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‘I didn’t kill him. I shot him, bullets and the fall killed him.’

Vincent, the hitman played by Tom Cruise in the film noir Collateral, 2004

‘I don’t understand this position. First of all, it’s boring. Second of all, forgive me if this sounds pompous, but it’s better to die standing up than to stay alive on your knees.’

Alexei Navalny, explaining why he refused to be intimidated by the power and corruption of the Kremlin
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Author’s Note

Throughout this book, I have taken the liberty of fiddling with original translations because I’ve got an O level in Russian, I’m a professional writer and where the original feels clunky and offends my lah-de-dah Gunner Graham’s English-English. For international readers who can work out the source of that particular cultural reference, if we chance to meet I will buy them a beer.




Preface to the Paperback Edition

Detective Alexander Varapaev of the Russian Investigative Committee, the country’s version of the FBI, is a diligent cop. When Convict Alexei Anatolyevich Navalny died in the Polar Wolf penal colony two days after Valentine’s Day 2024, Detective Varapaev ‘seized’ or, in English English, took custody of the dead man’s stuff, placed it in sacks and bags and logged the lot, taking pains to do the job properly.

The detective placed in sack number one a mattress and a rubber mat; sack two, toiletries, loo paper; sack three, two black bags containing groceries and food; sack four, books; sack five, letters, notebooks, pens; sack six, bedsheets, pillow, duvet; sack seven, a black travelling bag with clothes, more toiletries. In bag number one he placed blister packs, prescriptions for medication; bag two, a container with no pills; bag three, gulag paperwork imposing a disciplinary sanction; bags four and five, magazines; bag six, two containers; bag seven, a breathing mask; bag/envelope eight, paper envelopes with swabs from doors and handles; bag nine, swabs from the sleeve of convict A. A. Navalny’s pea coat (which looks like a Dutch fisherman’s jacket); bag ten, swabs from the floor surface where his pea coat was found; bag eleven, the pea coat itself; bag twelve, a bar of soap, two pens, a tube of lip balm, deodorant, nail clippers, two packs of Band-Aids, Tolstoy’s War and Peace; bag thirteen, mug, cloth bag with cutlery; bag fourteen, pack of ibuprofen pills with three tablets, roll of papers with one white-coloured pill; bag fifteen, swabs of vomit; bag sixteen, specks of vomit.

The last two bags never made it into the detective’s final custody log.

Fancy that.

Likewise, the detective’s first draft of what happened that grim day was as follows: ‘On 16 February 2024, convict A. A. Navalny felt a sharp deterioration of his health condition while in exercise yard No. 2 of the EPKT [a Russian prison within a prison] after which he informed the duty officer of the institution, who took the latter out of the premises of the exercise yard to the premises of section No. 4 of the EPKT. There, convict A. A. Navalny lay down on the floor and began to complain of sharp pain in the abdominal area; he started reflexive ejection of his stomach contents, had convulsions, and lost consciousness, which was immediately reported to the medical staffof the correctional facility.’

Now this is funny peculiar because just the day before Navalny had been cracking jokes at the expense of a trial judge at the other end of a video call, to the real amusement of his jailers at the Polar Wolf penal colony. Once again, all mention of the pain in the stomach, the vomiting and the convulsions were removed from Detective Varapaev’s final report, almost as if someone high up in the Kremlin didn’t want people to know that he had had Navalny poisoned. The world owes Roman Dobrokhotov of The Insider a debt for digging up the detective’s homework before the dog ate it.

Russia being Russia, the evidence nailing the Kremlin for its assassination of the opposition leader comes from within its own machinery of repression. Sweet. I read The Insider’s story with a grim satisfaction because my source – who had told me for the hardback edition of Murder in the Gulag that the decision to have Navalny poisoned was made in principle at a secret meeting in December 2023 between Vladimir Putin and FSB boss Alexander Bortnikov – had been on the money, and the Kremlin’s useful idiots who had said differently were, as usual, talking Russian rubbish for roubles. What about the planned prisoner swap, the word being that the government would agree to trade Navalny and other critics of the Killer in the Kremlin for the usual dung heap of Russian murderers and spies? Well, the contents of bags fifteen and sixteen point to the planned prisoner swap being sabotaged by the only person with the muscle to have the opposition leader murdered in the most tightly controlled prison in the whole Russian gulag. His name? Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.

The Cluedo cards are laid out for all to see. Not Colonel Mustard in the conservatory with the lead piping, but President Putin in the gulag with the Novichok.

