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PREFACE

Russia has always been on the outskirts of Europe, desperate to be inside. The political history of the country is one of constant battle between isolation and modernization through reconnection with the West. Russia’s way of connecting, isolating, and then reconnecting to the world has often been through war: Peter the Great’s wars, the wars with Napoleon, and World War II, when soldiers returned from battle with a new taste for Western material culture, and some with Western ideas.

The war that started in February 2022 in Ukraine was part of the same pattern. But this time, Russia was fighting against a former part of the Soviet Union, a war in which contact with the West was minimal. There were no Russian soldiers on the streets of Paris, no British or American soldiers in Russian villages, as there had been German soldiers during World War II.

The result of the war, no matter how it ends on the battlefield, will be Russia’s further isolation. The Western world is now tired of Vladimir Putin, and its sanctions against Russia will entrench the country’s isolation from Western Europe and the United States.

The re-isolation of Russia is not, however, just a consequence of the war in Ukraine. It is, rather, a deliberate strategy intended to reverse a trend that began in 1991, when Russia became more and more globalized. It came closest to the West in around 2011–2012—the moment when Putin decided to reassert his power. He understood that globalization—through ideas and technologies—was the biggest threat to him. What we’ve experienced since 2011 is a series of actions and maneuvers intended to detach Russia from the West. After two years of isolation conveniently imposed by COVID-19, Putin made the drastic move of severing the country completely from the West by attacking Ukraine.

This book is the story of Putin’s campaign to wall off Russia from the West, told through a group of friends who were on the front line of the ideological battle over Russia’s future following Putin’s ascent to power. Many of them ended up as key players on the Putin side.

It is a personal story, since they were our friends at a time when we could never have imagined that our lives, our perceptions of truth, and our hopes for our country could diverge so profoundly.

In the spring of 2000, a group of journalists met at Izvestia, a Russian daily newspaper. Putin had just been elected president and the country was in the middle of the Second Chechen War.

In the years that followed, we kept each other, and our significant others, in sight: Evgeny Krutikov, a deeply traumatized scion of an elite Soviet family whose ties with military intelligence mystified everybody; Sveta Babayeva, a reporter in Putin’s press pool; Petya Akopov, an intellectual with a soft spot for North Korean postage stamps and the North Korean regime; and Zhenya Baranov, a war correspondent with deep ties to Serbia. Later, they were joined by Baranov’s wife Olga Lyubimova, a TV host with close family ties to Nikita Mikhalkov, a film director who had a significant ideological influence on Putin.

By 2022, some of our dear friends in Moscow were serving Putin in one way or another. Meanwhile, we were in London, in exile, separated from our families and wanted by Russian authorities.

What happened? How could we have ended up on such violently opposed sides?

To answer that question, we decided to reconnect with our former friends in Moscow. Thanks to the internet, that was possible even from exile. To our surprise, some of them responded and agreed to talk to us.

This book is our attempt to follow this group, and a few other people who would become significant to us, throughout the optimistic first years of the 2000s—a period that included the relative liberalism of Dmitry Medvedev’s brief reign, the annexation of Crimea and the repressions that followed in 2016–2021, and the current attack on Ukraine—to show the journey that Russia has made during these years from a highly globalized and aspirational society to a dismal walled-in fortress.
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CHAPTER 1

WELCOME TO IZVESTIA

Moscow is at its best in spring. The sunny days and balmy nights arrive after the long and exhausting winter, and every Muscovite tries not to miss the opportunity for long walks along the boulevards and embankments, and the pleasurable, almost euphoric feeling of warm air on bare skin.

On one Saturday in late May, though, the city felt abandoned. Many had already headed out to their suburban dachas—their weekend routine from May to August. There were almost no people on the tree-lined boulevards or in the broad squares. There was barely any traffic on Tverskaya, the ordinarily bustling main city street that heads north from the Kremlin. Even Pushkin Square, the traditional social meeting point, was empty. The greenish figure of Russian poet Alexander Pushkin loomed almost alone over the square atop his monument. He seemed to have turned away in disgust from the dark gray brutalist building to his right, adorned with the logo of the once mighty Soviet newspaper Izvestia (The News).

