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IN RUSSIA

Vladimir Putin—President of Russia

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

Kremlin Power Brokers and Putin Insiders

Sergey Chemezov—CEO of Rostec

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

Nikolai Patrushev—Secretary of the Russian Security Council

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

Igor Sechin—CEO of Rosneft

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

Vladislav Surkov—Former Kremlin Aide

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

Anton Vaino—Chief of the Presidential Administration

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

Influential Oligarchs

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gennady Timchenko—Volga Group Chief and Stroytransgaz Stakeholder

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

St. Petersburg Hustlers, Businessmen, and Political Players

Alexander Beglov—Governor of St. Petersburg

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

Vladimir Kumarin—Head of the Tambov Mafia

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

Mikhail “Misha” Mirilashvili—Russian-Israeli Businessman

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

Anatoly Sobchak—Former Mayor of St. Petersburg

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

Roman Tsepov—Russian Businessman and Chief of Baltik-Eskort

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

Security State Elites, Siloviki, and Ultranationalist Agents Provocateurs

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

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

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

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

Dmitry Bulgakov—Deputy Defense Minister and Chief of Military Logistics

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

Alexander Dugin—Russian Philosopher and Ultranationalist Ideologue

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

Alexey Dyumin—GRU Deputy Chief and Governor of Tula

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

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

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

Igor “Strelkov” Girkin—Former FSB Officer and Ultranationalist

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

Konstantin Mirzayants—Executive Director of Redut

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Wagner Group, Concord Network, and Affiliates

Andrey “Tramp” Bogatov—Wagner Field Commander

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

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

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

Valery Chekalov—Wagner Group Logistics Chief

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

Oleg Erokhin—Former Director of Concord Front Company Evro Polis

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

Alexander “Ratibor” Kuznetsov—Wagner Commander

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Maxim Shugaley—Russian Political Consultant and Operative

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

Dmitry Sytii—Founder of Wagner Front Company Lobaye Invest

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

Leonid Teyf—Former Deputy Director of Voentorg

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

IN UKRAINE

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

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

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

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

Volodymyr Zelensky—President of Ukraine

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

INVESTIGATORS AND CITIZEN SLEUTHS

Eliot Higgins—Founder of Bellingcat

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

Denis Korotkov—Investigative Journalist

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

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

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

Kirill Mikhailov—Russian Defense Analyst at the Conflict Intelligence Team

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND AFRICA

Bashar al-Assad—President of Syria

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

Omar al-Bashir—Former President of Sudan

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

George Haswani—Syrian Businessman and Owner of HESCO

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

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

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

Faustin Archange-Touadéra—President of the Central African Republic

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







PROLOGUE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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