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            Prologue

         

         Navalny’s arrest

         I was working at TV Rain and finishing this book when Alexei Navalny announced that he was returning to Russia from several months in Germany after being successfully treated for Novichok poisoning. My first thought was: “What, already?” It was clear that he would return at some point—this was Navalny, after all—but why the rush? He hadn’t fully recovered from being poisoned. What would a few months change?

         I’d been writing this book for several years and had recorded an interview with Navalny a few years earlier. There was something I wanted to clarify—and then I caught myself. No, I won’t bother him. He only has a few more days of freedom. I had no doubt that Navalny would be arrested as soon as he returned.

         The TV Rain channel first peaked in popularity when it broadcast live reports during the Bolotnaya Square protests in 2011–12. Three weeks before the annexation of Crimea, TV Rain was prohibited from airing on Russian cable networks for its broadcasts from Kyiv during Euromaidan. But by the time that Navalny was returning, it was already at its second peak of success. The independent TV channel, still resisting state ideological pressure, was rapidly growing in popularity, no longer on cable but accessible on YouTube.

         On 17 January, TV Rain broadcast live coverage of Navalny’s return, showing him and his wife Yulia getting on a plane in Berlin and turning on Rick and Morty; tens of thousands of people coming to meet him at Vnukovo Airport in Moscow and then their arrest when the plane was diverted to another airport; Navalny saying he was happy to be back home and not afraid of anything at an impromptu press conference viiibefore going through border control; and a few minutes later showing him giving Yulia a quick hug before the police took him away for ever. It was the most popular broadcast in the history of TV Rain. The live coverage was watched by a record half-million concurrent viewers.

         Of course, Navalny was counting on people coming out to protest his arrest. If millions had come out, Russia might have had a chance to get off its destructive path, but only about 150,000 people took to the streets across the country—far fewer than during the protests in winter 2011–12. Fear had enveloped the country. Protesters were beaten and detained, thousands of demonstrators received several days of detention, and there were soon more than one hundred criminal charges. Protesters were tracked through security cameras and then expelled from universities and fired from their jobs for “committing an immoral act.”

         I had been detained before—no rallies had been authorized in Russia since the Covid era—but I’d recently had a chance to see how the system worked. In early February, my eldest daughter, Anya, was detained. She and her boyfriend had protested outside the court when Navalny’s sentence was announced. The police released her on the same day since she was a minor—she was seventeen years old—but she was registered at the police department and had to go to the district office so that the commission on juvenile affairs could consider our case. The commission wasn’t made up of police or FSB officers. It was made up of ordinary Moscow civil servants, mostly teachers and directors of neighbourhood schools. They had to punish us; otherwise, they would have broken the rules of the game and would have come under suspicion themselves. But I saw how easily they slipped into the role of inquisitors. This must have been how party trials were conducted in the Brezhnev era.

         The Soviet power structure was built on a clear-cut party hierarchy. Since Stalin’s death, power in the Soviet Union had never depended on the will of just one man; it was the power of the corporation. Putin’s system of one-man rule seemed more vulnerable. Polls showed that his approval rating was continuing to decline gradually, while Navalny’s popularity was growing even though he was under arrest. When he returned to Russia, he posted on YouTube about Putin’s palace, a huge ixestate built for him on the Black Sea. It was viewed by more than 100 million people—still a record for non-entertainment videos on Russian YouTube. Navalny’s team found procurement documents for the palace interiors: one toilet brush had cost €700.

         “Let’s look inside, and you’ll see that Vladimir Putin is mentally ill: he is obsessed with wealth and luxury,” Navalny said in the film’s narration. The extravagant but tasteless palace instantly became a symbol of caste and corruption. At rallies for Navalny, people came out waving toilet brushes.

         It wasn’t just Navalny. The public atmosphere was reminiscent of the period nine years before when the Bolotnaya Square protests were broken up. Repression was growing, but it didn’t produce love for the regime. On the contrary, discontent was growing. I could see it myself. The TV Rain channel was growing increasingly popular, and the other anchors and I were recognized on the streets more frequently and thanked for our work.

