back toward the regiment’s redoubt on the bank. He might have died, one of more than 300,000 soldiers who lost their lives on the Pyatachok, except that an old neighbor found him on a litter at a primitive field hospital. He slung Putin over his shoulder and carried him across the frozen river to a hospital on the other side.


As it turned out, Putin’s injury almost certainly saved his life. His unit, the 330th Rifle Regiment, fought on the bridgehead throughout the winter of 1941–1942. The battle, in scale and carnage, foreshadowed the terrible siege of Stalingrad the next year, a “monstrous meatgrinder,” it was called.14 The forces there endured relentless shelling by the Germans. The forested riverbank became a churned, lifeless landscape where nothing would grow for years. New recruits crossed the Neva to replace those killed or wounded at a staggering rate of hundreds a day until the spring of 1942, when the bridgehead collapsed and the Germans regained the ground on April 27. The 330th Rifle Regiment was entirely destroyed except for a major from its command staff, Aleksandr Sokolov, who managed to swim to safety, despite serious wounds.15 It was one of the deadliest single battles of the entire war, and for the Soviet military command, a folly that squandered tens of thousands of soldiers and probably prolonged the siege instead of shortening it.16


Putin spent months in a military hospital, recovering in a city that was dying around him. By the time the last road out of the city was cut, three million civilians and soldiers remained besieged. Maria, who refused to be evacuated when it was still possible, ultimately found her husband in the hospital. Against the rules, he shared his own hospital rations with her, hiding food from the nurses until a doctor noticed and halted Maria’s daily visits for a time.17 The city’s initial resilience succumbed to devastation, starvation, and worse. Essential services deteriorated along with the food supply. Corpses lay uncollected in mounds on the streets. In January and February 1942, more than 100,000 people died each month.18 The only connection to unoccupied territory was the makeshift “Road of Life,” a series of precarious routes over the frozen waters of Lake Ladoga. They provided minimal relief to the city, and the siege ground on until January 1943, when the Soviet army broke through the encirclement to the east. It took another year to fully free the city from the Nazi grip and begin the relentless, ruthless Soviet march to Berlin.


Vladimir and Maria somehow survived, though his injuries caused him to limp in pain for the rest of his life. In April 1942, he was released from the hospital and sent to work at a weapons factory that turned out artillery shells and antitank mines.19 Their son, Viktor, did not survive. He died of diphtheria in June 1942 and was buried in a mass grave at Piskaryovskoye Cemetery along with 470,000 other civilians and soldiers. Neither Vladimir nor Maria knew where exactly and evidently made little effort to learn. Nor did they ever talk about it in detail later.20 The war’s toll was devastatingly personal. Maria’s mother, Elizabeta Shelomova, died on the front lines west of Moscow in October 1941, though it was never clear whether it was a Soviet or a German shell that killed her; Maria’s brother Ivan survived, but another brother, Pyotr, was condemned by a military tribunal at the front in the earliest days of the war, evidently for some dereliction of duty, and his ultimate fate was never known, and certainly not mentioned. Two of Vladimir’s brothers also died during the war: Mikhail in July 1942, also in circumstances lost to history; and Aleksei on the Voronezh front in February 1943.21


These were the stories of the Great Patriotic War—tales of heroism and suffering—that Vladimir and Maria’s third son would grow up hearing and that would leave an indelible impression on him throughout his life. From “some snatches, some fragments” of conversations overheard at the kitchen table in a crowded communal flat in a still-devastated Leningrad, he created his family narrative, one reshaped by time and memory, one that might have been apocryphal in places and was certainly far from complete. The Putins were simple people, unlikely to know much of the darker aspects of the war: Stalin’s paranoid purges in the Great Terror that had decimated the army before the war; the connivance with Hitler’s plans to conquer Europe; the partitioning of Poland in 1939; the forceful annexation of the Baltic nations; the chaotic defense once the Nazis invaded; the official malfeasance that contributed to the starvation in Leningrad; the vengeful atrocities committed by Soviet troops as they marched to Berlin. Even then, after Stalin’s death in 1953, it remained dangerous to speak poorly of the state in anything above a whisper. The victory—and the Putins’ small part in it—was an inexhaustible fountain of pride. What else could it be? One did not think of the mistakes that were made, the young boy would say later; one thought only of winning.


This third son, Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin,22 was born on October 7, 1952, in a city still scarred by the siege, still suffering from deprivation, still consumed by fear. Stalin’s megalomania, even in victory, had descended into paranoia and retribution. In the late 1940s, the city’s wartime elite, both civilian and military, succumbed to a purge known as the Leningrad Affair. Dozens of party officials and their relatives were arrested, jailed, exiled, or shot.23 Loyal citizens of the state refrained from speaking, out of either fear or complicity in the crimes that were committed, even descendants of a man trusted enough to cook on occasion for Stalin. Few people whose lives intersected with Stalin’s, even briefly, “came through unscathed,” Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin would later recall, “but my grandfather was one of them.”24 Not that he talked about it much. “My grandfather kept pretty quiet about his past life. My parents didn’t talk much about the past, either. People generally didn’t, back then.” Vladimir’s father was taciturn and severe, frightening even to people who knew him well.25 The father’s wartime experience—the limp he carried through his life, which always seemed worse when the weather turned cold—clearly made a great impression on his son. After the war, the elder Vladimir continued to work at the Yegorov Factory on Moskovsky Prospekt, which built the passenger carriages for the country’s railways and subways. A member of the Communist Party, he became the factory’s party representative, a blue-collar apparatchik ensuring rigor, loyalty, discipline, and, most of all, caution.


The job entitled him to a single room—180 square feet—in a decrepit communal apartment on the fifth floor of what had once been an elegant nineteenth-century apartment building at 12 Baskov Lane, not far from Leningrad’s central avenue, Nevsky Prospekt, and the Griboyedov Canal. The Putins moved in in 1944 and after the war had to share the confined space with two other families. They would live there for more than two decades. The apartment had no hot water, no bathtub. A windowless hallway served as a communal kitchen, with a single gas burner opposite a sink. The toilet was in a closet jammed against a stairwell. The apartment was heated with a wood-burning stove.


Maria, like her husband, had limited education. She was ten days shy of forty-one when Vladimir was born. After so much suffering and loss, she treated her son like the miracle he seemed to be.26 She toiled in various menial jobs, cleaning buildings, washing test tubes in a laboratory, and delivering bread, all jobs that left her more time to tend to him. An elderly couple shared one room in the apartment; an observant Jewish family, with an older daughter, Hava, shared the other. The younger Vladimir, the only child in the communal home, remembered the elderly couple fondly, and spent as much time with them as with his parents. They became surrogate grandparents, and he knew her as Baba Anya. She, like his mother, possessed deep religious faith. The Russian Orthodox Church, repressed by the Soviet regime, was allowed to function openly during the war to help rally the nation, though it would be severely repressed again when the guns fell silent. As Vladimir would later tell the story, on November 21, when he was seven weeks old, Baba Anya and Maria walked three blocks through the winter chill to the Transfiguration Cathedral, a yellow, eighteenth-century monument built in the neoclassical style of many of the city’s churches, and there they secretly baptized the boy.27


Whether she kept the baptism secret out of fear of her stern husband or fear of official censure is not clear, though her son later suggested it might not have been as secret as she hoped. Little was ever secret in the Soviet Union. She took the boy with her to services occasionally but kept the apartment, with its lack of privacy, free of icons or other outward signs of practice.28 Nor did she evidently discuss her beliefs with him then, certainly not in depth. It was only forty years later that Maria gave him his baptismal cross and asked him to bless it at the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem when he visited Israel for the first time. Faith nonetheless hovered in the background of the boy’s life, along with his father’s commitment to Communism’s secular orthodoxy. He evinced little preference for either, though some who knew him would assert years later that his relationship with the Jewish neighbors instilled an unusual ecumenical tolerance and a disdain for the anti-Semitism that has long afflicted Russian culture.29


The building on Baskov Lane was Vladimir Putin’s youthful universe. The gilded landmarks of tsarist Russia—the Hermitage, the Admiralty, the Peter and Paul Cathedral—were nearby but little more than distant monuments in the cityscape. He was a scion of the proletariat, not the Soviet intelligentsia or the political elite; only later, in hindsight, would he become conscious of the deprivation of his childhood. The stairs to the fifth floor were pocked with holes, fetid, and dimly lit; they smelled of sweat and boiling cabbage. The building was infested with rats, which he and his friends would chase with sticks. It was what passed for a game—until the time he cornered one at the end of a hallway. “Suddenly it lashed around and threw itself at me,” he recalled. “I was surprised and frightened.”30


He was always a slight boy. One of his earliest memories of venturing out of this cloistered childhood occurred on May Day in 1959, perhaps, or 1960. He found himself terrified of the bustle on “the big corner” at Mayakovskaya Street. A few years later, he and friends rode a commuter train to an unknown part of the city in search of adventure. It was cold and they had nothing to eat, and though they built a fire to warm themselves, they returned dejected, whereupon the elder Putin beat him with a belt as punishment.


The apartment building wrapped around an inner courtyard that linked with the neighboring building’s courtyard to form an unkempt, treeless space, little better than the bottom of an airshaft. The courtyard attracted drunks and thugs, smoking, drinking, and otherwise whiling away their lives. By his own accounts and those of his friends, life in the courtyard and later in school made him rough, a brawler quick to defend against slights and threats, but it is more likely, given his size, that he was bullied. His parents doted on him, and when he was young, they refused to let him leave the courtyard without permission. He grew up in the overly protective, if not outwardly loving, embrace of parents who had miraculously survived and would do everything to ensure that their son did too. “There were no kisses,” Vera Gurevich, a schoolteacher who became close to the family, remembered. “There was none of that love-dovey stuff in their house.”31


On September 1, 1960, Vladimir began attending School No. 193, located a short walk away on the same street where he lived. He was nearly eight, Maria having kept him out of kindergarten, perhaps out of an overabundance of caution. He lacked the social adeptness he might have developed had he grown up around more children. He showed up on the first day carrying not flowers for his teacher, as tradition dictated, but a potted plant.32 In school, he was an indifferent student, petulant and impulsive, probably a little bit spoiled. Vera Gurevich called him a whirligig because he would walk into class and spin in circles. He was highly disruptive in and out of class,33 more inclined to hang out with boys she considered a bad influence, including two older brothers named Kovshov. He was caught in school carrying a knife, and was once rebuked for delinquency by a neighborhood party committee, which threatened to send him to an orphanage.34 His behavior initially kept him out of the Pioneers, the Communist Party youth organization whose membership was a rite of passage; by the third grade, he was one of only a few among his forty-five classmates who had not joined. His father, as a party steward, could only have been dismayed at so conspicuous a failure, one that Vladimir later described as a rebellion against his father and the system around him. “I was a hooligan, not a Pioneer,” he said.35 Vera Gurevich, who met him in the fourth grade, eventually complained to his father that the boy was intelligent, but disorganized and uninterested.


“He’s not working to his full potential,” she told the senior Vladimir at the apartment on Baskov Lane, which she described as horrid, “so cold, just awful.”


“Well, what can I do?” Vladimir Spiridonovich replied. “Kill him or what?”36


Vladimir and Maria nevertheless promised Gurevich that they would rein their son in. The father pressed him to take up boxing, though the slight boy quickly gave it up when, he said, a punch broke his nose. Instead, he turned to martial arts, apparently against the wishes of his parents, practing sambo, a Soviet style that mixed judo and wrestling and was more suited to his diminutive stature and “pugnacious nature.”37 One of his coaches became a decisive influence in his life. Anatoly Rakhlin worked at the Trud (or Labor) Club, not far from Baskov Lane, and in 1965 Putin, now in the fifth grade, joined it. Rakhlin had to reassure Vladimir’s parents that “we do not teach anything bad to the kids.”38 The discipline and rigor of sambo, and later judo, intrigued the boy in a way nothing else had. The martial arts transformed his life, giving him the means of asserting himself against larger, tougher boys. “It was a tool to assert myself in the pack,” he would say.39 It also brought him a new circle of friends, especially two brothers, Arkady and Boris Rotenberg, who would stick by him throughout his life. The martial arts gave him an orthodoxy he found neither in religion nor in politics. It was more than mere sport, he believed; it was a philosophy. “It was sports that dragged me off the streets,” he once recalled. “To be honest, the courtyard wasn’t a very good environment for a kid.”40


This made perhaps too much of his transformation. His claims to have lived the life of the jungle sounded more like bravado. The courtyard’s squalor and abased occupants might have once intrigued him, but they also instilled a disdain for drinking and smoking, for sloth and disorder. Nevertheless, once he found his passion for the martial arts, he exhibited a steely determination to succeed. Since Trud required decent grades for membership, he made more effort in school, and by the sixth grade, his grades had improved. Vera Gurevich and his classmates resolved to get him into the Pioneers, belatedly appealing to the school’s representative to make an exception for his previous lapses. His induction ceremony was held at Ulyanovka, a rustic village formerly known as Sablino, where Lenin’s sister once lived.41 Within weeks, he became the leader of his school’s Pioneer branch, his first leadership position. By the eighth grade, he was among the first chosen to join the Komsomol, the Communist Party’s youth organization. It was a necessary stepping stone to what he soon discovered was his life’s calling.