Although we were also on our way toward one of the commuter trains to dacha country, we were not in a holiday mood. We were in our mid-twenties with a problem to solve: we both worked for a newspaper that was dying. It was called Segodnya (Today), and its owner, Vladimir Gusinsky, was in trouble. A highly emotional man, a stage director by training who had made his money in banking but dreamt of becoming a Russian Ted Turner, Gusinsky had used his television channel NTV to attack the Kremlin in an election year. He had backed the loser. Once Vladimir Putin was confirmed as Russia’s president, Gusinsky was doomed; everybody knew it. His newspaper was doomed, too. Its sources in the government dried up, nobody wanted to talk to its journalists, and its circulation had fallen precipitously. The days when Segodnya had proudly imitated the New York Times were gone.

We knew we needed to do something. But we didn’t want to just move to another newspaper. After three years of covering crimes and terrorist bombings together, we wanted to move to a new level—to do political journalism. And not just any old political journalism. We wanted to write about Russia’s security services: the FSB, or Federal Security Service, the main descendant of the KGB, and the intelligence agencies—the SVR (political intelligence) and the GRU (military intelligence). Given that the new president had roots in the KGB and that the ongoing war in Chechnya had officially been designated “a counterterrorism operation,” making it the responsibility of the security services, we believed the topic would stay hot for a long time. But it was also a sensitive topic, and we wanted to work for a newspaper that was strong enough that our reporting would not be censored.

We thought we had identified the right place. The daily newspaper Izvestia was an old Soviet broadsheet. That spring it was going through a full-scale resurrection—with new management, a new team of journalists, and a new design. Every journalist in town was talking about the resources being pumped into the paper by the two ambitious oligarchs who shared its ownership. Izvestia’s editorial office probably had better access to the Kremlin and its agencies than any other news operation in the country. Many of its stories were obviously deeply sourced and insightful.

A former colleague of ours at Segodnya, Evgeny Krutikov, had just moved to Izvestia to head the political department. We knew he had extensive contacts in Russia’s national security world—that was clear from his articles—and he’d been recruiting journalists. Andrei had called him to let him know that Irina was available, and Krutikov had immediately hired her. Krutikov had then invited both of us to a gathering of journalists from Izvestia’s political department at a dacha one of them owned—a sign that he might also hire Andrei as well.

The commuter train set off from the Yaroslavl railway station and headed slowly northeast, passing the woods of Losiny Ostrov—Moose Island, in Russian—the biggest national park within Moscow. A half hour later, we got off at the station that served the large elite holiday village of Zagoryanka, just a few miles outside the city. The village, founded as a summer resort for well-off Muscovites in the beginning of the twentieth century, was a typical dacha settlement. Kids rode bicycles on wide paths under century-old trees, their moms walking behind them. The Klyazma River was close by, ideal for swimming on hot summer days.

The standard Moscow dacha is a modest wooden house with a fruit and vegetable garden behind a wooden fence. The dacha Krutikov had invited us to was on a different scale. Behind its fence was a grand house of a dozen rooms on two floors filled with expensive-looking furniture, including an elegant chess table. There was also a huge sauna, with several showers. The host, a journalist named Dima, showed us around. We walked through a library, a stylish living room, and a spacious card room.

“Is this Madonna’s villa?” Irina murmured.

Dima smiled and explained cryptically, “My father works in hydrocarbons.”

Krutikov later explained that Dima’s father was a big shot in the Soviet oil and gas ministry who had made real money in the 1990s.

On a table in the library was a stack of old Soviet newspapers from the late 1940s and 1950s, including issues of Izvestia. We all spent some time between drinks dutifully flipping through the yellowed pages.

It turned out that it was not the entire political department that had gathered at the dacha, only the new blood—the journalists Krutikov had recently hired. We did not know them very well, since they were all six or seven years older, which made a big difference. When the Soviet Union collapsed, we were still in our mid-teens. They had already graduated from university, and they had clear memories of Soviet times.

Krutikov was of the same generation, but in his old-fashioned heavy glasses and 1970s haircut he looked much older. His slouch, dry sense of humor, and quiet manner of speaking aged him as well. He was very ambitious for his department, and it soon became apparent that this ambition was part of a larger power struggle at Izvestia. The two oligarchs who owned the paper didn’t share the asset; they fiercely competed for control, each trying to fill key editorial positions with his own appointees brought in from the outside. Krutikov was one such appointee, part of a bigger group determined to take the reins.

It was unclear whether we had a role in the tussle, but at the very least the weekend was an opportunity to explore Krutikov’s contacts in the spy world to expand our own. Andrei had begun writing about the secret services a year before, but it was not easy to develop sources in that world, especially if you hadn’t served in the military (we had not) and didn’t have family connections in the services (we did not).