         And so I sat in the district office, watching the members of the juvenile affairs commission zealously denounce my daughter and me as alienated, unworthy members of society—they apparently didn’t recognize me—and thinking that Putin’s power might be stronger than I’d thought. Yes, the corporate rule of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union had been replaced by the tyranny of one-man rule, but it still relied on a vast army of clerks and bureaucrats who enthusiastically carried out the will of the government.

         After Navalny’s return and arrest, it quickly became clear that things would never be the same again. In the past the authorities hadn’t felt the need to justify their persecution of dissidents, but now they took another step. In the spring they simply outlawed all Navalny’s supporters. The court declared that his headquarters throughout the country were extremist, and the parliament passed a special law banning anyone who had publicly supported or sympathized with Navalny over the past few years. A social media post was enough to break the law. The government now deemed it “association with the activities of an extremist organization.”

         At the snap of a finger, the government crushed a peaceful political organization and deprived tens, if not hundreds of thousands, of xRussian citizens of their civil rights—simply for a like on Facebook. The zeal to destroy the entire sphere of lawful political expression—any dissent against the regime—was breathtaking. It was swift, brazen—a blatant misuse of power. And journalists were next in line.

         Previously, the label “foreign agent”—someone who is paid by or under the influence of a foreign government, i.e. an enemy of Russia—had been applied to non-profit organizations. Now it was being applied to the press. Putin began his reign in Russia with the arrest of media magnate Vladimir Gusinsky, and censorship had increased over the twenty-odd years he had been in power. Now it had reached a new height. Meduza, the most popular independent online news media outlet in Russia, had been operating out of Latvia since 2014 when the first harsh wave of censorship hit the Russian press during Euromaidan and the annexation of Crimea. In late April, it was declared a foreign agent. TV Rain was named a foreign agent in August.

         But that wasn’t all. The Kremlin got personal: it began to label individual journalists as foreign agents—journalists like me, who was put on the list in December 2022. I knew almost all of them personally, and I had worked with many of them for years in the same newsrooms. Now they were officially recognized as second-class citizens. They had to put humiliating disclaimers under their posts on social networks: “This material has been created, disseminated and/or sent by foreign agent Ivan Ivanovich Ivanov, who is registered as a foreign agent, or concerns the activities of foreign agent Ivan Ivanovich Ivanov, who is registered as a foreign agent.” They also were required to submit reports to the state on all their spending. It was outrageous. I suppressed a sharp pang of anger and, like everyone else, realized that this did not bode well for us journalists.

         It still wasn’t clear that a war was imminent, but since the beginning of the fall, I was quite aware that the finale was near: soon my usual life would be over, and I would no longer be able to continue working as I had done for more than twenty years under Putin. Nor would my colleagues.xi

         Purging the rear guard

         The word “war” made headlines in late March 2021. Putin’s statements suddenly became threatening. In a speech on the anniversary of the annexation of Crimea, he said he would never accept the “generous gifts from Russia” being used against it: “I hope this will be heard.”1 The word “gifts” had long been familiar. It was first heard in 2005, when he told Condoleezza Rice, then in Russia as secretary of state, that the post-Soviet states received their institutions and resources from the Soviet Union. And, therefore, Russia had the right to take them back.

         After his speech, Putin went on vacation in the taiga with Sergei Shoigu. Shoigu was one of the men who had brought him to power—he had headed Putin’s supporters’ list in the 1999 elections, remained a close confidante and become defence minister in 2012. The Kremlin published photos taken when they holidayed together. In one they are getting ready for the sauna; in another they are drinking tea together. Putin went to Siberia with Shoigu several times. We journalists laughed at their bromance, not suspecting that during this joint holiday Putin had given his defence minister his first orders. A week later, Russian armoured vehicles began to line up near the Ukrainian border. The US military’s European Command even raised its security alert to the highest level: imminent attack likely. But the word “war” was only used in the context that, of course, there would not be a war. Why would Putin need a war and its consequences—tough new sanctions from the West? Besides, there weren’t enough troops for a major military operation.