One year on from Navalny’s murder, I still find it hard, no, nigh on impossible, to register that he’s gone. Alexei came hurrying back from the dead, kind of, with the publication of his book, Patriot, in October 2024. The book is, just like the man, funny, brave and good and I encourage everyone to read it. It’s time to take stock, of both Navalny and the man who had him killed, in the spirit of Detective Varapaev’s first draft of the convict’s belongings, War and Peace, vomit and all.

The hardest sentence to write is this: Alexei Navalny is dead; Vladimir Putin is alive and kicking and going from strength to strength. America’s voters went to the polls and elected their white, or rather orange, king. The Kremlin’s investment in their candidate, Donald Trump, has paid off. The American public square is a place full of hate, fear and confusion. Kopeck for kopeck, Russia’s dark state has been infinitely more successful than its military. Britain’s economic future has been snuffed out for a generation by Brexit; America’s future is sown with the dragon’s teeth of chaos thanks to Trump’s victories in 2016 and 2024, and Ukraine is in deep trouble. All of these catastrophes have been egged on, I believe, by dark Kremlin gold and dark Kremlin bots.

And none of it would have happened had Alexei Navalny been able to wrestle power from Vladimir Putin in 2012, when the switcheroo between Al Capone’s lawyer (Dmitry Medvedev) and Al Capone (Putin) was carried out, to the great indignation of the best of Russia. In a funny way, Navalny was living on borrowed time for a dozen years. What is remarkable is not that Putin had him poisoned in 2020 and then again, with finality, in 2024, but that he did not dare do it back in 2012. That’s because of Navalny’s extraordinary charisma, but also Putin’s weakness. Loads of people, including, to be fair, myself, were agog when Navalny went back to Russia in January 2021, knowing that he was heading to certain imprisonment and near certain death. But it’s also true that Navalny understood Putin’s frailties too and he bet on them with his life. The gamble was heroic, but it failed.

The shadow cast by Vladimir Putin over the largest country on earth grows longer and bleaker by the day. The little gangster from the wrong side of the tracks in then Leningrad, now St Petersburg, has been in power for longer than Hitler and is catching up fast with Stalin. Come 2029, Putin will overtake the pockmarked generalissimo and that achievement, if it is one, seems more likely than not. Putin has corrupted not just Russia but the whole world, exporting his brand of ultra-nationalist populism, crony capitalism and political violence to the four corners of the globe. Yes, Stalin had the Cambridge Five in Britain and the Atom Bomb spies in the US, but he never succeeded in getting his pick to become a US president, twice. In that regard, Putin is the more successful leader. True, Russia is an economic basket-case, an oil sump incapable of manufacturing quality goods of its own, with its society brutally divided between a tiny oligarchy and millions in dire poverty, suffering outside toilets, horrible healthcare and earning less than $160 a month. But the Kremlin is making the geopolitical weather while the West is buffeted by the storm fronts from the East – and that change has happened in my lifetime.

Leonard Schapiro was a very, very old man in 1977 when he limped into the lecture hall at the LSE and kept us first year students of Soviet politics spell-bound: ‘As a young boy in St Petersburg in 1917,’ the professor recalled, ‘I remember both Russian revolutions, the one in February and the one in October. The first was very exciting, but by the time the second one came along we were all very bored by revolutions and went back to playing cowboys and Indians.’ Schapiro, the author of The Government and Politics of the Soviet Union, was playing with us. Back then, the Soviet Union looked as solid as the concrete it loved to ejaculate. But the old prof’s ‘cowboys and Indians’ anecdote suggests that some part of him understood that the communist god was failing, that only a dozen years later the Berlin Wall would fall. For my old paper, the Observer, I passed the Christmas of 1989 with the Ceausescus, as it were. Clambering through the burnt-out citadel of the Central Committee Building of the Romanian Communist Party on Christmas Eve, spent bullet cases underfoot, I stumbled across a photo album of Ceausescu visiting Pyongyang, being saluted by the adoring masses alongside Kim Il Sung. Goodbye to this kind of claptrap, I thought to myself. And now as I write this, North Korean troops are fighting with the Russians against Ukraine, and the KGB spy who once said that the fall of the Soviet Union was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century is cock of the twenty-first century walk. To be honest with you, having seen communism die in 1989 with my own eyes, how the arc of human history has now turned into some hideous fascist boomerang makes me weep.