In 1965, the twentieth anniversary of the victory over the Nazis arrived on a new wave of nostalgia and official celebration. One of the most popular novels of the decade was an espionage tale, The Shield and the Sword. It first appeared as a serial in the literary magazine Znamya, or Banner, the organ of the Union of Writers. Its author, Vadim Kozhevnikov, served as a war correspondent for Pravda, and his experience gave the story a realistic skein, though it conformed dutifully to the narrative of Soviet propaganda. (Kozhevnikov, as head of the writers’ union, was involved in the banning of a far more realistic account of the war, Vasily Grossman’s Life and Fate.) The novel’s hero, Major Aleksandr Belov, was a Soviet secret agent passing as a German in Nazi Germany just before the outbreak of the Great Patriotic War. Using the alias Johann Weiss, he rises through the ranks of the Abwehr, the Nazi military intelligence organization, and later the Schutzstaffel, or SS. Weiss is courageous in battle, stoic and unyielding, even when tortured. He is disgusted by the Nazis he has to outwardly serve, disgusted by the Nazi he has to appear to become, but obliged to endure the experience in order to sabotage the German war effort. “He had never supposed that the most difficult and torturing part of his chosen mission would be in this splitting of his own conscious self,” Kozhevnikov wrote. “To begin with he had even been attracted by this game of putting on somebody else’s skin and creating his thoughts and being glad when these coincided with what other people expected of this created personality.”42


It was not Tolstoy, certainly. It was, to an impressionable teenage boy, much, much better. Three years after its publication, the book became a five-plus-hour film, with Kozhevnikov credited for the screenplay. It was the most popular movie in the Soviet Union in 1968, a black-and-white homage to the secret service—to what had by then become the KGB. Vladimir Putin, then almost sixteen, was enchanted. He and his friends watched the movie repeatedly. More than four decades later he could still remember the lyrics to the film’s sentimental theme song, “Whence Does the Motherland Begin,” redolent of birds and birches in the Russian heartland.43 Vladimir promptly gave up his childhood dreams to become a sailor, as his father had, or maybe a pilot. He would become a spy, imagining himself as a future Major Belov cum Johann Weiss: handsome, fit, and empowered single-handedly to change history. “What amazed me most of all was how one man’s efforts could achieve what whole armies could not,” he recalled years later with the same romantic appreciation he had had in his youth. “One spy could decide the fate of thousands of people.”44


He knew little about the KGB then or its inner workings. The father of one of his classmates had served in intelligence, but had already retired. The film’s release was part of the modernizing efforts of the KGB’s new director, Yuri Andropov, who took over in 1967. Andropov intended to remake the agency’s image, casting it not as a dreaded secret police force responsible for repression and terror, but rather as the defender of the great Soviet nation. In Vladimir’s case at least, the propaganda accomplished its aims; sports may have dragged him off the streets, but the movie inspired his career. The day after he saw the first episode he told a classmate he would be a spy,45 and soon after that, as he recounted the tale, he did an audacious and naïve thing. He walked unannounced into the office of the local KGB headquarters on Liteiny Prospekt, not far from his apartment, and volunteered his service.


The KGB’s headquarters in Leningrad was known as the Big House, not merely because of its size. A sardonic joke circulated about its enormity, one told in variations in many Soviet cities: From St. Isaac’s Cathedral, you can see all of Leningrad. From the Big House, you can see all the way to the Solovetsky Islands—the archipelago in the White Sea hundreds of miles to the north that included a notorious precursor of the Gulag’s labor camps. Vladimir had to try three times before he found the right entrance at the Big House and an officer who would meet him. The officer indulged the boy, but told him flatly that the KGB did not accept volunteers. Instead, it sought out those considered worthy, those already in the army or at the university. Vladimir pressed. He wanted to know what course of study would best serve this new ambition of his. The officer, seemingly eager to get rid of him, suggested law school, and that decided the matter. He would go to university and study law, against the wishes of his parents, who thought his grades and temperament better suited him for a technical school, like the Academy of Civil Aviation, which he initially aspired to attend. Vladimir could be impulsive and unbending, though. His parents and his coaches were puzzled by his new purpose, as he had not told them of his journey to the Big House and thus the real motive for attending law school. One coach at Trud berated him when he learned his choice, presuming it would make him a prosecutor or police officer. A furious Vladimir exhorted, “I’m not going to be a cop!”46


His decision to join the KGB came amid the international tumult of 1968. Only days before he began secondary school in Leningrad, the Soviet Union invaded Czechoslovakia to crush the reforms of the Prague Spring. Vladimir seemed untroubled by the crackdown on dissent, either at home or abroad. Like many, he flirted with the forbidden culture of the West, listening to the Beatles on recordings passed between friends like contraband. “The music was like a breath of fresh air,” he would say later, “like a window on the outside world.”47 Vladimir played the accordion for a while, and later, on a guitar his father gave him, he learned the folk songs of Vladimir Vysotsky and other bards of the era. Although the late 1960s in the Soviet Union were viewed as an era of repression and then stagnation, his teenage years were far more carefree than anything his parents’ generation had experienced. The Putins were not part of the cosseted elite, but standards of living had risen after the war, and the family, too, became more comfortable. Vladimir and Maria even had a large black telephone at the apartment, which was still a rarity, and Vladimir and his friends would make calls from it.48 By then, they were affluent enough to buy a three-room dacha in Tosno, a small village outside Leningrad, where he spent many of his teenage years with a core group of friends, outside the claustrophobic environment of the communal apartment. On the wall above a table in the dacha hung a printed portrait that one friend, Viktor Borisenko, did not recognize. When he asked about it, Vladimir explained that it was Jan Karlovich Berzin, a founder of the Bolsheviks’ military intelligence branch. He was arrested in the Great Terror in 1937 and executed a year later, but he had been rehabilitated posthumously.49


Vladimir attended secondary school at School No. 281, a selective, specialized scientific academy intended to prepare students for university. He was not an overly popular student, but rather a brash one, obsessed with sports and almost militantly studious.50 Although studying sciences might have guaranteed him a spot at a prestigious technical university, he pursued the humanities, literature, and history. He also continued lessons in German, which he began studying in the fourth grade with the encouragement of Vera Gurevich. This time his teacher was Mina Yuditskaya, who would describe him as a modest, though serious student. She would have a deep influence on him, and he would remember her decades later with a sentimental fondness.51 School No. 281 tolerated, within limits, intellectual openness and debate. A popular teacher, Mikhail Demenkov, distributed samizdat, the banned literature circulated in carbon copies. A history teacher, Tamara Stelmakhova, held discussions on whether Nikita Khrushchev might ultimately have fulfilled his promise to build a truly communist state within twenty years.52


Although he joined the Komsomol in 1967, he rarely participated in its activities, devoting himself instead to sports and schoolwork to the exclusion of other teenage preoccupations. Vera Brileva, a girl two years younger, recalled him hunched over his desk, which stood in the communal living room next to a sofa and a buffet. She met him at the dacha in Tosno in 1969 and was smitten. She recalled a brief kiss during a game of “spin the bottle”—“I felt so hot all of a sudden”—but she soon found he had little time for girls, something even his teacher noticed.53 Their youthful courtship ended one day when she interrupted his studies at the apartment by asking whether he remembered something or another. She had not finished the sentence when he cut her off. “I only remember things I need to remember,” he snapped at her.54 Interviewed many years later, she remembered his “small, strong hands” and sounded wistful about the rebuff.


Such assiduousness paid off. In his last two years of secondary school—Soviet education consisted of only ten years—he earned good, though not particularly impressive, grades. He did well in history and German, less so in math and science. In his last year, he devoted himself less to classwork than to cramming for the entrance exams that could earn him a coveted spot at Leningrad State University, one of the most prestigious in the Soviet Union. Vera Gurevich expressed doubts that he could get in and never knew the real reason he wanted to. “I’ll solve that problem myself,” he told her.55 The chances of getting into Leningrad State were so low, with roughly one in forty applicants being accepted, that there has been speculation that he was accepted either because of his working-class roots or even, improbably, because of the silent hand of the KGB stealthily guiding his career without even his knowledge.56 Nonetheless, he scored well enough on his exams and was accepted into the university’s law department in the fall of 1970, just as the KGB officer had suggested two years before.


As a college student, he continued to study rigorously and devote much of his time to judo competitions, forswearing smoking and drinking in order to stay fit. He refused offers to join the Leningrad University judo team, remaining loyal to his coaches at Trud. He became a master in the sport in 1973 and competed in several city and regional championships. He still lived in the communal apartment, but he traveled more widely inside the Soviet Union. He attended judo competitions as far away as Moldova, cut timber one summer in Komi in the north, and spent two weeks in a student construction camp in Abkhazia, then a region of the Soviet republic of Georgia. He earned 800 rubles, or nearly $600 at the time, buying a coat that he would wear for the next fifteen years and squandering the rest in Gagra, a resort on the lushly wooded coast of the Black Sea.57 He and his friends managed to sneak onto a ferry headed to Odessa, with little money and only tinned meat to eat. For two nights he slept in a lifeboat, envying the passengers with cabins but also captivated by the night sky. “The stars seemed to just hang there,” he recalled. “Sailors might be used to that, but for me it was a wondrous discovery.”58


In 1972, his mother won a car after buying a thirty-kopek lottery ticket. She could have sold the car for 3,500 rubles, but indulgently gave it to her son. It only was a small, boxy Zaporozhets, but relatively few adults, let alone college students, had their own cars in the Soviet Union in the 1970s. For Vladimir, it was a status symbol, and a new diversion. He drove everywhere, going to his matches and giving friends lifts just for the sake of driving. He was also a wild and reckless driver. Once he hit a man who lurched into the road, though he claimed the man was trying to commit suicide. In some accounts, he chased the man as he stumbled away, but Vladimir denied it. “I’m not a beast,” he insisted.59


He spent four years at the university before he was approached by a mysterious man, who, he later learned, served in the KGB division that oversaw universities. By then, he had all but given up on his teenage ambitions. He interned one summer with the criminal division of the local Transportation Ministry, taking part in the investigation of an airplane crash, and seemed destined to become an officer with the local prosecutor, as his coach had warned him would happen. The law appealed to Vladimir as martial arts did. It imposed rules and order, which he came to respect more than any ideology. He claimed he never worked for—or even heard from—the KGB as a student, though collaboration with the secret services was common among university students. Thus when the recruitment he had long coveted finally came in 1974, during his fourth year, it came, he would say, as a surprise. The man never really introduced himself. “I need to talk to you about your career assignment,” he told Vladimir on the telephone, refusing to speak in detail. Vladimir sensed the significance of the encounter though and agreed to meet later in the university’s faculty lounge. After arriving on time, he waited twenty minutes, angrily assuming he might be the victim of a prank. The man showed up and, breathlessly, apologized, something that impressed the young man deeply.60


Vladimir underwent a thorough background check. A last step involved an interview with his father, and in January 1975, a middle-aged officer named Dmitri Gantserov visited Vladimir Spiridonovich. The senior Putin was not very tall, Gantserov thought, a simple, honest, hardworking man who was proud that his son had gone to university and was now being considered for the security services. He understood the responsibility and difficulty of the tasks ahead of his son. He then spoke earnestly, almost pleadingly, to this stranger. “Volodya is everything for us,” he told him, using the diminutive form of his son’s name. “And all our hopes are tied only to him. After all, you know, two sons of ours died. After the war we decided to have a child. Now we live only Volodya’s life. We already lived ours.”61


Although his Volodya must have been aware of what the KGB did, the young man was untroubled by its history, by its role policing the enemies of the state, whether at home or abroad. On the contrary, he considered it the duty of a proper Soviet citizen to cooperate with the KGB—not for money, but for the security of the state. “The cooperation of normal citizens was an important tool for the state’s viable activity,” he said.62 There might have been excesses, he understood, but the cult of personality around Stalin had been dismantled shortly after his birth, the victims of his terror gradually released from the Gulag. He did not give it much thought otherwise. As far as he was concerned, the crimes of the past that killed or ruined millions were old history, and he was not unusual in that. For many Russians, even those who suffered under his tyranny, Stalin remained the revered father of the nation who led the country to victory over the Nazis; the darker recesses of his rule were suppressed, either by fear, complicity, or guilt, leaving a conflicted legacy that would dominate Soviet society for decades. As he later recalled, he himself was “an utterly successful product of the patriotic education of a Soviet man.”63




CHAPTER 2


A Warm Heart, a Cool Head, and Clean Hands


Vladimir Putin fulfilled his dream of joining the KGB in the summer of 1975, but he never became the secret agent of his childhood imagination. His induction was routine, aside from a comic miscommunication that occurred when he appeared that spring before the university employment commission that assigned graduates their careers in the Soviet system. An official from the university’s law department announced that he would be joining the Leningrad bar after all. Only then did a KGB officer monitoring the assignments stir in the corner of the room. “Oh, no,” the officer said. “That question has already been decided.”1 Vladimir did not even know his assignment, but he was delighted. “Let’s go,” he told his childhood friend, Viktor Borisenko, after picking him up in his car. It was clear to Borisenko that something important had happened, but Vladimir would not so much as hint at what it was. They went to a Georgian restaurant near the Kazan Cathedral, the colonnaded landmark on Nevsky Prospekt, eating chicken in walnut sauce and, to Borisenko’s surprise, for his friend had never before allowed the indulgence, drinking shots of sweet liqueur.2 Only much later did he learn that they had been celebrating his friend’s acceptance into the KGB.