         At that time, no one realized that Putin had begun preparations for an invasion and was moving part of his army to the Ukrainian border under the guise of exercises. Then, on 12 July he published an article entitled, ‘On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians’. This was his second commentary on a historical topic in recent months. The first, an hour-and-a-half lecture delivered to the leaders of the CIS countries who came to St Petersburg on the eve of the year 2019, was devoted to the Munich Conspiracy, which had opened the way for Hitler’s war. The practical meaning of this lecture was to justify the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact: Munich had somehow induced Stalin to conclude a non-aggression pact with Germany. But Putin delivered xiianother important message in his lecture: the injustice of the Treaty of Versailles, which had humiliated Germany, and the arbitrary borders in Europe created grounds for a future crisis. In his speech, Putin noted that after the First World War, Germany was victimized by a hypocritical West that arrogated to itself the right to determine the borders of states and shape world order.2

         The article about Ukraine published in July was written along the same lines. Starting from the Middle Ages, it asserted that the Ukrainian nation did not exist. Ukraine was just a part of the larger Russian nation, and the modern country of Ukraine was an entirely artificial construct of the early Soviet era, based on borders that were arbitrarily drawn by the Bolsheviks. In this text, international law and world order were irrelevant against the background of issues of blood and Russian borders formed in the distant past. The article also contained a direct threat: Ukraine was being turned into an anti-Russia, Putin wrote, and he would not allow “our historical territories and the people related to us who live there to be used against Russia.” In essence, it was a manifesto justifying military intervention.

         It later became known from publications in the Western press that US intelligence had learnt of the invasion preparations in October. At that time, Putin was holding the Valdai Discussion Club, his annual meeting with international experts. One of the questions prepared in advance concerned Ukraine: how can we prevent its transformation into an anti-Russia? What should be done? Putin answered that he did not know yet, but that “military development of the territory is already underway, and this poses a real threat.”3

         But the journalists there were much more interested in his conversation with Novaya gazeta’s editor-in-chief, Dmitry Muratov. Muratov and the Filipino journalist Maria Ressa had just won the Nobel Peace Prize for their “efforts to defend freedom of speech.” This was the Nobel committee’s way of standing up for independent Russian journalism. Muratov knew that Putin was furious about the prize—he clearly took the committee’s choice as an attack on him personally. When the committee’s decision was announced, he did not congratulate Muratov, but instead threatened him, saying he shouldn’t get the idea that he could “hide behind the Nobel Prize.” Muratov was given the floor, and he xiiisaid that journalists and human-rights activists were designated as foreign agents—enemies of the motherland—without trial and without warning. They were branded and that’s it. Perhaps, Muratov suggested, we might consider a procedure to be taken off the “foreign agent” list? Putin looked daggers at him.4

         The designation of journalists and human-rights activists as foreign agents had become a weekly routine. Every Friday we waited to find out who was next. Meanwhile, the authorities began arresting all of Navalny’s associates still in Russia. By the end of October, the number of political prisoners in the country—more than four hundred people—equalled the number of political prisoners in the late USSR for the first time. And reports from parliamentary sessions looked more and more like Stalin-era editorials. It was as if a time machine had malfunctioned and was jumping from one date in the past to another.

         In November Memorial, Russia’s premier human-rights project, was put on trial. It had been founded in the late 1980s under glasnost and perestroika when the country had begun to talk about Stalin’s repressions. It was created as a mission to return the memory of millions of victims to the new generations. At the time, Memorial was a mass movement, a social force. By the late 2010s, it had become a cultural and educational institute, as well as a human-rights organization. The charges were ridiculous: Memorial was sued because several pages of its website did not include the foreign agent text.