Navalny understood that the Soviet Union was boring, stupid and wrong from when he was a boy, after his dad’s parents, his beloved Ukrainian grandfather and grandmother, were forced out of their home, Zalyssia, because it had been irradiated. In Navalny’s autobiography, Patriot, Chernobyl looms large, including one beautiful story I had not heard before. After the nuclear disaster, but before the people of Zalyssia had to flee, his Ukrainian granny, knowing that her youngest son, Navalny’s father, loved dried fish from the local river, wrapped up a parcel and, against all the rules, managed to post it from the radioactive zone to the Navalny home in Russia. Navalny’s dad was just about to get stuck in when his mum suggested that he should check the fish with a Geiger counter. This was not that hard because Navalny’s father was an army officer with clout. The dried fish were positively jumping with radioactivity and the gift from Zalyssia was got rid of pretty damn quick.

The boy Navalny’s loathing of Soviet power comes across in a second simple family story of how, when the conversation around the kitchen table turned to a political joke, and a dangerous political joke at that, his mother would place a cushion over the phone. As a metaphor for the grey blurring of life under the red star, it is hard to better. And his first memory of the cushion over the phone? That would be in 1984.

Navalny’s spirit shines through every page of Patriot. He had to walk through fire pretty much every day of his life after the Killer in the Kremlin concluded that he was the most dangerous threat to his grip on the Kremlin sofa, but the story of the rebel’s life sings along, full of self-deprecating jokes and great sunbeams of joy.

The moment he comes back from the dead is gloriously told. Navalny had spent long days in a coma, his grip on reality fuzzy, tenuous, his limbs betraying the orders from his insulted brain. He fantasises about a Japanese professor who had saved his life only to discover that this was some kind of Novichok-inspired delirium. Lying in his hospital bed in Berlin, he struggles to focus on meaning, on locomotion, on anything. He can’t think or speak or walk. And then his faithful Tonto, Leonid Volkov, tells him that they used Novichok to poison him: ‘I suddenly looked straight at them and said, “What the fuck? That’s just so dumb!” Leonid says that was the moment he knew I was going to be all right.’

On the plane back from Berlin to Moscow after Navalny recovered from the poisoning, he notes that lots of people are taking pictures of him and suspects that at least some of the punters have no idea who he is, but are going along with the mob. He smiles and reminds himself of the crack made by Sheldon Cooper in The Big Bang Theory, that a minor celebrity is a person who, once you explain who he is, many people will recognise.

Patriot whites out the warts and that is never good. There is nothing about the cockroach videos, Navalny’s hideous online twaddle demonising Chechens in 2007, and too little about his longer and disastrous fl irtation with the Russian far right, a mistake that was, I believe, to cost him the Nobel Peace Prize a decade down the track. That may be down to him, but I suspect that the final manuscript of the book was signed offby his widow, Yulia Navalnaya, who for wholly human reasons has not wanted his last words to dwell on what was not his finest hour. It’s clear from the way he writes about the wonderful childhood summers he spent in Ukraine that he loves the place. When the big war starts in February 2022, his speech from his dock in the gulag is word perfect. The war ‘has been started by the Kremlin gang to make it easier for them to steal. They are killing so they can thieve.’

Navalnaya, when asked while publicising Patriot whether Ukraine should be armed without restrictions, told the German newspaper Die Zeit: ‘It’s hard to say. The war was unleashed by Vladimir Putin, but the bombs are also hitting Russians.’ That remark on its own drew criticism from the Ukrainians and their supporters but her very next sentence in the interview supplies proper context and, in fairness, should also be quoted: ‘Nevertheless, there must be a clear answer. All Russian troops must be withdrawn from the territory of Ukraine immediately. The war must be ended immediately.’

Grieving widow though she may be, Navalnaya comes across in the interview as a thoughtful and intelligent voice for another Russia, handling, as best she can, the German reporters’ questions probing the often fraught relationship between the Russian opposition and the Ukrainians fighting their fellow countrymen, the monsters from the east. What is plain is her moral courage in supporting Navalny when he was alive and her keeping the flame of his memory alive after his murder. That, and the horrible pettiness of the regime. She tells Die Zeit how, when her son Zachar was nine years old in 2017, they took him along to a demonstration and the police started hassling the whole family, with Zachar clinging to his mum’s legs. Zachar burst into tears and Navalny urged him not to cry. The photo that went around the world was not the police’s aggression towards the family but Navalny appearing to scold his son: a cruel manipulation of the wider truth. After Navalny was arrested when he returned to Russia in January 2021, Yulia went home, only for that sanctuary to be invaded by the police. They smashed down the door with a sledgehammer and threatened to take Zachar’s computer unless she gave them his password. He was twelve years old at the time. She refused to surrender her boy’s password so it was seized: a small example of the Kremlin’s cruelty towards a family that dared to stand up to it.