By the time Vladimir joined, the KGB had grown into a vast bureaucracy that oversaw not only domestic and foreign intelligence matters, but also counterintelligence at home and abroad, military counterintelligence, enforcement of the border and customs, and physical protection of the political leadership and government facilities like the country’s nuclear sites. There were directorates that oversaw communications and cryptography, and that monitored telephone calls. The Sixth Directorate monitored “economic security” by policing speculation, currency exchanges, and other signs of deviant free-market activity. The Fifth Chief Directorate, created in 1969 to “protect” the Constitution, enforced party loyalty and harassed dissidents in all walks of life. The KGB was more than just a security agency; it was a state within the state, ever in search of enemies within and without. It ostensibly served the interests of the Communist Party—and acted on its orders—but its vast powers also served as a check on the party’s power.3


Vladimir went to work at the Secretariat of the Directorate, the personnel office of the KGB’s Leningrad headquarters, housed in the same building on Liteiny Prospekt that he had visited as a teenager. Only now he was no Johann Weiss infiltrating the ranks of a foreign power. It was a time of relative peace, and the Soviet Union at the time was at war only with itself. He was a junior bureaucrat, twenty-three years old, pushing papers at work and still living at home with his parents without a room of his own. His was a drab office, populated by balding veterans of Stalin’s times who were old enough to remember the Gulag, if not the Terror of 1937. The young agent claimed to question the old ways, but he never rebelled against the KGB, certainly not in a way that would undermine his budding career by, as the saying went, “sticking out his ears.”4


After his initiation at a desk, he attended officer training at School No. 401 in Leningrad, one of the KGB’s regional training academies. Located inside a heavily guarded, six-story building near where the Okhta River meets the Neva, the school was “a kind of submarine” where cadets immersed themselves in classroom studies and physical training, cut off from the rest of society.5 For six months, he learned basic intelligence tactics, including interrogation techniques. The KGB’s ranks had swollen under Yuri Andropov, who served as its chairman from 1967 until 1982, when he became the paramount leader of the Soviet Union. Andropov became one of Vladimir’s heroes, a distant and yet revered leader. Andropov understood the limits of the Soviet system and sought to modernize it so it could catch up to the West, especially in economic affairs. The KGB sought out recruits who understood macroeconomics, trade, and international relations. Vladimir seems to have anticipated this with his studies at Leningrad State University, where he wrote a thesis on the principle of most-favored-nation status in international trade.6 Andropov wanted to turn the KGB into an elite cadre, and Vladimir was a believer. He represented a new generation in the KGB, the post-Stalin generation of recruits who were thought to be less ideological, too young to remember the horrors of Stalin’s regime.


Andropov was viewed, within the Soviet context, as a reformer, despite his involvement in repression at home and abroad. He had been the Soviet ambassador to Budapest during the Hungarian Uprising in 1956 and was haunted for the rest of his life by the swift violence that could erupt and threaten one-party rule. He “watched in horror from the windows of his embassy as officers of the hated Hungarian security service were strung up from lampposts.”7 This “Hungarian complex” shaped Andropov’s belief that only force, wisely administered, could ensure the survival of the Soviet state and empire. Thus while Andropov might have wanted to modernize the Soviet system, he ruthlessly punished dissent against it. It was he who created the notorious Fifth Chief Directorate to combat ideological opposition, which led to the persecution of the physicist Andrei Sakharov and the author Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. It was he who, in 1969, created a network of psychiatric hospitals to persecute dissidents by classifying opposition to the state as evidence of mental illness.


Vladimir, blinkered by official propaganda or by indifference, rationalized and romanticized the KGB’s work. He believed the intelligence officer was the defender of law and order. In the summer of 1976, he emerged from the KGB’s academy as a first lieutenant. He did not return to the personnel department, but rather to the counterintelligence department, the KGB’s Second Chief Directorate. He took part in operations not against the enemy outside, but against the enemy within. He became an apparatchik who sought, above all, to maintain social order and political control, though very little was known about his activities at the time. His friends, and even his colleagues, could never be sure exactly what he did, and he went to great lengths for many years to keep the details of his work secret. An officer who worked with him later stated as a matter of fact that he worked for the Fifth Chief Directorate, but no one could be certain.8 Although Vladimir would deny it, his colleague believed he was intimately familiar with the tactics the KGB employed against critics of Soviet power, including Solzhenitsyn and, later, Sakharov. Certainly, one of his closest friends in Leningrad, Viktor Cherkesov, became notorious for his work in the Fifth Chief Directorate against dissidents, including religious believers.9 And he felt no remorse or reservation about the KGB’s reliance on informants or collaborators. Although they sowed distrust throughout Soviet society, he believed that collusion with a feared police state not only was not wrong, but rather was essential to maintaining order. Ninety percent of the KGB’s intelligence, he once claimed, derived from ordinary Soviet citizens willingly or otherwise informing on others, their coworkers, their friends, their relatives. “You cannot do anything without secret agents,” he said.10


Vladimir, evidently, collected and controlled agents during his stint in counterintelligence in Leningrad, especially businessmen, journalists, and athletes who had traveled abroad or met with visiting foreigners. Though his activities remain shrouded in secrecy even now, he had become something closer to the “cop” his coach had warned he would become if he went to law school. He lived a double life, but a far less dramatic and dangerous one than that of The Shield and the Sword. It was among this cadre that he forged friendships with men who worked with him in the shadows and would do so for years to come: Viktor Cherkesov, Aleksandr Bortnikov, Viktor Ivanov, Sergei Ivanov, and Nikolai Patrushev. In this close, closed circle of friends—all men—he found camaraderie among like-minded officers who reinforced what would become a stark, black-and-white view of the world.


After six months in counterintelligence, Vladimir transferred to the KGB’s First Chief Directorate, responsible for intelligence operations beyond the Soviet Union’s borders. It was considered the KGB’s elite branch. Of nearly three hundred thousand employees of the security apparatus, fewer than five thousand served in the department.11 His study of German no doubt helped him land the post, and the KGB enabled him to continue to study two hours a day, three times a week.12 Still, he did not become a spy, and he did not go abroad. He remained in the Big House on Liteiny Prospekt, responsible for shadowing foreign visitors and diplomats stationed in the city’s consulates. Much of the work was analytical, and it was hardly demanding. As the Soviet Union’s second city, Leningrad was not exactly a backwater posting, but it lacked the cloak-and-dagger intrigues that swirled around the capital, Moscow. The KGB itself had begun to succumb to bloat and sclerosis, its swelling ranks resulting in a reduction of efficiency. For many agents, the youthful enthusiasm for the world of espionage inevitably succumbed to tedium and bureaucratic inertia. “It’s only in fiction that a lone man can take on the whole world,” a contemporary, Yuri Shvets, wrote of the era.13


Vladimir seemed content to toil in the lower ranks. Though described by one of his superiors as meticulous in his work,14 he displayed no driving ambition to climb through the organization. In 1977, his father retired from the train factory and, as a disabled war veteran, received a small two-bedroom apartment—not even three hundred square feet—on Stachek Prospekt in Avtovo, a newly reconstructed district south of Leningrad’s historic district. The city’s postwar housing crunch was such that many families still lived in communal housing—even officers of the KGB did not automatically qualify for an apartment—and yet now, at twenty-five, for the first time in his life, Vladimir had his own bedroom, his own “little corner,” as Vera Gurevich called it.


With abundant free time, he careered around the city in the car his mother had given him and, according to his friends, continued to involve himself in street fights, despite the risk such indiscretions could cause his career. He was indifferent to risk and danger—he proudly recounted a poor performance evaluation that said as much—in part because his KGB service provided him some protection from the ordinary police. He bent the rules because he could. One Easter he took Sergei Roldugin, a classical musician who became a close friend, to a religious procession that he had been assigned to monitor, policing the faithful, people like his own mother. He impressed his friend by taking him to see the altar of the church, access to which was prohibited to laymen, suggesting that Putin had little reverence for the sanctity of the church. “Nobody can go there, but we can,” he told his friend. He was reckless and temperamental. On the way home from their church tour, as Roldugin recalled, a cluster of drunken students at a bus stop accosted them for a cigarette. Vladimir, clearly an unintimidating presence, rebuffed them so rudely that one shoved him. Putin threw him over his shoulder as if it were a match in the judo club.15


He told his friends he was a police officer with the Interior Ministry, and many, it seems, believed it. Soon, though, it became harder to disguise his actual position. Roldugin, who met him in 1977, quickly discerned the truth. It made him wary. As a musician, he had traveled abroad on visits monitored by KGB operatives barely disguised as officials of the Ministry of Culture. Roldugin disliked these ideological minders and learned not to speak freely around them. And yet here he was, becoming friends with one of them. Vladimir disarmed him finally by admitting his true profession, though even then Roldugin found it impossible to draw him out further. “I play the cello,” he once told his friend. “I could never be a surgeon—still, I’m a good cellist. But what is your profession? I know you’re an intelligence officer. I don’t know what that means.” Vladimir humored him, but only a little. “I’m a specialist in human relations,” he said cryptically, and then refused to talk about it anymore.16


By 1979, Vladimir reached the rank of captain and was, at last, sent to Moscow to attend the KGB’s Higher School, which was named after Felix Dzerzhinsky, the founder of the Soviet secret police. Dzerzhinsky remained a revered cult figure in the KGB, whose training manuals quoted his description of the intelligence officer’s essential characteristics: “a warm heart, a cool head, and clean hands.”17 At last, the First Chief Directorate seemed to be grooming him for service abroad. And yet, after a short course, he again returned to Leningrad and resumed the task of monitoring foreigners—with uncertain success. One supervisor described his work as “extremely productive,” but the senior KGB official in Leningrad during his career, Oleg Kalugin, said that the agency failed to uncover a single foreign spy on the loose in the city.18


His career seemed to stall just as the Soviet Union’s relative period of peace and détente began to face increasing turmoil at home and beyond—in retrospect, the first signs of the decay and ultimate collapse of the Soviet Union. In December 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan after a bloody coup orchestrated by Andropov’s KGB and carried out by the military’s elite commandos wearing Afghan uniforms. The invasion began a futile operation to support the Communist government in Kabul that would cost the lives of thousands of soldiers, whose bodies were brought home in zinc boxes known by the code name CARGO 200 and kept shrouded in secrecy.


The election of Ronald Reagan as president of the United States in November 1980 further inflamed Cold War tensions and pushed the two superpowers ever closer to confrontation. The Kremlin and the KGB soon became obsessed with what Soviet leaders believed to be Reagan’s plans to launch a preemptive nuclear strike against the Soviet Union. At a conference in May 1981, an already ailing Leonid Brezhnev denounced Reagan as a threat to world peace, while Andropov announced that henceforth the ultimate priority of the security services was to uncover evidence of Reagan’s plan to destroy the country.19 This vast operation—code-named RYAN, after the Russian for “nuclear missile attack,” raketno-yadernoye napadenie—became the principal intelligence effort of KGB bureaus around the world and remained a paranoid obsession for the rest of the decade. Soon Vladimir Putin would play his part in it.


In 1980, after he returned to Leningrad, Vladimir’s personal life—and career—took an important turn. Unusually for Soviet society, he remained unmarried at twenty-eight. His bachelorhood was ill suited to the conservative KGB. The First Chief Directorate, in fact, refused to post single men abroad, fearing that sexual liaisons outside marriage could leave them vulnerable to exposure or blackmail.20 Vladimir was not unattractive, with deep blue eyes. He was fit and quick-witted, if sardonically so. When it came to women, though, he seemed emotionally reticent, even stunted; he was far more at ease with the circle of male friends from his youth and the KGB. “I often used to tell him that he was terrible at making conversation,” Roldugin said.21


Late in his university years, Vladimir had had his first serious relationship with a medical student. Her name was Lyudmila Khmarina, whose brother, Viktor Khmarin, was also a close friend. Roldugin described her as pretty and headstrong, inclined less to ask how Vladimir felt than to tell him when he was ill. They met at his family’s dacha in Tosno and dated through graduation and the launch of his career. In 1979 they became engaged. They applied for a marriage license, and their parents bought rings, a suit, and a dress. And then suddenly he broke off the relationship. He decided “it was better to suffer then than to have both of us suffer later,” but he never explained what happened, not even to Roldugin. He would only hint at “some intrigue,” though it seemed not to have been especially bitter, since he would remain friends with her brother Viktor for years to come. Vladimir had grown used to the bachelor’s life—perhaps preferred it, as a pampered son still living at home. He assumed he might never marry.22


In March 1980, however, he met another Lyudmila—Lyudmila Shkrebneva, a blue-eyed stewardess for Aeroflot who lived in Kaliningrad, the former Prussian province seized by the Soviet Union after the Nazi defeat. She was twenty-two and had blonde hair that flowed in waves to her shoulders. She and another stewardess, Galina, visited Leningrad for three days. On their first night in town, eager to take in as many of the city’s sights as possible, they went with Galina’s boyfriend, Andrei, to the Lensovet Theatre to see a performance by Arkady Raikin, an aging actor and satirist. Galina had invited Lyudmila, and so Andrei brought along his friend, Vladimir. Lyudmila was initially unimpressed, noting his shabby clothes and unprepossessing demeanor. Had she met him on the street, she recalled, she “would not have paid attention to him.”23 During the intermission, though, she grew bold and asked if he could help them acquire tickets to the musical performance the next night. He did, and by the end of the second night he gave her his telephone number. Andrei was shocked. “Are you crazy?” he asked his friend later. He had never before seen him give his number to someone he did not know well.24 They met again the third night, and when she returned to Kaliningrad, she called the number.