         We watched the destruction of Memorial incredulously. The memory of Stalin’s terror still seemed sacred—four years before, Putin himself had unveiled a monument to the victims of political repression in Moscow. And we couldn’t believe it because we could not answer the question: why? What was the point? Unlike Navalny, Memorial did not cause trouble for the Kremlin. These bans and repressions were even more frightening because they seemed irrational and excessive. Why were they twisting everyone’s arms? What was the reason for it? At Putin’s end-of-year press conference, a BBC correspondent asked him that very question with genuine bewilderment: “What has happened in Russia recently to make the number of people the authorities consider extremists, undesirable organizations and foreign agents grow so rapidly?”5

         xivNothing had happened. Putin was simply acting according to plan: if you’re going to attack your neighbour, first make sure you’re in complete control of your country. Putin was preparing for an invasion and cleaning up the home front.

         War

         Publications about a new massing of Russian troops near the Ukrainian border appeared at the end of October, and from mid-November signs of preparations for a major war were already clearly visible. The Americans, already aware of the preparations for an invasion, sent to Moscow the head of the CIA, Bill Burns, an experienced diplomat who had worked extensively in Moscow. He returned home even more alarmed: Putin was talking tough. Washington soon warned Moscow publicly that more aggression against Ukraine after 2014 “would be a serious mistake.” Putin talked about NATO’s creeping expansion in Ukraine. He was shifting the red lines that he himself had previously drawn. Now his words made clear that he didn’t consider just Ukraine’s accession to NATO unacceptable, but Western military assistance to Ukraine in general. The main thing was clear: he was no longer satisfied with the status quo of the last few years—neither war nor peace. One way or another, Ukraine must return to Moscow’s sphere of influence.

         “Ominous signs indicate that Russia may conduct a military offensive in Ukraine as early as the coming winter,” wrote American military expert Michael Kofman in late November.6 He and other analysts reasoned as follows: first, the Russian army’s manoeuvres near the border went far beyond exercises. Second, Putin saw no other way out: Ukraine was moving towards the West, and he could not stop this movement except by military force. Recognizing the independence of the already captured territories of Donbas or even incorporating them into Russia would not resolve the problem. A local military operation in Eastern Ukraine would not help either. Everything suggested that Putin was preparing for a big war.

         This reasoning made perfect sense to me. I was just finishing this book, for which I reconstructed day by day how Putin’s obsession xvwith Ukraine had grown. A clear picture had emerged: Putin bet on Yanukovych in 2003; he congratulated him on his victory in the presidential election in 2004—and lost to the Maidan and Orange Revolution. He had convinced himself that Ukraine did not exist as a state; he bent Yanukovych to his will in 2013, and for his efforts got Euromaidan, already a fully fledged uprising—and lost again. He took Crimea and part of Donbas, and then for many years tried to hobble Ukraine with the Minsk Agreements—and lost again.

         For more than twenty years Putin had been destroying public and state institutions and crushing the opposition. He had seized absolute power and completely subjugated the country—but he had never been able to vanquish Ukraine. All these years, he stored up his anger and thirst for revenge. Putin had become an autocrat, his megalomania had long since become limitless, and there was no one to bring him out of this state. He had spent the last two years since the outbreak of the epidemic in isolation, surrounded by aides and courtiers. He dreamt of war: you could see how eager he was to try out his toys—all those missiles he so passionately advertised in his addresses to the nation. No one knew what Putin was up to—until the invasion began, few people were privy to his plans—but my sources in the Kremlin and the Duma also confirmed my conclusions: yes, he seems to be preparing to go to war for real. “War may not happen yet—common sense may yet prevail,” I said on air in early December. “But looking at the situation today, that outcome would be a great stroke of luck.”7

         In winter 2022, war was getting closer by the day. Putin gave NATO a deliberately impossible ultimatum—he demanded legal guarantees that the organization would not expand eastward. By the end of January, Washington was well aware that Moscow was not interested in negotiation and that its demands were a ruse, a pretext for invasion. A week before the invasion, the head of the State Department, Antony Blinken, spoke at the UN: in the next few days, Russia would attack Ukraine, rain bombs and missiles down on it, and tanks and infantry would march on Kyiv. Later, the Western press would describe vividly how, despite clear warning signals from Washington, neither Kyiv nor most European capitals believed in the prospect of a full-scale war until it began.xvi