As evening descended, a barbecue was duly eaten, vodka and whiskey were in abundant supply, and we found ourselves sharing a porch swing with Krutikov, enjoying the night.

But Krutikov was not in the mood to listen to a pitch from us. Instead, he wanted to talk, and he was good at it. He seemed to have read everything ever written about spies, real or fictitious. It soon became clear that his 1970s appearance was not completely accidental: Krutikov’s big hero was John le Carré’s fictional British Cold War spy George Smiley. And he was not just a fan of fictional spies. Though he was a historian by training, he hinted, here and there, at connections to Russian military intelligence, and even at some assignments in the hot spots—the Balkans, the North Caucasus. And yes, he acknowledged, connections had played a part. Soon, sipping whiskey, Krutikov was talking about his family and its tragic fate.

Krutikov’s grandfather had been Joseph Stalin’s deputy minister of external trade, and briefly deputy prime minister. Krutikov’s father, Felix, had been surrounded by the crème de la crème of the Soviet elite from childhood. After the war, at the age of twenty-six, Felix had been sent to Paris to work for Soviet intelligence. With such a pedigree and connections, he was set to enjoy life in Paris in the early 1950s. But when Stalin died in 1953, a vicious power struggle ensued. The young intelligence officer was recalled to Moscow, promptly arrested and tortured, and finally sent to the Gulag.

Evgeny Krutikov believed his father had fallen victim to a conspiracy after Stalin’s death, and it seemed he had never entirely come to terms with his family’s loss of status.

“So, your family were servants of the regime?” Irina asked, only half-joking, as Krutikov finished this part of his family saga.

Irina’s family had suffered a lot under Stalin. Her relatives on her mother’s side were well-off farmers and Orthodox Old Believers, a sect that had opposed the official Church for centuries, a sort of Russian version of the Quakers, well self-organized and wealthy—and indeed her family had owned a beautiful, spacious house with a big garden on the high bank of the Volga until 1930. It was around that time that Stalin consolidated his power and began his attack on the peasantry. Her family was thrown onto the street, and several family members were killed. Her father had come from a region of Bessarabia bordered by Romania, Ukraine, and Moldova that would be occupied by Soviet troops in 1940 and again in 1944. The head of the family at that time, Irina’s granddad, was sent to work in the labor army in Siberia. Many in his village died of famine resulting from forced collectivization.

Krutikov looked at us sharply. “Of course not. We were the regime,” he said, with what we assumed was bitter irony.

Krutikov was a natural storyteller. It felt as though Stalin’s bloody and omnipotent ministers and spies were next door, plotting their schemes under a green lamp in the Moscow woods. He was charming, mysterious, and intriguing. And once it was established that both Krutikov and Andrei were fans of the Lethal Weapon movies, Andrei’s employment at Izvestia was settled.

It seemed like the beginning of another beautiful friendship.

We quickly got used to commuting every morning to the dark gray six-story asymmetrical cube on Pushkin Square where Izvestia had been headquartered since the 1920s. The building had become an internationally known symbol of early Soviet constructivism. The newspaper itself had been founded in 1917 as the media outlet of the revolutionary council of workers and soldiers. It presented itself as a very influential paper, and indeed, in our first weeks there, in early June 2000, we sensed we’d joined a media outfit with real access to the Kremlin. Government officials were happy to answer calls from Izvestia’s reporters, and the reporters were welcome at the Kremlin and the White House, the seat of the Russian government.

The paper had always been proud of its elite status. When Nikita Khrushchev became the leader of the Soviet Union after Stalin’s death, he made his son-in-law the editor of Izvestia—an indication of how intimately connected the paper was to the center of power.

Izvestia’s links to the Kremlin survived the turbulent reforms of the 1990s, but things got more complicated in the new capitalist Russia.

In the summer of 2000, when we arrived, the Administration of the President owned the dark gray building, but the newspaper was funded by two Russian oligarchs. One of them was Vagit Alekperov, the Soviet deputy minister of the Oil and Gas Industry, who in 1991 had taken three large ministry-controlled oil fields and two oil refinery factories and set up Lukoil, which became Russia’s largest private oil company.1 The other was Vladimir Potanin, the former Russian first deputy prime minister, who had benefited from participating in the murky “loans for shares” scheme in 1995, in which powerful banks lent money to the Russian government in exchange for shares of some of the country’s most valuable assets. Potanin and his business partner’s bank had ended up owning 51 percent of Norilsk Nickel, the world’s largest manufacturer of palladium and refined nickel.2 For Alekperov and Potanin, Izvestia was clearly a political asset rather than a media company. They had both created huge business empires thanks to their political connections, and they wanted to maintain their access to and influence with the Kremlin.