When she flew again to Leningrad in July, they began a relationship. She joked that other girls took the bus or trolley to dates, while she flew to hers.25 Soon she resolved to move to Leningrad. Vladimir urged her to return to college—she had dropped out of a technical college to become a stewardess—and she enrolled in the philology department at his alma mater, Leningrad State University. The stress of the move and the studies ruptured their relationship at first, and she broke it off until he flew to Kaliningrad and persuaded her to return. By October, she had settled in a communal apartment that she shared with a woman whose son had left to serve in the army.26 Vladimir proved to be a demanding, jealous boyfriend; she felt he was always watching her, testing her, judging her. He would declare his intention—whether it was to go skiing, say, or for her to take a typing course—and leave her no room to argue. Unlike the first Lyudmila, she was more pliant. When Vladimir’s mother met her, she was not impressed and, worse, told her so. Her son already had another Lyudmila, Maria huffed, a “good girl.”


Lyudmila did not know he worked for the KGB. He had told her, too, that he worked for the criminal investigations branch of the Ministry of the Interior. It was a common cover for intelligence agents, and he had even been issued a false identification card.27 Whenever she asked what he did during the day, he evaded her questions with quips. “Before lunch, we caught,” he told her once, as if he and his colleagues had spent the day fishing. “After lunch we released.”28 It was not until 1981, after they had been dating for a year and a half, that she learned his true employment—and even then it was from the wife of a friend. She felt a tingle of excitement and pride. Unlike Roldugin, she had no reason to fear the KGB, or this young man. His taciturn manner now seemed understandable, explaining what had seemed elusive. When her friend told her, it was a revelation, but also an unsettling one. Being with him meant accepting that a part of him would always remain beyond her grasp.29 It even occurred to her that the woman who had revealed his secret might well have been instructed to do so. She was never sure. Only then did she remember an odd encounter some months before.


She had agreed to phone Putin one evening at seven o’clock, as she often did. Because her communal apartment had no telephone, she went to a public telephone in a courtyard nearby. As it grew dark, she dialed his number, but he did not answer. She gave up, knowing his penchant for working late. As she was leaving, a young man approached her in the quiet, empty space. She turned to return to her apartment through the courtyard’s arched entrance, and still he followed. He quickened his pace, and so did she.


“Young lady, please, I’m not doing anything bad. I only want to talk to you. Only two seconds.” He seemed sincere, speaking from the heart. She stopped. “Young lady, it’s fate. It’s fate! How I wanted to meet you.”


“What are you talking about?” she replied dismissively. “It’s not fate.”


“Well, please, I beg you. Give me your telephone number.”


“I don’t have a telephone.”


“Then write down mine,” he said. He was offering his number the way Putin had on their second date.


“I won’t,” she replied, before at last he let her go.30


The half-forgotten episode came back to her in a puzzling rush. Had the KGB—had Vladimir—tested her on the darkening street? If she were the type of woman who would strike up a relationship with any man on the street, that might provoke a husband’s jealousy, exposing her or him to counterespionage or blackmail. Or maybe he was just a brash young man who hoped to get to know her. She was not unnerved exactly, but now she grasped what kind of life she would enter with this man. Some might be afraid of such a test, she assured herself, but it would be silly to let it upset her. She had nothing to hide, after all. She did not resent his work—“Work is work,” she shrugged—but when she asked him about the encounter, more than once, he refused to answer, which did upset her. She knew he would never tell her anything about the other world he occupied, never put her mind at ease by explaining why he came home say at midnight instead of nine o’clock. She would worry, then grow angry, but always have to wait, alone and unknowing. His work at the KGB would leave its mark on her. She could never speak of his job or be open with people about her life or theirs together. Marrying Putin would be a “private ban” on her own life, she knew. She fell in love with the man, slowly, but it felt oppressive.31


Vladimir could be bold and impetuous, but in courtship, he dallied. He did use his position—and his salary—to travel with her. Twice they went to the Black Sea, which he had loved since his trip as a young student staring at the stars. They once drove with friends to Sochi, the resort town more than a thousand miles to the south. They stayed in a two-room apartment reserved for the guards of Bocharov Ruchei, the seaside mansion built on the orders of Nikita Khrushchev in the 1950s for the Soviet elite and that one day in the unforeseeable future would become the retreat of the presidents of a new Russia. Leonid Brezhnev convalesced there in the listless final years of his rule. From the balcony of their room, they could see the beach, but access to it was forbidden. In 1981 they returned to the Black Sea, this time staying two weeks in Sudak on the Crimea, their first trip alone.32 It was hardly a whirlwind romance, though. When at last he asked her to marry him, it was April 1983, and she thought he was breaking off the relationship.


“In three and a half years, you have probably made up your mind,” he told her at his apartment.


“Yes,” she said, hesitantly, fearing the end. “I have made up my mind.”


He seemed doubtful. “Yes?” he replied, and then added, “Well, then, if that’s the way it is, I love you and propose that we get married.”33


He had already settled on the date: July 28, then only three months away. They had a civil ceremony, not a religious one, which would have been forbidden for a KGB officer, and then two wedding celebrations. Twenty friends and relatives attended the first aboard a floating restaurant moored to the embankment beside Leningrad State University. A night later they held a different gathering in a more private space, a banquet hall in the Moscow Hotel. To Lyudmila, the first was warm and joyful; the second was more ceremonial, pleasant enough, but “a little bit different.” In attendance were Vladimir’s colleagues from the KGB who could not risk their confidentiality, even to the relatives and closest friends of one of their comrades.


They honeymooned in Ukraine, first driving to Kyiv, where they met friends who traveled with them, often sharing a room. They toured Moldova, then Lviv in western Ukraine, Nikolayev, and finally Crimea, staying in Yalta, all holiday landmarks of the vast Soviet empire. In Yalta, the newlyweds had a room of their own, and they stayed for twelve days, swimming and sunbathing on the rocky shore.34 Crimea seemed a magical, sacred place to him. They returned, via Moscow so he could drop by the KGB headquarters—the Center, as it was known—and then they moved into his parents’ two-bedroom apartment on Stachek Lane. He was thirty, she twenty-five, and together they settled into a happy, if constrained, marriage.


One colleague, Igor Antonov, believed Vladimir married to advance his career, knowing that bachelorhood would hold him back.35 He certainly seemed to have thought it all out carefully, and his career break came a year later. The KGB promoted him to major after nine years of service and sent him to study in Moscow at the elite school of foreign intelligence, the Red Banner Institute. Founded in 1938, it was boot camp for the Soviet Union’s foreign spies. The institute was not only ideologically exclusive, it also discriminated on racial and ethnic lines. Jews were banned, as were Crimean Tatars, Chechens, and Kalmyks. Religious practice of any sort was forbidden. His admission may well have resulted from the KGB’s version of affirmative action. By the 1980s, the First Chief Directorate began to complain that too many of its cadets were “the spoiled children of privileged parents” who used their influence and connections in Moscow to gain entry. Instead, it wanted robust candidates with an aptitude for languages and absolute devotion to the Soviet cause. The directorate tried to expand its recruiting pool by increasing the proportion of cadets from the provinces, asking regional headquarters to nominate young officers.36 Leningrad sent Vladimir Putin.


The institute was now named after Andropov. After his long reign at the helm of the KGB, he took over as the secretary general of the Communist Party after Brezhnev’s death in 1982, raising the hopes of those who wanted to modernize the state under the firm hand of the security services. Instead, Andropov served only fifteen months before he died suddenly in February 1984, beginning a tumultuous turnover of geriatric Soviet leaders. Konstantin Chernenko replaced Andropov just months before Vladimir began attending the Red Banner Institute, and barely survived a year before dying in March 1985. The great Soviet nation suddenly seemed unable to generate new leaders, lumbering through a period of economic and political stagnation that left it falling ever further behind the West and the “main adversary,” the United States. The Soviet war in Afghanistan had descended into a quagmire, and those in Vladimir’s intelligence circles had the confidence to discuss truths about it that could never be uttered publicly. He was stunned by the revelations, having believed reflexively in the righteousness of the intervention.37


The institute was a secret facility located in a forest outside Moscow, where it remains today under a new name, the Academy of Foreign Intelligence. It offered courses that lasted one to three years, depending on a cadet’s education, experience, and expected assignment.38 Lyudmila, now pregnant, remained in Leningrad, living with his parents. It was here that Vladimir learned spy craft—how to recruit agents, to communicate in code, to conduct surveillance, to lose a tail, to make and use dead-letter boxes. Above all, he was learning the art of deep cover. Throughout the training, cadets adopted code names, derived from the first letter of their names. Putin became Comrade Platov, protecting his real identity even from other students. They wore civilian clothes, not uniforms, preparing for their futures posing as journalists, diplomats, or trade delegates in countries they would be expected to know intimately, before having visited them. Vladimir showed up in September 1984, wearing a new three-piece suit, eager to impress, even though it was a warm fall day. “Look at Comrade Platov, now!” an instructor, Colonel Mikhail Frolov, told the other cadets, citing this slight young man as a model.39


At last, after nearly a decade of tedium monitoring foreigners and dissidents in Leningrad, he was learning the craft that he had imagined as a youth. The institute’s three main departments were headed at the time by veterans of the KGB’s “golden age” of espionage—the years before, during, and after World War II: Yuri Modin in political intelligence, Ivan Shishkin in counterintelligence, and Vladimir Barkovsky in scientific and technological intelligence. All made their reputations as spies in London, and Modin was the last controller of the group that became known as the Magnificent Five, the young Cambridge graduates, including Kim Philby, who were recruited during the 1930s as agents of the Soviet Union and ultimately penetrated the highest levels of British power. Although long since exposed and dismantled, the operation remained “a model for young intelligence officers” at the institute.40 Comrade Platov was learning from the KGB’s stars.


On April 28, 1985, while still completing her university degree, Lyudmila gave birth to a daughter. She wanted to name her Natasha, but Vladimir had already made up his mind. She would be named Maria, or Masha, after his mother. He missed his daughter’s birth, but after the mother and child were released from the hospital, he received a pass to visit and celebrated his new family with Sergei Roldugin, who became Maria’s godfather, at the dacha of Roldugin’s father near Vyborg, by the Finnish border. Though she did not know it, Lyudmila herself was undergoing a thorough background check of her health and temperament; she learned of it only after she was summoned by the university administration office and told that she had been cleared of any suspicion.41


Vladimir was now an established family man at the most critical juncture in his life so far. His hopes for going abroad—for moving up to the elite work of foreign intelligence—depended on his success at the Red Banner Institute, and this was decidedly mixed. It was clear from his language immersion that he would serve in a German-speaking country. The only question was whether he would be assigned to the capitalist West—meaning West Germany, Austria, or Switzerland—or the Soviet satellite in the east, the German Democratic Republic. Serving undercover in the West would have required another year or two at the institute, with deeper and deeper training in local customs that often betrayed foreign origins—basic aspects of capitalist life, like mortgages, could stump and betray a Soviet operative.42 Vladimir would later claim that he preferred to serve in East Germany, but the choice was not his to make.


The institute’s graduation commission decided on assignments based on performance and personal comportment. And despite the stakes, his behavior put it all at risk. He was able to return to Leningrad for short breaks, and during one of them, he again got into a fight, during a confrontation on the metro with a group of hooligans, as he recounted to Sergei Roldugin. This time, he suffered as much as those he confronted, breaking his arm in the fight. He told Roldugin there would be consequences, and indeed he was reprimanded, though he never explained the punishment to his friend. “He has a fault which is objectively bad for the special services: he takes risks,” Roldugin said. “One should be more cautious, and he is not.”43


His evaluation at the end of his year in training was mediocre. He did not suffer from excessive ambition—the word “careerist” was practically a slur in the Soviet system—but Colonel Frolov noted several negative characteristics. He was “withdrawn and uncommunicative.” While “sharp witted,” he also possessed “a certain academic tendency,” a polite way of describing his pedantic manner.44 He did not have the family connections or background to grease the path to a prestigious posting. The fight on the metro in Leningrad almost certainly contributed to the abrupt end of his studies at the Red Banner Institute. Instead of continuing for another two years of grooming for the elite ranks of spy craft, he left at the end of the first. And when he received his assignment, it was not to West Germany, but to the East. It was not even to Berlin, a hub of Cold War espionage since the defeat of the Nazis, but rather to Dresden, the provincial capital of Saxony, near the border with Czechoslovakia. For the first time, he received a foreign passport. He was almost thirty-three and had never left the Soviet Union before.