         War can be predicted, but it is impossible to imagine. You can’t conceive of it. Bombs exploding in Kyiv? Kharkiv’s subway turned into a bomb shelter? Odesa’s boulevards sandbagged and lined with anti-tank hedgehogs? How could this be possible? All this had already happened—eighty years ago. Neither in Ukraine nor in Russia was there a family that had not suffered in the Second World War, what people in the USSR called the Great Patriotic War. To imagine the black-and-white newsreel familiar to every Russian, Ukrainian and Belarusian from childhood coming to life again, in colour, in reality? Unthinkable.

         The war was approaching every day; rational analysis showed its inevitability, but it was almost impossible to comprehend this inevitability. In the middle of February, my large family gathered for lunch at a café: my wife and I, my sister and her husband, all our children, my parents. The conversation, of course, turned to the war. It’s a matter of a week or two, a month at the most, I said.

         “So you mean bombs hitting Kyiv?” Igor, my stepfather, asked me. He always served as a model of common sense for me.

         “Yes, they will,” I answered.

         “How could that be?”

         The same thing was said in the Ukrainian city of Vinnitsa, 250 kilometres south-west of Kyiv, by my wife’s parents. (Vinnitsa is not in the path of the Russian troops’ offensive, but we warned them anyway and tried to persuade them to leave. In July 2022, the city’s central square, one bus stop from their home, came under missile attack. But they never left.) Friends, acquaintances, co-workers said the same thing. No one believed that the war would really happen.

         Intellectually, I understood that war was inevitable and that it would be the end of the world order and the end of Russia—not symbolically, but in actual fact. Our whole life would change irrevocably. But what would it be like? I could not say. Nor could I imagine bombs falling on Kyiv. Two weeks before the war, I said on air: “It’s hard to believe in a full-scale war with Ukraine—a war of the kind you see in movies, a war from the distant past but impossible to imagine today, in February 2022. Alas, that’s no guarantee that this war will not happen.”8 It was as if we were in the movie Don’t Look Up, about a comet hitting the earth, which had been released a month and a half earlier.xvii

         On 21 February, an emergency meeting of the expanded Security Council recognized the independence of Donbas. Putin made each of his courtiers, the highest officials of the state, appear on camera. It was important for him to hold them responsible for the invasion. It soon became clear that this was the first move in the war: by recognizing the independence of the territories in Eastern Ukraine and concluding “mutual assistance agreements” with them, Moscow, as Putin would later explain, gained the legal right to provide them with military support. But even after recognizing the independence of Donbas, the world still did not believe in the prospect of a major war. It took two more days to see it for themselves.

         On 22 June 1941, the German invasion of the USSR began with the bombing of Kyiv. A famous war song captures this moment:

         
            
               On June twenty-two

               At four in the morning

               Kyiv was stormed

               And we were informed

               That we were at war with no warning.

            

         

         Russia’s invasion of Ukraine also began early in the morning. This time the enemy came not from the west, but from the east. On 24 February 2022, at 6.00 a.m. in Moscow and 5.00 a.m. in Kyiv, Putin gave a televised address: he was launching a special military operation “to demilitarize and denazify Ukraine”, calling on the Ukrainian military to lay down their arms, while the West, if it intervened, would face consequences “it had never faced before in its history.” Putin made it clear that he was ready to use nuclear weapons. Half an hour later, through the howling of air raid sirens, the first bombs were already falling on Kyiv, as well as on Kharkiv, Odesa, Dnipro, Kherson and Mykolaiv. Russian troops crossed the Ukrainian border simultaneously from the south, north and east. The subways in Kyiv and Kharkiv were immediately turned into bomb shelters. As Ukrainian women and children tried to squeeze onto westbound trains, men joined territorial-defence units. The comet fell to earth. The world collapsed.xviii

         The end

         From the very first minute of the war, we knew that TV Rain would not last long. But what is “long” anyway? The war started on Thursday. We kept working. The Kremlin and its propagandists immediately switched to the language they had specially invented for the war: not Ukrainians, but neo-Nazis and Bandera-supporters; not the Ukrainian army, but nationalist formations; not war, but a special military operation. For us, the most important thing in those days was to describe what was happening and call things by their proper names: Ukrainians as Ukrainians, Volodymyr Zelensky as the legitimate president of Ukraine, and the invasion as a war of conquest, armed aggression, violating both the UN charter and the Russian criminal code, which also has an article on the waging and planning of a war of aggression.