Izvestia’s journalists, we soon discovered, were a peculiar mix of three groups. Two of them consisted of the people recently hired by representatives of each of the oligarchs; the third contained remnants of the Soviet generation, who had proved to exhibit surprisingly good survival skills.

Inside, the building showed its age. The wood-paneled corridors were of a type that was omnipresent in the Soviet government offices of the 1980s, and the large correspondents’ rooms featured a pneumatic tube system for dispatch delivery, rumored to still be operational. The bosses, just like in Soviet times, had huge offices on a separate floor—the second—complete with reception rooms with red carpets. Back in Soviet times, those red carpets clearly signified that the occupant belonged in the top echelons of Soviet bureaucracy, as they could be found only in the offices of Communist bosses.

Our political department on the third floor was thriving—phones rang all day, and the floor was abuzz with reporters coming and going. The windows of our spacious office, where four reporters had their desks, faced Tverskaya Street. In the summer the windows were open, and we soon got used to the smell of Mongolian barbecue from a restaurant below.

After submitting our stories, we would inevitably hang out in Krutikov’s office. Krutikov appeared to know an awful lot about the murky and fascinating world of spies, and the war zones where the intelligence wars were fought after the end of the Cold War: the Balkans and the North Caucasus. He would mention in passing names of warlords and leaders of militants we had only just started to learn about. We believed we could learn a lot from Krutikov, and he seemed to enjoy our attention.

On one particular day, every correspondent but one was in the third-floor office. The missing reporter was Sveta Babayeva, a fierce, miniature blonde who was part of Putin’s press pool, assigned to cover the day-to-day activities of the new Russian president. She was in the Kremlin, as usual. She adored Putin, and he seemed to like her too, enough for her to have a photo of the two of them standing side by side that helped with the traffic police when she was stopped for speeding, which she frequently was.

It was late afternoon, and Krutikov had already sent his two Ossetian friends—Alan Kachmazov and Dmitry Medoyev, who always hung out in his office—out for a bottle of cheap and probably fake Bushmills. It was a daily ritual he’d developed since becoming head of the department to celebrate the first deadline of the day. Izvestia was different from all the other papers in Moscow because it had two deadlines—the first at 3:00 p.m., for proofs to be sent to the Far East edition, and then the second one in the evening, for the Moscow edition.

By the time the bottle arrived, Krutikov had returned from the afternoon editorial meeting, looking as if he’d survived a storm. Helping himself liberally to the whiskey, he told us what was going on. The bosses on the second floor were in a fierce dispute—over a cartoonist.

In a few months, Boris Yefimov, a Soviet cartoonist, would turn one hundred. Yefimov had been contributing to Izvestia since the 1930s, so the bosses needed to decide whether to celebrate his big day.

Yefimov’s long career had started when he was sixteen years old and drew cartoons of the members of the first Russian Duma—back then he had lived in Ukraine, part of the Russian Empire. After the Russian Revolution of 1917, he had moved to Moscow, becoming one of the main cartoonists attacking the political enemies of the Communist regime. He was also the creator of the most famous poster glorifying Stalin’s secret services during the Great Purge. Yefimov was beloved by Stalin—not because the Soviet dictator valued his skills: Stalin preferred dealing with broken people, and Yefimov was scarred for life when his brother Mikhail Koltsov (the brothers were Jews, well aware of Russia’s tradition of antisemitism, so they’d taken Russian pseudonyms)—a prominent Soviet journalist, editor-in-chief of the major Soviet satiric magazine Krokodil, and one of Stalin’s top war correspondents, who had covered the civil war in Spain—had been arrested and killed on Stalin’s orders, accused of being a Trotskyite. Yefimov, who had published a book of cartoons with a foreword by Leon Trotsky, knew how close he came to being shot as well. And so he loyally served as chief cartoonist of Izvestia, taking his orders directly from Stalin.

Yefimov had survived under all the political regimes of the Soviet Union and remained active even after its collapse. His survival method was never to ask himself any difficult questions about his own role in supporting the regime and attacking the regime’s enemies—whoever they were.

By 2000, his great age lent Yefimov some respectability—he was now seen as an integral part of Izvestia’s glorious past. He’d gotten a bit of international recognition after he’d sent a card to Britain’s Queen Mother on her one-hundredth birthday and received a response—and her congratulations on his ninety-ninth birthday.