CHAPTER 3


The Devoted Officer of a Dying Empire


Of all the socialist states established by the victorious Soviet Union after the war, the German Democratic Republic seemed to have built the workers’ paradise Communism promised—only one managed by oppression and terror as much as by ideology. The Ministry of State Security—the Stasi—maintained a network of 91,000 employees, with at least 173,000 informants, maybe more, in a nation of seventeen million people. “One can no more place a boundary around the Stasi,” one historian wrote about the ministry’s omnipresence, “than one can encircle a scent in a room.”1 To Vladimir Putin, newly promoted to the rank of major, it seemed he had moved backward in time. He considered East Germany “a harshly totalitarian country,”2 not so much a nation as a pervasive security apparatus. He liked it very much.


The KGB maintained an enormous presence in East Germany. At its base in Karlshorst in Berlin, where the Soviet army was also headquartered, it employed hundreds of workers throughout the Cold War. The Stasi’s officers—“dear friends,” as their Soviet counterparts invariably called them—were both allies and rivals. The Stasi did much of the KGB’s political work, providing the majority of intelligence reports cabled back to the Center in Moscow—not only from Germany but from all of the Soviet bloc. The KGB also treated its “dear friends” with patronizing wariness that the Germans resented. One of the KGB’s biggest operations, begun in the 1970s in Brezhnev’s time and code-named LUCH, or “beam,” furtively recruited German agents to monitor and deliver reports on their own party leaders, government officials, and ordinary people for disloyalty to the Soviet cause.3


The KGB residence in Berlin was the largest in the world. By contrast, the office in Dresden was a tiny outpost of the agency’s worldwide intrigue. The city, straddling the Elbe River, never had more than six to eight KGB officers. Their office was located at No. 4 Angelikastrasse in a gray two-story mansion with a red-tiled roof in Neudstadt, across Dresden’s famous bridges from the city’s historic center. Here, in a corner office on the second floor, Major Putin would work for the next four and a half years.


Dresden, one of Europe’s beautiful cities, was still disfigured by the shattered ruins of the Frauenkirche. The Baroque church remained unrepaired four decades after the firebombing of Dresden in February 1945 as a symbol of the horrors of war—and, for more contemporary propagandistic purposes, of Western barbarity. Angelikastrasse, across the river, was a short, pretty street, lined with trees and gardens that flowered each spring into a tapestry of colors, so unlike the crumbling monumental architecture of Leningrad. Across the intersection where it met the main road, Bautznerstrasse, there lurked a large compound that extended to a bluff overlooking the Elbe’s wide, grassy estuary. After the war, the Soviet secret police, the NKVD, turned a small building there on the bluff into a military tribunal where they prosecuted not only the remnants of the Nazi regime but also opponents of the new Communist state.4 The Stasi, after its creation, took over the compound and steadily expanded it. In 1953, it built a prison with forty-four cells, where over the years eventually more than twelve thousand prisoners would be held awaiting interrogation and imprisonment.


By the time Major Putin arrived, the Stasi headquarters had become a secret city-within-the-city. Inside were administrative offices, including a VIP guest house and enough apartment blocks to house three thousand people. There was also a building set apart from the rest, where officers pulled bulky headphones over their ears and listened to hours upon hours of conversations recorded by hidden listening devices across the city. The Stasi’s chief in Dresden, Horst Böhm, had an office on the second floor of the main building, overlooking a paved courtyard where the Stasi officers played volleyball and soccer, sometimes with their KGB comrades from across the way.


So stagnant was life in the Soviet Union then that even a sclerotic socialist system like East Germany’s seemed prosperous by comparison, dangerously full of temptations, especially for young officers of the KGB and the Red Army: women, money, and booze. All were dangerous paths to ideological degeneracy.5 The Soviet officers and soldiers deployed to Germany scavenged whatever they could acquire—blue jeans, pornography, and even weapons—to sell or barter on the black market for vodka, then being restricted by the Red Army’s commanders. Even among the KGB’s elite cadre, officers and their spouses bought food, clothes, and electronics—luxuries in short supply back home—and shipped them home for others to peddle on a ravenous black market.


When he arrived in Dresden in August 1985, Vladimir had realized his childhood dream: he was a foreign intelligence officer sent abroad to battle the enemies of the state. And yet, his experience was far less cinematic than he had once imagined. He was not even undercover. He was a case officer, joining a dissipated, cynical staff in a provincial outpost of the KGB’s empire. His colleagues promptly nicknamed him “Little Volodya,” since there were already two other Vladimirs in the mansion on Angelikastrasse, “Big Volodya” and “Mustachioed Volodya.”6 Big Volodya was Vladimir Usoltsev, who had arrived two years before. He had trained and served in provincial offices of the KGB in Belarus and Krasnoyarsk and was by now deeply jaded.


When Konstantin Chernenko died earlier that year, before Little Volodya arrived, Usoltsev and his colleagues toasted to the illness that took him swiftly, rather than forcing the country to endure another prolonged period of uncertainty. Usoltsev mocked the bureaucracy, the insatiable demands from the Center, and its obsession, in his mind, with imaginary threats. He joked that “the most dangerous weapon” of the KGB spy in Dresden was the spike with which he punched holes in the reams of reports dutifully and uselessly sent to Moscow, many of them no more than a summary of political events reported in the local press.7 “Volodya Putin came to the KGB for heroic romanticism,” he wrote, “but in Dresden there could not by definition be any special romanticism, and by then he already understood that perfectly.”8


Still Little Volodya fit right in. He almost immediately ingratiated himself with Dresden’s station chief, Colonel Lazar Matveyev, who had served there since 1982. Matveyev was short, even shorter than Putin, softening around the middle and nearly bald except for two neatly trimmed fenders of white hair. Born in 1927, he was from the old school, a devoted Soviet intelligence officer whose father and mother had died in the Great Patriotic War. He took the young major under his wing, admiring his purposeful work ethic and his integrity. The year before Putin arrived in Dresden, the KGB began paying its officers there the equivalent of $100 in hard currency, a lavish sum distributed in dollars and marks. In Usoltsev’s mind, a stint in East Germany was for most officers of the KGB “a unique chance to ensure their comfortable old age.”9 Not for Putin, though, nor for his wife. Matveyev adored Lyudmila as a beautiful young mother who was not, like the others, “a mercantile woman.” He made no secret among the rest of the KGB cadre on Angelikastrasse that Little Volodya was his favorite—above all because this young major showed no sign of being “a careerist” determined to outshine his superiors. He was a “crystal clear person” and a real “working man,” though not the sort of subordinate to overdo it by working day and night.10


At first, Lyudmila was still in Leningrad, finishing her degree. Little Volodya moved in briefly with a colleague on the top floor of a long, newly built apartment block at 101 Radebergerstrasse, a short five-minute walk from the KGB mansion. The building abutted a Soviet military barracks on one side and a forested park on the other, the northeastern edge of Dresden. Like most buildings in the neighborhood, it housed Stasi and Soviet officers and their families. It was a small, self-contained community of secret police and spies. The neighborhood included a military exchange, a store selling Russian products, schools for the children, a cinema showing Soviet films, and a banya (the Russian version of a sauna). Major Putin later moved into an apartment on the fourth floor above the first of twelve separate entrances to the building, each of which had its own stairwell, though there were no elevators. The apartment had only four rooms covering seven hundred square feet. It was not luxurious, but it was his first home of his own.


When Lyudmila arrived in the fall of 1985, cradling Masha, she found waiting on the kitchen table a basket of bananas, then a scarcity back home. At first, it felt to her that they had woken in a dream. The neighborhood was charming, the streets clean. The windows in the apartment were washed once a week. The German wives strung their laundry in rows on metal poles planted in the grassy garden outside, tidy and all very much alike.11


The Dresden outpost oversaw the KGB’s work in four of East Germany’s southern districts, Dresden, Leipzig, Gera, and Karl Marx Stadt. Major Putin and his colleagues involved themselves in intelligence operations, counterintelligence, analysis, and another of the Center’s growing obsessions, scientific and technical espionage—all focused principally on the enemy across the border, not far away. He shared a second-floor office with Usoltsev, who called the space their cell and Little Volodya his cellmate. The room had two desks, a safe for classified papers, and two telephones, though with only one line. Little Volodya initially feared answering the phone, embarrassed by his struggle with the German language, though he eventually improved to the point that he could adapt the Saxon dialect.12 As a student, he had grown to love German culture, history, and literature, and now he immersed himself in it. “He sometimes knew more than I did,” Horst Jehmlich, a senior aide to Böhm, Dresden’s Stasi chief, recalled. The Russian often asked Jehmlich to explain idiomatic expressions in German, always hoping to improve his linguistic ability.13


Usoltsev was intrigued by his new colleague, his sense of humor and humble roots. His grandfather’s brushes in the kitchen with the grandees of the October Revolution notwithstanding, Little Volodya had no “high” relatives who could have helped advance his career. He was the chief’s pet and became the office’s Communist Party representative, leading weekly discussions on political events, but he did so with what Usoltsev perceived to be feigned, even ironic piety. He enjoyed middlebrow variety shows on German television and yet also read the classics prodigiously, favoring Russian satirists, like Nikolai Gogol and Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin, who savaged the stifling and corrupt tsarist bureaucracy of the ninteenth century. Dead Souls, Gogol’s masterwork skewering provincial venality and supplication, became a favorite novel. He joked irreverently about the loathsome traits of counterintelligence agents, which he had been, at least for a time. And he mocked Matveyev’s anti-Semitism, which was pervasive in the KGB, though he never did so to the chief’s face.


Little Volodya, Usoltsev thought, had a remarkable ability to adapt his personality to the situation and to his superiors, charming them and winning their confidence; it was a defining trait that others would notice. In their ample hours for discussion—often in the mansion’s basement banya—Volodya would reveal glimpses of individuality and even perilous free thinking. On November 9, 1985, they watched the Soviet broadcast of the dramatic finale of the world chess championship between Anatoly Karpov and Garry Kasparov, which was seen as an ideological clash between the old and new guards. Almost all of the KGB cadre rooted for Karpov, the reigning champion and lauded hero of the Soviet Union. They thought that Kasparov, who was excoriated in the official press as the match unfolded, was an “extremely impudent upstart.” Little Volodya, on the other hand, showed “dangerous sympathy” for Kasparov. He relished his ultimate victory and was not afraid to say so.


What intrigued Usoltsev most of all was his colleague’s professed belief in God. In the KGB, it was “an inconceivable thing,” and Usoltsev, truly a godless Communist, marveled at his willingness to acknowledge any faith whatsoever, though the young major was careful never to flaunt it. He was so discreet, in fact, that Usoltsev was never completely sure that he was not using God as just another intelligence tactic.14


Major Putin settled into life in Germany rather comfortably. For the first time in his adult life, he stopped practicing judo and gave up exercising regularly. Though never much of a drinker, he acquired a taste for beer, particularly Radeberger Pilsner, made in a small town near Dresden. He befriended a barkeep who would regularly fill his ration—a small keg—and he quickly added twenty-five pounds to his slight frame. Almost immediately after she arrived, Lyudmila became pregnant again, and their second daughter, Yekaterina, or Katya, was born on August 31, 1986. Usoltsev sensed that he was “slightly discouraged” that they did not have a son.


As a husband and father, he proved to be something of a chauvinist. He refused to help with shopping, cooking, or anything else to do with housekeeping, believing in a traditional division of marital roles. During a brief hospitalization when Lyudmila was pregnant in Dresden, he had been left alone for three days with Masha, and was nearly overwhelmed by the effort. He was “the provider and defender,” as Lyudmila put it, and she had to handle the rest. He was such a picky eater, refusing to touch dishes he did not like, that she lost patience cooking for him. When she complained, he quoted a Russian aphorism: “Don’t praise a woman, or else you’ll spoil her.” He never celebrated their wedding anniversaries.15


The demands on Major Putin at the office were not so onerous that they spoiled the couple’s weekends. The Putins, with a Soviet-made Zhiguli at their disposal, spent many traveling with their Russian neighbors—all security agents and their spouses. He joined a fishing club and with Lyudmila visited the forests and parks of Saxony. At least twice they visited Czechoslovakia, another Soviet satellite, once with Colonel Matveyev and his wife, Yevgenia. The Putins bought a stereo from the West and later an early Atari video game. They never traveled to West Germany, though, and while they regularly hosted Russian and German friends in their apartment, their social life included only those within a narrow circle of German and Soviet intelligence agents. They became close to a couple, the Burkhards, who had a disabled child. When the couple later divorced, according to Horst Jehmlich, Major Putin helped the wife find work in Berlin. Compared to the people they knew back in the Soviet Union, the Putins lived a life of privilege and comfort, but one that was circumscribed. The wives were discouraged from making friends outside their immediate circle, which created an insular community that frayed nerves and fueled gossip and petty feuds. Their years in Dresden became “measured, settled, ordinary and monotonous.”16 Life became uneventful and, for Lyudmila, claustrophobic. Her husband never talked about his work at home, even though it loomed over everything. More than once he cautioned Lyudmila to avoid “undesirable” acquaintances she met. Even among the brotherly Germans, no one could really be trusted. Their real identities and intentions might not become evident for years, as the Putins would later find out when it was alleged that the West German foreign intelligence agency, the BND, had infiltrated the mansion on Angelikastrasse with a buxom agent who served as an interpreter. Her figure inspired her code name, BALCONY, and she was said to have befriended the Putins, and Lyudmila in particular. Lyudmila confided in her that theirs was a stormy marriage, that Vladimir was abusive and a serial womanizer.17 Whether the interpreter was a spy was impossible to prove; it might have simply been part of the disinformation war between rival intelligence agencies. In the craft of espionage, truth was never really the point.