         At the very outset of the war, no one thought that it would last for years, because no one believed that Ukraine could withstand the onslaught. It seemed obvious to everyone that Kyiv would be captured within a few days. The international media (along with us) discussed what would happen next: whether the puppet government that the Kremlin would install in occupied Ukraine would hold, how powerful the partisan movement would be, etc. But by Sunday it was already clear that the plan conceived in Moscow was being thwarted: the Russian paratroopers near Kyiv had been defeated, Zelensky was leading the defence from the capital, demonstrating to the whole world the steadfastness and courage of Ukrainians by his personal example, and the whole country was united in its desire to fight back against the enemy.

         Meanwhile, in Russia, some people came out to protest the war. On just one day—24 February—about two thousand people were detained. Others were leaving—in protest, in disagreement or disgust, but also out of fear: There were rumours that the borders were about to be closed. It was almost impossible to buy a ticket for any flight abroad even a week in advance.

         The more obvious it became that the blitzkrieg was failing, the riskier it was for independent journalists. How much longer would the Kremlin be willing to tolerate us? Despite my parents’ entreaties, my wife Yulia and I both worked at TV Rain, and we decided that we would xixstay in Russia as long as TV Rain was functioning and we could go on air. We couldn’t abandon our colleagues and our work at a time like this.

         On Monday, 1 March, I had a free evening. What do you do when your house is on fire? You finish up important chores and pack. For some reason I decided to fix my glasses—I put in new lenses. On my way to the shop, I was listening to Ekho Moskvy radio, an uncensored Moscow radio station founded in the days of the 1991 August coup attempt. Dmitry Gordon, a well-known Ukrainian journalist, was saying live from Kyiv that Putin was a fascist. And at that moment I realized that we had only days. Neither Ekho nor TV Rain would be there in a week.

         I was overly optimistic. The next day, Tuesday, was the sixth day of the war. I was broadcasting live with TV Rain’s editor-in-chief, Tikhon Dzyadko, when the Prosecutor General’s Office demanded that both TV Rain and Ekho Moskvy be shut down. Ekho Moskvy had already been disconnected from the airwaves, and TV Rain’s website had been blocked. Roskomnadzor could not disable YouTube, where TV Rain was broadcasting, so technically we could continue broadcasting. But it was clear that this was the end: we would no longer be able to work.

         Amendments to the criminal code were urgently prepared to criminalize critical statements about the war: up to fifteen years in prison for spreading “false information” about the actions of the Russian armed forces. In two days, these amendments would be adopted. A month later the first arrests would be made, and three to four months later the first sentences would be handed down. That Tuesday evening, everyone at TV Rain was nervous. No one knew what the Kremlin’s next move would be. Someone called to say that the police were on their way to the newsroom; someone else called to advise me not to spend the night at home.

         While I was on air, my sister Sasha, who had flown out of Russia with my parents the day before, bought us tickets to Baku, Azerbaijan for the next morning. We didn’t have visas to Europe, and it was the only city my wife Yulia, our four-year-old daughter Katya and I could fly to. That evening we quickly packed some things. Early in the morning of 2 March we were at the airport. We fled.xx

         
            •    •    •

         

         When was the moment that Russia lost its freedom? Was there a chance when we shattered—for ever, it seemed—the shackles of communist dictatorship to build a democratic state where the rights of the individual would be respected? Could Boris Nemtsov have become president? Could Alexei Navalny have become the leader of the nation?