Navalny started writing Patriot when he was recovering in Germany from the Novichok poisoning but he ran out of time, so the fag-end of the book is a series of dispatches, smuggled out of his prison cells. Fag-end is the wrong word for prison literature that, for my money, ranks with the best: melancholic, profound and laugh out loud funny, like the story of how he hoards a gift of honey and lemon from Yulia and parcels it out with an economy of materials and wealth of protocol that would be the envy of a Japanese tea ceremony. This is Solzhenitsyn as rewritten by Michael Palin.

Hard to beat his diary entry for 15 March 2023, when prisoner Navalny was woken at 5am to the noise of the cell radio. The news that day was of who had won the Oscars – apart from Best Documentary: ‘I thought that was a good sign.’ Towards lunchtime, the goons took him to yet another court hearing, when his lawyer blurted out that Navalny the documentary had won the Oscar. Sweet.

The sense of loss, of our loss, grows as you turn every page. At the very end of the book, he tells of his last visit by Yulia to his cell, of how he snatched a conversation with her away from the prying eyes and ears of the prison CCTV, and tells her that he feared that there was a high probability that he would never get out of the gulag alive: ‘ “Even if everything starts falling apart, they will bump me off at the first sign the regime is collapsing. They will poison me.”

“I know,” ’ she said.

And now we know too.

Playing St Mary’s Church at the Petworth Literary Festival and playing the big venues in Las Vegas are the same. They are both showbiz, although I have only done the former and the mob have never got their hooks into St Mary’s, at least not yet. The altar of the beautiful old Sussex church, some of it dating back to the thirteenth century, was blocked off, leaving me on stage with my old mucker from Bosnia, Con Coughlin from the Daily Telegraph. Booked to talk about Murder in the Gulag, the first thing I did was to switch the glasses of water assigned to Con and me: ‘you never know where the Kremlin’s long hand might reach,’ I said, to a muffled titter from the audience. Next, I regaled the punters with the story of how, back in 1993, a photographer from the Observer and I were stuck in a nasty traffic jam, held up by Bosnian Croat goons who hated the international press for our reporting of their massacres against the Bosnian Muslims. Suddenly, our car bonnet was being attacked: ‘They’re throwing bread. Bread rolls.’ As panic mounted in the Observer car, I looked in the rear-view mirror and saw that we were under attack, not from Bosnian Croat killers, but Con Coughlin and the snapper from the Telegraph. Bastards.

The point of this digression will saunter into view shortly. Two questions from the audience hit me in the gut, the first of which was about the significance of Navalny’s Christian faith, as relayed in Patriot. Navalny raises his belief in God with a certain shyness at the end of the book. He tells the story of how, banned from reading any other books, he learnt the Sermon on the Mount in Russian and English by heart, and when he was allowed to attend a church service in prison, a rare event, he was astonished to listen to those words he now knew so well. The second story is of how his fellow prisoners were warned, on pain of bad treatment, not to communicate with him. This cruelty on cruelty was observed by virtually everybody apart from a strange fellow prisoner, who usually went out of his way to ignore everyone. One day he spoke briefly to Navalny and gave him a little card; on it, the image of the Archangel Gabriel. Blessed are the peacemakers, indeed.

Navalny’s Christian faith was deep yet worn lightly. It raises an answer to the question that haunts everyone: why on earth did he, after the Novichok poisoning, go back to Russia? That, rather than be afraid of death, he was willing to embrace Christian martyrdom? The moment I think about this, I am troubled, deeply so. I can’t think of many people who loved being alive more than Alexei Navalny, can’t think of anyone who did more with his life. So not a willing martyr, no. But a man who did not fear death? That may be part of the answer.

The second question that hit me from the punters in St Mary’s, Petworth, came from a lady who asked about his legacy, pointing to his courage, but also that of his mother who kept on asking the murderers for the body of her dead son.

I can’t remember my exact words, but I said something like this: ‘Vladimir Putin is in power, killing and killing again. But to those who say there are no good or brave Russians, well, they are wrong. There was Navalny, and his supporters who risked jail and worse to go to his funeral. And, yes, his mother who, even though the regime had murdered her son, went back to the gates of the prison in the bitter cold, day after day, begging the killers for his body. The legacy of Navalny – and that of his mother – is to keep alive the soul of another, beautiful Russia in this time of darkness.’

Then, with the brother of a one-eyed man who rescues old people from the frontline in Ukraine, I went for a drink. Standing up to the killers, living the life Navalny lived, well, that’s a story to be toasted.

And so, we did. And so should you.
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