The KGB’s objective in East Germany was to gather intelligence and recruit agents who had access to the West. Major Putin’s part in this mission was routine, even tedious. The East Germans seconded two officers to the KGB’s office, and together they scoured the applications of those hoping to travel to West Germany. The goal was to determine who among them had relatives near the American and NATO military bases in Bad Tölz, Wildflecken, and Celle and to see whether, in exchange for a visa, they would collaborate with the KGB by reporting back anything unusual they might see. In 1986, the KGB’s leaders remained fixated on the risk posed by NATO, even as changes being introduced by a charismatic new Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, promised a de-escalation of Cold War tensions. Their orders in particular focused on an obsession with the location of the Green Berets in Germany, which Usoltsev thought ridiculous. The dull culling of lists for potential recruits was the Dresden office’s “first task,” he said, but eventually they abandoned it as a waste of time.18


Major Putin appeared in uniform on some days and in civilian clothes on others, depending on his tasks. He handled informants that he or others recruited in hopes of gathering information about economic, political, or military developments in the West and also within East Germany. The agents were the real spies, hiding their identities and activities and living in fear of betrayal; he was an administrator. He tracked businessmen or other foreigners passing through and paid particular attention to the city’s only Russian Orthodox Church, Saint Simeon of the Wonderful Mountains, compiling a dossier on its cleric, Archpriest Grigory Davidov, and its small flock of believers.19 Horst Jehmlich, the aide to Dresden’s Stasi chief, Horst Böhm, recalled that Putin focused his recruiting efforts on students “who might become important in their home country one day,” rising through the ranks of industry or government. That was how the KGB recruited Philby and the others at Cambridge to stunningly damaging effect, but Putin’s success, as far as anyone ever knew, paled by comparison. People had once aided the Soviet Union out of ideological conviction, but now most betrayed their nations for money, as Aldrich Ames and Robert Hanssen were then doing in the United States. What else did the Soviet Union at that point have to offer?


For each potential recruit, Major Putin would prepare paperwork and submit it to Böhm’s office for approval. “We had to guarantee that the people who were registered by our friends would not also be contacted by us,” Jehmlich explained. Even then, he said, the Stasi did not know everything the KGB did. The Dresden outpost also analyzed political developments and party leaders in West Germany and East Germany, searching for signs of opposition to Soviet policies that under Gorbachev were experiencing profound change. Operation LUCH, the long-running KGB effort to monitor the East Germans, continued to feed the Center with reports on their “dear friends,” even in the Stasi.


In 1987, Major Putin was promoted to lieutenant colonel and made one of Matveyev’s assistants, then ultimately his senior assistant. He effectively became the deputy chief of the Dresden outpost. His administrative duties grew with his promotions, but they also took him further from the active work of the real agents and spies. He was, as in Leningrad, an enforcer, the equivalent of an internal affairs officer, ever vigilant for enemies inside as well as outside. A neighbor on Angelikastrasse, Siegfried Dannath, was once walking his dog when he stopped in front of the KGB office to engage in small talk with one of Putin’s colleagues. When Dannath’s wife photographed the men together with the mansion in the background, a Russian guard barked in alarm. He scolded the Russian and Germans alike, shouting that photography was strictly forbidden. Dannath quickly forgot about the encounter, but Lieutenant Colonel Putin sent a letter to the Stasi, requesting that the Dannaths be put under heightened surveillance as a precaution.20


In his official capacity, Putin had occasion to meet the East German leadership in Dresden, including Horst Böhm and Hans Modrow, the Communist Party secretary for the city, but his rank and position remained too low for familiarity. His duties included such mundane matters as seeing whether three visiting KGB officials could stay at a hotel at no cost (Moscow was evidently short on funds) or arranging free tickets for Soviet soldiers to watch a soccer match between Dresden’s team and Spartak Moscow. His only known correspondence with Böhm was a letter requesting help restoring telephone service for an informant inside East Germany’s wholesale trade enterprise. Putin seemed destined to remain an unprepossessing figure in the background.21


In 1987, the Stasi chief, Erich Mielke, signed a decree awarding Lieutenant Colonel Putin a gold medal on the occasion of the seventieth anniversary of the Russian Revolution. That night, November 7, he and twelve other KGB officers joined their Stasi colleagues in the ballroom at the headquarters on Bautznerstrasse—the same building housing the prison—to listen to a speech by Horst Böhm. Böhm was a notorious hardliner, and his tone was deliberate, somber, and terrifying in its ideological certainty. The Soviet leader might be seeking a less adversarial relationship with the West, but Böhm warned that night that the intelligence agencies of the enemies of socialism had not relented at all. “The imperialist secret services have stepped up their activities to obtain any information that is or might be significant for further action” against East Germany and the other socialist nations, he thundered. And yet a month later Gorbachev and Ronald Reagan signed the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty in Washington to eliminate some of the most dangerous weapons in Europe.


The Cold War was not over, but its thaw was foreseeable—just not to East Germany’s leaders. They became ferocious critics of Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost, their denunciations filling the KGB reports cabled back to the Center. The assuredness of its leaders’ belief in East Germany’s unshakable future never faltered until it was too late. Gorbachev understood that the Soviet Union was falling behind the West—economically, scientifically, and militarily—and falling apart. Gorbachev’s first moves toward reforming the Soviet economic system, though endorsed by a newly “reformist” KGB leadership, began to expose dangerous fractures in the immovable state, and within the KGB itself. While his calls to modernize industrial and agricultural production had little immediate impact on the KGB’s power or perquisites, his policy of perestroika, announced at the 27th Party Congress in 1986, promised initiative and creativity in government and tolerated criticism. It was the beginning of the end of the rigid orthodoxy of the Brezhnev years.


The cadre on Angelikastrasse watched these developments from a distance, and reacted cautiously. Colonel Matveyev did not like what he saw stirring in Moscow under Gorbachev, but the others, perhaps with the benefit of hindsight, would later say that they knew the Soviet system was cracking under the pressure released by perestroika and glasnost. “We were the young generation of the security service,” Usoltsev recalled. “It was absolutely clear to us that Soviet power was marching inexorably into the abyss.”22 Lieutenant Colonel Putin, too, shared a grim view of the state of the Soviet Union. He thought the war in Afghanistan had become “senseless and in fact criminal.”23 He saw for himself the comparative wealth of the “decadent” West as he perused the catalogues of German department stores that were so coveted in the KGB office that they were bartered and sent back home to serve as fashion templates for seamstresses.24 Scouring newspapers like Der Spiegel or magazines like Stern for tidbits to fill their intelligence reports to the Center, he and his colleagues could see for themselves the unvarnished reports of disasters, like the accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in Ukraine in 1986, and know that the official version amounted to a lie. In a way, glasnost came to the security forces first, since they had access to what was forbidden then, but soon would spill into the public consciousness.


The little outpost in Dresden mirrored the divisions within the KGB as a whole over the tectonic changes under way at home, the divide between the hardliners and reformers, between the old guard and the new generation. At the end of 1986, the release of Andrei Sakharov from exile in Gorky prompted a tirade from Colonel Matveyev, but sympathy from his favorite underling. Lieutenant Colonel Putin would now and then express admiration for dissidents like Sakharov or Solzhenitsyn. The evening after Sakharov’s release from exile, he surprised Usoltsev again. “Don’t forget,” he said, “only the obvious military superiority of the West can bring the unconstrained masters in the Kremlin to their senses.”25 In another instance, as early as 1987, he told a Red Army doctor who knew him in Dresden that he supported the idea of holding elections for the new president of the Soviet Union,26 three years before it happened. His ambivalence was already evident. He sensed the need for political and economic change, but like Gorbachev and many other Russians, he favored evolutionary change, not radical reform. As many others, he never wanted the state to collapse.


The head of the First Chief Directorate in Moscow, Vladimir Kryuchkov, quickly adapted to Gorbachev’s new thinking, at least on the surface. Kryuchkov was like Putin in many ways: a fitness fanatic, a workaholic, and a teetotaler who “caused dismay in the traditionally bibulous” ranks by banning drinking at farewell parties for officers about to go abroad.27 He became one of Gorbachev’s closest advisers, embracing a new openness in intelligence matters, and in 1988, he became the KGB’s chairman; by then the KGB had already begun to sense that the bloc created in Eastern Europe was doomed.


From their Dresden outpost, Lieutenant Colonel Putin and his colleagues could also see that the government led by Erich Honecker, an obstinate old Marxist, was losing popular support. Honecker and his Stasi chief, Mielke, steadfastly refused to replicate Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost, but ordinary East Germans sensed the change in the air; the latent desire for basic freedoms was awakening, as it was elsewhere in Eastern Europe. The country’s “disappearance” was inevitable, Putin thought, but he had no idea it was imminent.28


In August 1989, Hungary opened its borders with Austria, allowing citizens to cross freely. East Germans, who could travel within the Soviet bloc, began heading there in hopes of emigrating onward. Protests appeared in cities across East Germany, energized by people demanding, at a minimum, what the Soviet leader was offering his own citizens: elections, freedom to criticize one-party rule, and market reforms that would offer greater material prosperity. The fear of the Stasi remained, but in that fervent year of revolution—from Lithuania to Tiananmen Square—it was no longer enough to keep people silent and fearful in their homes. In Leipzig on September 4, an opposition movement formed within the Church of Saint Nicholas and held a small protest after services that Monday night. The “Monday protests” grew with each passing week and spread to other cities, including Dresden. By October, tens of thousands had joined in the opposition movement, while thousands more had bolted for the West.


On October 2, Honecker issued orders to put down the protests by force, but a paratrooper unit dispatched to Leipzig never carried them out. The next day, Honecker’s government tried to stem the flow of emigrants by banning travel to Czechoslovakia. When Gorbachev arrived in East Berlin on October 6, ostensibly to celebrate the fortieth anniversary of the founding of the German Democratic Republic, the end was already nigh. He pressed Honecker to address the protesters’ demands, saying, “Life punishes those who delay,” but the latter remained defiant. “We will solve our problems ourselves with socialist means,” he declared in his speech with Gorbachev at his side. “Proposals intended to weaken socialism will not blossom here.”29


Less than two weeks later, he was ousted, replaced by his deputy, Egon Krenz, in hopes of stanching the political upheaval. It was too late. The momentum of the protests became irreversible, and the increasingly erratic actions of the government hastened its own collapse. On November 9, a government spokesman announced that the Politburo had authorized East Germans to travel freely to the West and said, when asked, that as far as he knew the change took effect immediately. Tens of thousands of people promptly arrived at the Berlin Wall, overwhelming the border guards. With no clear instructions from the top, the guards let them through. They were greeted on the other side by euphoric West Germans. And together they began tearing down the most infamous symbol of the Cold War.


In Dresden, the tumult consumed the KGB office. Lieutenant Colonel Putin was deeply conflicted, or at least would later claim he was. He said he sympathized with the protesters’ broad demands, but his heart was also with his Stasi friends. The Stasi, he thought, was “also part of society” and “infected with the same sickness,” not an alien force that should be cast away with the decrepit political leadership. What he despised—what he feared—was the rule of the mob. And that is what he watched unfold around him. Worse, no one in Moscow seemed to care. He complained that the KGB, consumed with the internal struggles under way at home, ignored the warnings and recommendations that he and his colleagues were sending. Not only was the Soviet Union under duress, but now his own career appeared to have become an afterthought, a dead end. “The work we did was no longer necessary,” he recalled later. “What was the point of writing, recruiting, and procuring information? Nobody at Moscow Center was reading our reports.”30


The fall of the Berlin Wall in November did not end the protests. Nor did it immediately bring the government down. The Stasi’s security network remained in place, though its authority began to erode. After the euphoria in Berlin, opposition groups formed and pressed their demands for free elections. The demands turned to the Stasi itself. In Dresden, an opposition group organized a protest outside the Stasi headquarters on December 5. A few hundred appeared at first, but soon they were joined by thousands. From a side balcony of the mansion on Angelikastrasse, the KGB’s team could easily see the crowd swarming the Stasi compound. Lieutenant Colonel Putin ventured outside to its fringes to observe more closely. At five o’clock, overwhelmed by the size of the crowd and unable to calm the situation by fear alone, Böhm relented and ordered the gate opened. The protesters poured into the compound, milling through the buildings that until that evening had instilled only dread. Böhm, dazed and ashen, pleaded for calm as the crowd ransacked his headquarters. The takeover was largely peaceful, but in Putin’s mind the crowd was deranged, consumed by madness. He remembered a woman shouting, “Look for the passageway under the Elbe! There are prisoners there being tortured in water up to their knees!” He knew it was nonsense—but only because he knew very well where the prison cells actually were.