         Today, in 2025, the answers to these questions are far more pessimistic than they seemed several years earlier when I sat down to write this book. Was the abhorrent war that Putin began unavoidable? Was the disaster that he led Russia into predetermined?

         Today, after more than thirty years have gone by, the miracle of August 1991 still stays with me. I remember the happiness, the almost palpable feeling of a fresh wind blowing away the evil of Soviet rule. Another image from the 1990s remains in my memory. It’s 1997, I am twenty-four, and it’s an average day, nothing important happening. I’m walking down a Moscow street—not the glamorous Moscow of the Putin era, when everything shimmered with gold and money, but the crude and chaotic Moscow of the 1990s—and I am filled with joy, because I believe in my own future and the future of Russia. Russia is part of a greater free world, and therefore I am, too, and it’s for ever. Nothing will change that.

         In a few years, I would learn that I was wrong. But today, almost thirty years later, in exile and after nearly four years of this devastating war, I can’t stop wondering: what was that? Could we have succeeded, or was it nothing but an illusion, a hallucination?

         Back then, in the 1990s, the sceptics remained pessimistic: consumed by the trauma of collapse, haunted by its imperial syndrome, Russia would never succeed in abandoning its historic path as the Empire of Evil, merciless to its own people and bringing misery and destruction to the outside world. The present seems to have proved them right. Russia failed to break the vicious circle of despotism and lawlessness and is now spreading death and violence. Russia failed and is doomed to fail. Boris Nemtsov didn’t have a chance. Neither did Alexei Navalny. None of us had a chance.

         And yet, I refuse to accept this judgement. I refuse to accept that my emotions in the 1990s were a delusion. Nemtsov probably would not have become president of Russia, regardless of the specific political xxisituation in the late 1990s. He was carried aloft by the revolution at the end of the 1980s and early 1990s. A few years later, he was already too free and too idealistic for the times. A revolution is always followed by revanche. The elites had succumbed to lust for money and power; the people had faced harsh reality and were beginning to long for a strong arm and the country’s past greatness. Boris Yeltsin’s second presidential term was a failure and cleared the pathway to autocracy.

         But not all autocracies are the same. Some transform into civilized states. Others mutate into ghastly tyrannies. Putin’s highly personalized one-man rule has emerged as a worst-case scenario. Built on violence and deception, it brought out the most immoral and destructive traits of governance. It combines a mafia code of honour, the Stalinist relationship between the state and its subjects, and a fascist, militarized leadership.

         I refuse to accept that this kind of government was inevitable and the inherent characteristic of Russia. Now that I have experienced the entire journey—together with Nemtsov, and later with Navalny—I still believe that Russia could have had another future.

         Is this other future still possible today? The Russian edition of this book was published two weeks before the start of the war. I wrote then that Nemtsov’s life story, his values and ideals would still be needed, that there would be a happy ending. Russia would finally throw off the yoke of tyranny, violence and inequality. I still believe that today, although I am not sure that I will still be here when it happens.xxii
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            Chapter 1

            1987–89

How It All Began

         

         Put the executioners on trial

         Nikolai Ashin, a twenty-four-year-old employee at the Gorky Radio Research Institute, was unhappy with perestroika. The policy to reform the political system in the USSR wasn’t dealing with the right issues, and it was too slow. He thought the reforms initiated by Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev were only halfway measures and that even the premise was wrong. How could a communist system reform itself? In Gorky, a large city on the Volga River now called Nizhny Novgorod, Ashin was interested in politics, so he decided to start a newspaper—not a standard newspaper, but a wall newspaper. There would be one copy printed, and it would be put up on the wall right next to the entrance to the institute cafeteria, where everyone would see it.