Krutikov told us that the editor-in-chief of Izvestia, Mikhail Kozhokin, felt uneasy about the Yefimov issue. Kozhokin was not an outsider to the system; his brother led the Russian intelligence agency’s leading think tank. But he was from a new generation: a smooth and suave manager with the look of a Western banker, brought to the newspaper by the oligarch Potanin. He saw no reason to celebrate the living embodiment of Stalin’s vicious propaganda.

But the editor-in-chief faced fierce resistance from the old guard. The battle lasted for weeks. No one on the junior staff was ever consulted; the struggle was fought exclusively on the second floor, and we had no access to it other than what Krutikov told us.

After a month of deliberating and arguing, the newspaper quietly canceled the Yefimov celebrations—not because of his reputation as Stalin’s attack dog, but because a deputy editor, also a relic of the Soviet-era Izvestia, had had an argument with Yefimov in the 1960s and couldn’t let it go.

At Izvestia, Stalinism still cast a very long shadow, as we would regularly be reminded.

On June 13, the Russian wire agencies broke the news that the security services had arrested Vladimir Gusinsky, the once powerful media mogul and owner of Segodnya, where we’d worked, and the NTV channel. He was brought to the Butyrka—a medieval prison in the center of Moscow—and placed in a tiny cell with six other inmates. When he was allowed to see his lawyer, Gusinsky wrote a message on a copy of his arrest warrant: “It is a political intrigue, organized by high-placed officials for whom freedom of speech poses a danger and an obstacle to their plans.”3

The Kremlin wanted to force him to give up his media assets. An arrest of such a prominent media mogul had never happened before, and we thought it couldn’t last for more than a few days. And it didn’t. Gusinsky was released in three days as part of a deal in which, in exchange for his freedom, he promised to give up NTV. When he left prison, he went directly to the offices of his media company and recorded a video statement declaring that he had agreed to sell the company under duress.

We were surprised that Putin had gone so far. But what truly shocked us was that some of our former colleagues at Segodnya, who had also moved to Izvestia, were quick to rationalize the arrest. The first to do so was a leading arts critic, ostensibly a person with liberal views. The arts critic attacked the NTV channel, accusing it of bias, and hinted that a liberal satirist named Viktor Shenderovich, who had a show on NTV called Kukly (Puppets), regularly sought advance approval of the themes for the show from his bosses, contrary to what Shenderovich claimed. Kukly, a show featuring puppet characters portraying Russian politicians, was the most watched show in the country, but everyone in Moscow knew Putin hated his puppet. Shenderovich, indignant, responded with an open letter to the arts critic. The two then talked, and Izvestia published their conversation.4

It was a conversation between two very polite and intelligent people who had completely ceased to understand each other. Shenderovich, prophetically, warned that 2000 could be a second 1929, the last year of relative freedom before Stalin’s terror: “We, settling our old inter-group scores today, are risking ending our discussion in the same place where the right and left ‘deviationists’ [the term used by Stalin to attack his political opponents] ended it in their time.”

History proved Shenderovich right: soon, Gusinsky was forced into exile, and NTV was cleansed of troublemakers and turned into a strident Kremlin propaganda outlet.

In the summer of 2000, the Russian journalist community did not act as a united front against the Kremlin’s attack on Gusinsky. Krutikov, who rarely wrote under his own name, made an exception that time—and also came out in support of the Kremlin’s attack. Krutikov held a grudge against journalists working for Gusinsky’s media companies—he considered them elitist and aloof. Many journalists in Moscow felt that way about Gusinsky’s media. Gusinsky generously financed his journalists—his funding went to their ambitious reporting projects as well as their salaries, always the highest in Moscow—but the argument used by those who supported the attack was that Gusinsky had become too ambitious politically and had used his media, and his journalists, as his foot soldiers.

We knew that Gusinsky was an oligarch, and a very ambitious one, but we believed that a competition among oligarch-funded media was still better than Kremlin control.

Irina wrote a story criticizing Gusinsky’s detention as a politically motivated attack on the media, and Krutikov allowed it to be published. It was possible then to have different opinions even on such a sensitive topic at Izvestia, but on the inside, the newspaper felt like a very shaky construction. There were passionate arguments about the oligarch owners, fueled by fake Irish whiskey. It was not entirely clear how the newspaper would survive if and when it encountered a real crisis.
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