It was dark by the time he retreated to the mansion. A new, more senior KGB officer, Major General Vladimir Shirokov, had replaced Matveyev earlier in the year. He had left the mansion that night at nine o’clock and was somewhere out in the city. As the crowds rummaged through the Stasi buildings, a small group broke away, turned up Angelikastrasse, and gathered outside the KGB outpost, its purpose and occupants no secret to those protesting. A security guard stationed in a small guard house scrambled inside to inform Lieutenant Colonel Putin, who was the senior officer on the scene, with only four others inside. He was angry and alarmed; responsibility for the KGB’s property—its files, its secrets—was his now. He ordered the guards to prepare for an assault,31 and then he telephoned the Soviet military command in Dresden, asking that reinforcements be sent to protect the building. An officer on duty told him he could do nothing because “there are no orders from Moscow.” He promised to inquire, though. When the officer did not call back, Putin called again.


“Well, so?” he pressed.


“I asked Moscow,” the officer replied, “but Moscow is silent.”


“And what will we do?” he asked.


“For now, there’s nothing I can do to help.”32


He was stunned. Whatever his doubts about the fate of the Communist system, he remained a dedicated officer of the state. Now the state was failing him at a moment of crisis. “I had the feeling then that the country was no more,” he recalled, the bitterness still raw years later, “that it had disappeared. It became clear the [Soviet] Union was ailing. It was a deadly, incurable disease called paralysis—a paralysis of power.”33 He agonized over what to do. Even without an explicit declaration saying so, it was clear the Soviet leadership no longer intended to prop up East Germany’s government, as it had in 1953, as it had by force in Hungary in 1956 and again in Czechoslovakia in 1968. Putin could not use force against the mob outside, and in fact he did not have the firepower to do much anyway. He thought of the files inside—the intelligence reports to the Center—and the almost unimaginable consequences if they fell into the hands of the rabble. The documents would not only betray the KGB’s work but also affect the “the fates of concrete people,” those who had collaborated with him and his colleagues over the years, people “who once trusted the security bodies” of the Soviet Union. He was sure he would face a military tribunal if the files were compromised, and yet he had no orders detailing what he could do to protect them. He thought of his career in the KGB and his family who relied on it. He sensed then that the Soviet Union would collapse and with it the only life he had known: his service as an intelligence officer.34


It was at this nadir, nearing midnight, that Lieutenant Colonel Putin committed the riskiest, most decisive known act of his KGB career. Dressed in his uniform, he went outside. Though he kept a KGB-issued pistol in the office safe, he did not retrieve it. He walked out alone to the mansion’s gate, without his hat and without orders, and he bluffed.


The mood on Angelikastrasse was not aggressive so much as euphoric. A group of two dozen men gathered on the street outside the gate talking excitedly among themselves, amazed that the dreaded Stasi had crumbled without a fight. Siegfried Dannath, who had two years before had the encounter with his dog outside the KGB mansion, stood among them. Someone challenged the guard on duty to let them in, but he said nothing. After he disappeared into the house, they were not sure what exactly to do next. It was then that Dannath saw a short officer emerge from the front door, walk down the few steps, and approach. He said nothing at first and then spoke slowly and calmly.


“This house is strictly guarded,” he said in German so fluent that Dannath was surprised. “My soldiers have weapons. And I gave them orders: if anyone enters the compound, they are to open fire.”


He did not shout or menace. He simply spoke those few words, paused, and then turned and walked back into the house. The men on the street only murmured in response. Dannath felt the mood change. The protesters thought better of trying to storm the gates. No one wanted violence, and they had already toppled the Stasi. Taking on the KGB was another thing altogether. So they dispersed, drifting down Angelikastrasse to rejoin the throng milling about the Stasi compound.35 A few hours later the Soviet base received some orders at last, and commanders sent two armored vehicles with soldiers who were no longer needed.


Legends grew out of this night, embellished according to author and agenda. In some versions, “hundreds” of protesters “stormed” the building. In others, guards positioned at the window pointed their AK-47s at the crowd, ready to shoot to kill. In one telling, the Russian officer brandished a pistol outside, or at the top of the stairs to the second floor, staring down a horde that pressed up toward him. Nothing so dramatic happened that night, and what did happen was overshadowed by the far more significant events unfolding in Berlin, including the resignation of the Communist Party’s security committee and the detention of Erich Honecker. Egon Krenz resigned the next day, giving way to the first non-Communist leaders in East Germany’s history.


Lieutenant Colonel Putin’s role in the events surrounding the dissolution of East Germany was a small act in the face of uncertainty, if not danger. For a fleeting moment, he was indeed an intelligence officer standing alone in defense of his country, a single man able to affect the course of history—in Germany, no less—just as he had imagined as an impressionable young man two decades before. He acted with calm, stoic determination. He avoided a security breach and also bloodshed. And yet there would be no recognition of his actions that night, no commendation, no medal. Moscow is silent. The phrase haunted him for years afterward. He sensed that night that his career was coming to an end. So too was his country.




CHAPTER 4


Democracy Faces a Hungry Winter


It was bitter enough for Vladimir Putin to witness the collapse of the Soviet ideal in Europe, helpless to reverse the losses. He knew that a divided Germany could not endure, despite Erich Honecker’s vow early in 1989 that the Berlin Wall would stand “in 50 and even in 100 years.” For Putin, what mattered more was what he saw as an unconditional Soviet surrender, followed by a humiliating, chaotic, and catastrophic retreat. “That’s what hurt,” he said. “They just dropped everything and went away.”1


The men and women he had worked with for nearly five years were cast aside, abandoned by their Soviet patrons, left to the mercy of West Germany and their own vengeful citizens. The Putins’ neighbors and friends found themselves abruptly out of work, ostracized because of their employment in the Stasi. Katya’s preschool teacher, an officer of the Stasi, was barred from working with children. One of Lyudmila’s friends “cried for her lost ideals, for the collapse of everything that she had believed in her whole life,” she recalled. “For them, it was the collapse of everything—their lives, their careers.”2


The intelligence officers felt particularly betrayed. Markus Wolf, head of East Germany’s foreign intelligence until 1986, resented Gorbachev’s indifference after 1989, though he briefly received refuge in Russia. “There had been no great rush of comradely support from our Moscow friends during the past stressful months,” he wrote. “Like us, they had been completely unprepared for what happened. The supposedly eternal brotherhood to which we had raised our glasses down the years was now a ragged band.”3 Horst Böhm, the Stasi chief in Dresden, committed suicide in his home on February 21, 1990, shortly before he was to testify before a commission on the future of the unraveling state, though rumors persisted that he was murdered to prevent him from appearing in a criminal trial of Dresden’s despotic boss, Hans Modrow.4 The East Germans soon learned the truth of the KGB’s Operation LUCH, the decades-long effort to spy on them. Horst Jehmlich, Böhm’s aide, felt betrayed by Putin personally. “They cheated and lied to us,” he said.5


The KGB in East Germany was in disarray, scrambling to destroy or remove its intelligence files while severing or covering up its networks of agents and laying the foundations for new ones. The last chief in Dresden, General Shirokov, ordered the removal and destruction of twelve truckloads of documents from the headquarters of the Soviet armored division. They burned so many that the furnace designed for the task broke. A battalion commander then dug a pit on the grounds, dumped the papers, and ordered the pile doused with gasoline.6 Lieutenant Colonel Putin, too, burned files—“all our communications, our lists of contacts and our agents’ networks”—but he and his colleagues spirited the most important ones back to the KGB archives in Moscow. The real danger was the exposure of the KGB’s secrets to the West and NATO, though there was little he or anyone else in the Dresden outpost could do to stop that now.


By the beginning of the new decade, Lieutenant Colonel Putin and his cadre had been recalled home, but he had one final mission as a Soviet intelligence operative. He continued to recruit informants, hoping to establish a new network of agents that would serve as a rear guard in the democratizing East Germany. He turned to his old friends and contacts, including an inspector in Dresden’s police department and a Stasi officer named Klaus Zuchold, whom he had first met four years earlier. Zuchold had taken him on one of his first tours of Saxony—even before Lyudmila arrived—and visited him frequently. Zuchold apparently had never worked for the KGB until after the events of 1989. In January 1990, in one of his final acts, Lieutenant Colonel Putin formally recruited him, sending his Stasi file to the Center in Moscow for approval. He dictated Zuchold’s letter of allegiance to the KGB, gave his daughter a book of Russian fairy tales, and toasted the occasion with Soviet brandy.7 It proved to be a short-lived success: a year later, after the reunification of Germany in October 1990, Zuchold accepted an offer of amnesty and not only revealed his own recruitment but exposed fifteen other agents who had been in the KGB’s Dresden network.8


The betrayal of agents—and the seizure of the Stasi’s enormous collection of files by the West German BND and subsequently their public disclosure, which also exposed the extent of the KGB’s activities—enraged Lieutenant Colonel Putin. He later told his old friend Sergei Roldugin that the Stasi should never have turned over its archives, never have betrayed those who had worked as informants. Roldugin rarely heard him talk about his work and rarely saw him so emotional. “He said it was equal to treason,” Roldugin recalled. “He was very upset, extremely,” but also ashamed and remorseful. He had been powerless to help his German comrades as their secret world imploded. “I felt it,” he told Roldugin, “like a fault of my own.”9


In February 1990, packing boxes, each numbered and named, filled the Putins’ modest apartment. The apartment felt like a storage room. The KGB’s withdrawal, followed by that of the Soviet military, suddenly freed up housing in Dresden. Jörg Hofmann, a young man whose wife had connections in the city administration, managed to acquire the lease to the apartment. He stopped by to see it while the Putins awaited the movers. The walls were covered in tinfoil wallpaper, the windows decorated by cutouts of Russian nesting dolls, made by the girls. The Putins were polite and friendly; the lieutenant colonel betrayed no outward bitterness or other emotion. He simply told Hofmann he was going home.10 On March 1, the Hofmanns moved in. In four and a half years, the Putins had managed to save some of the hard currency he earned, and a neighbor gave them a washing machine. It was twenty years old, but it worked for another five years.11 It was all they had to show for his career as a foreign intelligence agent. Their belongings were packed in a shipping container and sent to Moscow. The couple, with their two young daughters, boarded a train, also to Moscow. On the journey back, a thief made off with Lyudmila’s coat and what rubles and marks she carried.12


The Putins had from afar followed the upheaval of Gorbachev’s era—the public excitement engendered by perestroika and glasnost—but whatever they expected, what they found when they returned disappointed them. After the comparative comforts of East Germany, life at home seemed a shock. “There were the same terrible lines, the ration cards, the coupons, the empty shelves,” Lyudmila recalled.13 She feared going to the store, unable to “sniff out the bargains and to stand in all the lines. I would just dart into the nearest store, buy whatever was most necessary, and go home. It was horrible.” They had missed the liberating intellectual and political spirit of the era, the release of banned films and previously censored novels like The Master and Margarita, Mikhail Bulgakov’s masterpiece imagining Satan’s visit to Moscow, or Boris Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago. The new freedom to read, to debate, to think openly, had been electrifying for so many, but they had returned to Russia at the moment when Gorbachev’s liberalizing reforms were beginning to unravel.14


Lyudmila felt her husband “had lost touch with his life’s real purpose.”15 His career as a KGB officer stood at a crossroads. He joined a mass repatriation of intelligence operatives from abroad, not only from Germany but from all of Eastern Europe and other far-flung battlegrounds of the Cold War, like Afghanistan, Angola, Mongolia, Vietnam, Nicaragua, and Yemen. They were defeated, dejected, and effectively out of work, displaced refugees of a crumbling empire. The Center in Moscow was the typical destination for officers returning from a posting abroad. Only nothing was typical anymore. For three months at the beginning of 1990, Putin was not even paid. The KGB initially offered him a position at the First Chief Directorate’s headquarters in Yasenevo, the wooded, heavily guarded compound southwest of Moscow. His rank and appointment would normally have merited an apartment in Moscow, but none was available. With so many intelligence veterans in search of homes, he would have to wait, possibly for years. Lyudmila liked Moscow and wanted to move there, and he understood that whatever prospects he had for advancement existed in the capital, not in Leningrad, but his vague doubts about the Soviet Union’s future had hardened. After fifteen years, his career was unspectacular, and no longer inspiring. In his last year in Dresden he sensed the disorganization of the organs of power, the breakdown of discipline, the theft and lawlessness within his own ranks.


He met his old station chief and mentor, Colonel Lazar Matveyev, who was then stationed at Yasenevo. “I don’t know what to do,” he told Matveyev in the graying colonel’s apartment in Moscow. Matveyev, for all his affection for his former underling, did nothing to persuade him to stay in Moscow or even in the KGB. “Talk Lyuda out of it,” he told him intimately, “and go to Leningrad.”16 There at least he had an apartment where they could live: his parents’. The elder Putins had moved into a larger place, this time on Sredneokhtinsky Prospekt, not far from the academy where Vladimir had first trained after joining the KGB. So he accepted a job as the assistant to the rector for international affairs at his old university, a KGB position intended to keep an eye on students and visitors. At last, he would be “undercover,” though the true identity of officials in posts like that was, by intention, a poorly kept secret. It never hurt for people to know the KGB lurked everywhere. He now rejoined what Oleg Kalugin, the former deputy director of the KGB in Leningrad, described as “this absurd, stupendous ziggurat, this terrifyingly centralized machine, this religion that sought to control all aspects of life in our vast country.”17


The university’s rector, Stanislav Merkuriev, was a theoretical physicist appointed early in Gorbachev’s tenure. He spoke English, German, and French and was determined to open the stifled system of higher education. By the time of his early death in 1993, he had earned plaudits for making the university one of the best in Europe.18 He surrounded himself with like-minded professionals—and, as he surely would have known, one last minder from the KGB. For an aging KGB veteran, the university post might have been a sinecure, comfortable and undemanding, but for a lieutenant colonel, only thirty-seven and with years of service ahead of him, it seemed a dead end. He had little prospect now of securing another assignment abroad; the KGB was downsizing, and his achievements hardly merited a post. His career in foreign intelligence thus came crashing to an end. Not even Matveyev could reach down a hand to pull him up. He told Sergei Roldugin that he planned to leave the KGB altogether, though Roldugin had his doubts. “There is no such thing as a former intelligence agent,” he said. He empathized with his friend’s anger and confusion, but he also understood his mentality. “You can stop working at this organization, but its worldview and way of thinking remain stuck in your head.”19


Leningrad had changed little outwardly, but perestroika breathed new life into the city’s politics. In March 1989, while the Putins were still in Dresden, cities across the Soviet Union held the first competitive elections in the country’s history to choose representatives to a new quasi-parliament, the Congress of People’s Deputies. Instead of rubber-stamping Communist Party leaders, as Soviet elections invariably did, voters in Leningrad rebelled and rejected the top five candidates, including the city’s party leader, Yuri Solovyev.20 One of those elected instead was a tall, charismatic professor of law at Vladimir Putin’s alma mater, Anatoly Sobchak. Born deep in Siberia and educated in Leningrad, Sobchak had already gained prominence as a critic of the Soviet system. He wrote widely, advocating market reforms and the rule of law; his doctoral dissertation had been rejected as politically incorrect. Sobchak’s law school colleagues had unexpectedly nominated him to be one of four candidates from the university’s district on Vasilievsky Island, which also included the sprawling Baltic shipyard and thousands of shipbuilders and stevedores. Despite the Communist Party’s efforts to screen out opposition candidates, Sobchak managed to place second in a kind of political caucus held in the shipyard’s Palace of Culture after delivering a late-night speech that, extemporaneously, evoked Martin Luther King Jr. “I dreamed of a time when our state would become law-governed—a state that didn’t permit the granting of rights and privileges to some people at the expense of others,” he wrote later.21


Though he had no electoral experience, Sobchak threw himself into politics. Like Gorbachev, he believed that the Soviet system could change with reforms, but he found himself and the country unprepared for the novelty of democracy after the decades of fear and suspicion that had fractured Soviet society. The peculiarities of the system—government-assigned employment, housing, and even vacations—meant that most people lived and worked within a narrow social circle and harbored a deep distrust of anyone outside it. “Never talk to strangers,” the famous line from The Master and Margarita, was an article of faith in the Soviet Union. Sobchak lived what he admitted was the rarefied life of the intelligentsia, comfortable and “increasingly circumscribed,” and when campaigning outside his milieu, he discovered how little he knew of how ordinary people lived.22


Once elected, Sobchak made an impression when the Congress of People’s Deputies convened in the spring of 1989. He joined a bloc of reformist legislators that included Andrei Sakharov, the dissident physicist, and Boris Yeltsin, the bearish party official who had become the first secretary in Moscow, and he passionately and eloquently hectored the Soviet leadership, the military, and the KGB in public hearings that were transmitted across the vast country. Sobchak chaired an investigation into the killing of twenty people during an anti-Soviet demonstration on April 9 in Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, exposing the mendacity of the official version of the military’s crackdown there. The upheavals of 1989 had now spread to the Soviet Union itself—with unrest in Lithuania, Azerbaijan, and Armenia. Despite their last, violent efforts to contain the fervor, the Soviet authorities no longer wielded enough power to hold the system together.23


A month after the Putins returned, Leningrad elected a new city council. Enough reformers and independents won to break the Communist Party’s monopoly on municipal power. The new legislators were earnest but also inexperienced, disorganized, and leaderless. A bloc of them appealed to Sobchak to run for one of twenty-five remaining vacant seats and then, assuming he won, to compete for the job of council chairman. Sobchak’s prominence in the Congress of People’s Deputies in Moscow raised hopes that he would be a unifying leader for the city. He won his election and in May became the council’s chairman, effectively the city’s top elected official. Sobchak “personified the transition to a new form of government,” as one historian put it, where hope triumphed over reason.24 He was a legal scholar, not an administrator, and whatever his charisma, he had no experience governing a city of five million people—let alone at a time of political upheaval, with a recalcitrant bureaucracy still controlled by the Communists. Sobchak needed allies and expertise, and he turned to the one institution where he thought he could find competent aides able to navigate what was becoming a treacherous political transition. He turned to the institution he had excoriated from the dais of the Congress of People’s Deputies. He turned to the KGB.


Shortly after taking up his new position, Sobchak telephoned Oleg Kalugin, the former spymaster whose career fell afoul of KGB intrigue after his service in foreign intelligence, leaving him in “internal exile” in Leningrad. Kalugin had since joined the ranks of the democratic reformers and became one of the most prominent critics of his former agency. Now Sobchak had a favor to ask of him. Could he recommend someone inside the KGB whom he could trust as an adviser? He was suspicious of the bureaucracy. He needed a liaison to the security forces. Kalugin suggested a senior officer, a lieutenant general he trusted, but Sobchak dismissed the idea. Concerned that an outward alliance with the KGB might tarnish his democratic credentials, he wanted someone with a lower profile. A few days passed and Sobchak called again. He asked Kalugin if he had ever heard of a young officer named Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.25


Some would assume the KGB had a hand in directing the young officer into Sobchak’s office, but according to Kalugin, it was Sobchak who recruited him. Vladimir Putin remembered Sobchak from his lectures in law school but did not know him well. By his own account, a friend from law school had suggested he go see Sobchak, which he did with trepidation. He could hardly have agreed with some of Sobchak’s most blistering criticisms of the KGB, and Sobchak’s political future remained tenuous at best, like everything in the Soviet Union in 1990. Nevertheless, that May, he went to Sobchak’s new office in the Mariinsky Palace, and Sobchak hired him on the spot. He said he would arrange his transfer with Merkuriev and told him to start the next Monday. First, though, Putin felt obliged to disclose his actual profession. “I must tell you that I am not just an assistant to the rector,” he told Sobchak. “I am a regular officer of the KGB.”


In Putin’s recollection, Sobchak hesitated and then, to Putin’s surprise, dismissed this issue. “Fuck it!” he replied.26


Putin insisted that he must inform his superiors and, if necessary, resign from the KGB. He agonized over the decision, his friends said. Although he had grown disillusioned, the KGB remained the institution he served loyally. In the event, whatever worries he had about the Center’s reaction were misplaced. The KGB was happy to have its own agent working undercover in the office of Leningrad’s rising political star. This new democratic experiment, after all, was a dangerous thing that required eternal vigilance. And so with the KGB’s blessing, perhaps at its insistence, Lieutenant Colonel Putin remained in the service, continuing to earn his meager, if steady salary, which was more than he earned as Sobchak’s adviser.


He was now living a double life, the life of the undercover agent at last—only inside his own country. He began to advise Sobchak even as he continued to work in a small office on the first floor of the university’s red and white Twelve Collegia building. His task there was to monitor foreign students and visitors who were arriving in increasing numbers as glasnost eased travel restrictions. He no longer worked in the Big House on Liteiny Prospekt, but he still paid occasional visits, the purposes of which could only have been to keep his superiors informed of the changing politics of the day—at the university and in Sobchak’s office. When a delegation from St. Petersburg Community College in Florida arrived in the fall of 1990 for an educational exchange, it was the lieutenant colonel who played host to the college’s unsuspecting president, Carl M. Kuttler Jr.


Kuttler had met Putin’s university adviser, Valery Musin, when he visited Florida and proposed establishing links between the two cities and the two universities. When Kuttler and his delegation arrived, Putin met them at the airport and spent the next ten days handling all the arrangements of their meetings, meals, and concerts at the symphony and ballet. He did so with a punctuality and efficiency that surprised Kuttler, given the deteriorating economic conditions in the city, including a critical shortage of gasoline that produced long, frustrating lines. When Kuttler went on an excursion out of the city, the government limousine was in danger of running out of fuel until Putin intervened and directed it to a city sanitation depot where it could find gas.


His dual careers increasingly began to intersect. He introduced Kuttler to Sobchak, and at a banquet on the last night Sobchak had a favor to ask of Kuttler. “Carl, would you do something for me?” he began. “We don’t have much travel money.” Sobchak had turned his sights to international travel and wanted to return again to the United States. “Would you pay for it?”27


Kuttler raised the money and Sobchak visited a month later. In Washington, he met President George H. W. Bush and senior congressional leaders. Procter & Gamble flew Sobchak’s delegation to Cleveland for a day. And he stayed in Florida at Kuttler’s house on the bay, where he marveled at the environmental restrictions that forbade him to fell a single tree without permission from the municipal authorities.28 Putin credited the trip to America with Sobchak’s decision to promote him to his permanent staff in 1991. He also remembered Kuttler’s behavior at the banquet. When it came time to reciprocate a toast, Kuttler asked the surprised guests to hold hands, and he said a prayer. “You prayed for our university,” Putin reminded him when they met again a decade later. “You prayed for our city. You prayed for our country. And you prayed for me.” Kuttler suspected the young university assistant had never before heard a prayer on his behalf. He never imagined that his host was a KGB officer.29


Lieutenant Colonel Putin’s future was now increasingly affixed to a man apt to quote classical poets and artfully articulate what were once heresies. “We are all infected to some degree by the system,” Sobchak wrote only a year after his new adviser came to work for him, musing on Pushkin’s “Bronze Horseman” and what he called the “system syndrome.” “From birth we have been taught intolerance, suspicion and paranoid fear of spies.” Sobchak envisioned a new Soviet Union that offered justice and hope, a democracy, a “normal, civilized state” in which “there is no need to slaughter half the population to make the other half happy.”30


The two men made an odd couple. They differed in age, in temperament, and in philosophy. Sobchak was flamboyant, charismatic; Putin reserved, inherently suspicious, and secretive. He did not share Sobchak’s hostility toward the Soviet Union, but he nonetheless served his new boss as loyally as he had his KGB commanders, and over time he began to absorb some of his superior’s views. Even as other KGB officers resigned on principle or in pursuit of new ways of making money, Putin hedged his bets. He never broke with the agency the way Kalugin had; he did not regret his service and never would. One of his superiors in Leningrad who had also served in East Germany, Yuri Leshchev, said service in the KGB was to Putin “a sacred business.”31 And yet Sobchak drew him deeper and deeper into the new politics of the era. He worked for the old regime—and for those who would overthrow it.


Leningrad’s city council, while democratic, proved inept. Its members quarreled endlessly among themselves and with Sobchak over the powers of the chairman, but did little to address the city’s dire needs for housing, food, and transportation. By the summer of 1990, the Soviet economy was lurching on the brink of collapse, and Leningrad and other cities began to run out of basic foodstuffs; the shelves of its meager stores emptied first of tea and soap, then sugar, cigarettes, and even vodka. Shortly after returning from the United States—where he had visited a well-stocked Kmart in Alexandria, Virginia—Sobchak forced the council to introduce ration cards. It was hardly famine—not with a black market flourishing—but rationing brought back horrifying memories of the siege. “Democracy is facing a hungry winter,” Sobchak said in defense of the plan. “It is crucial for democracy to survive this winter.”32


By then the KGB and Soviet military leaders had already begun to make emergency plans for the imposition of martial law. In January 1991, Gorbachev ordered the military to restore Communist rule in Lithuania after days of protests, reversing the republic’s declaration of independence the year before. The assault culminated with a tank attack on the television tower in the capital, Vilnius. Fourteen people died, but Lithuanian leaders continued to defy Moscow and pressed ahead with a referendum on independence in February, which Gorbachev declared illegal. In June Russia held its own presidential election, and Boris Yeltsin became a legitimately elected counterweight to Gorbachev’s increasingly erratic and unpopular rule. The same month, Sobchak took advantage of the national election to win election to a newly created executive branch that would wield authority over the unwieldy city legislature. Only a month before, he had forced the council to create the position of mayor, which only he was in a position to win. The council’s members were increasingly at odds with Sobchak’s role as their chairman, and they hoped that by creating separate branches of government, they would be able to constrain his powers as the city’s leader. Leningrad also held a nonbinding referendum to restore the city’s prerevolutionary name, St. Petersburg. Sobchak had initially opposed the change, but he campaigned for the restoration of the city’s name with savvy and tact. He described the change as the natural evolution of Peter the Great’s vision of the city as a “window to Europe,” and he offered to remove Lenin’s waxy corpse from its Red Square mausoleum and bury him with his relatives in Leningrad, in keeping with the revolutionary’s last will and testament. His offer respected those who still revered Lenin and appeased those who wanted to end the cult that still surrounded him.33 When the election came, Sobchak won 66 percent of the vote, while a narrower majority—54 percent—voted to change the city’s name.34
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