         The first issue of the paper came out in November 1987 with an introductory article signed by Ashin. It began: “There are appeals made from the pages of newspapers and TV screens to nominate, elect, actively participate, actively discuss—all within the bounds of socialist legality, of course. There are calls for democratization—within the framework of socialist pluralism. Transparency, openness, freedom to criticize—yes, but objectively and constructively. Excuse me, but it was the same under Stalin—everything within certain limits. And these limits are now set by the same organizations they were set by back then.”6

         Both the wall newspaper at the Radio Institute and Ashin’s article were signs of the times. On the one hand, glasnost—the policy of openness, speaking truthfully about the situation in the country—reached its peak in 1987, communist ideology was already bursting apart at the seams, and even the official Communist Party press was discussing topics that had been under a veil of silence for decades. Magazines published millions of copies of fiction written by once-banned writers. Films that had been collecting dust on the shelves for years were released in movie theatres. Young TV talk-show hosts instantly became stars like no one Soviet viewers had ever seen before. None of this was imaginable even a year and a half or two years earlier.

         On the other hand, the power of the Communist Party was still strong, and the conservative opposition to perestroika and Mikhail Gorbachev, which was led by Yegor Ligachev, the second man in the Communist hierarchy, was already gaining strength within the party. Just as Ashin was working on the first issue of his wall newspaper, Boris Yeltsin, then the progressive and popular head of Moscow, was clashing with the old guard at a meeting of Communist Party leaders.

         The contours of the political struggle that would determine the events of the coming decade were beginning to emerge: Gorbachev was being pressured by the Communist orthodoxies of the Politburo (the top policy-making body in the Party and government) and country on the right, while Yeltsin’s star was rising on the left. Freedom—first and foremost, freedom of the press—was suddenly sweeping the country. But the enormous Communist Party machine was not about to give up without a fight, and to some, like the young anti-Communist Ashin, perestroika seemed incomplete and hypocritical.

         The beginning of the era of glasnost might be dated to January 1987, when the film Repentance was released. Directed by the Georgian filmmaker Tengiz Abuladze and shelved for two years, it was a parable of a tyrant who resembled both the head of the Soviet secret police Lavrenty Beria and leader Joseph Stalin. Glasnost became synonymous with de-Stalinization. A flood of evidence of mass repressions poured from the mass media, a river of truth that turned readers’ blood cold. At the time Soviet people had only vague notions about the repressions; the archives had not yet been opened, Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s 7Gulag Archipelago had not yet been published in Novy mir magazine, and few grasped the scale of the number of victims. “Anyone opening a major Russian newspaper or magazine in 1987 or 1988 was instantly surrounded by names, faces, voices—the ghosts of thwarted lives of one’s compatriots: slandered, arrested, tormented, shot, starved, or worked to death,” wrote Leon Aron, a scholar of the perestroika era.1 Of course, the Party’s general line could not keep up with the spirit of the times. Official Party documents were already condemning the repressions while still celebrating Stalin’s exceptional contributions to what was still called “socialist construction.”

         Nikolai Ashin was uncompromising. He demanded that the executioners be put on trial. “The arbitrary actions and impunity of even the rank-and-file officers and agents [of the KGB] have for decades bred an instinctive fear in people, a fear that has become a hereditary Russian national trait, ‘genetically’ transmitted from generation to generation,” he wrote in his introductory article. “To overcome this legacy, it would help if we could hold our own Nuremberg trials of those who perpetrated repressions in those years.”

         The newspaper caused an uproar, but the spirit of the Radio Institute was liberal, even for those years. The institute’s Komsomol (Young Communist League) Committee studied Ashin’s personal file and made its decision. “We consider the newspaper’s aim of creating an atmosphere of glasnost in the institute to be correct.”2

         Ashin’s article was avidly discussed throughout the institute, including in his department of theoretical physics. Boris Nemtsov, a twenty-eight-year-old physicist, colleague, supervisor and close friend of Ashin’s, decided to write a response, which was published in the next issue of the newspaper. This was Nemtsov’s first political statement. “The article is written with civic spirit, honestly, courageously and emotionally, which naturally attracts the reader. Nevertheless, I cannot support a number of the author’s proposals,” Nemtsov wrote.

         
            First of all, the proposal to hold a Nuremberg trial of those who carried out repressions under Stalin. Most of them are either dead or helpless old men. Of course, the desire for revenge is great, but a desire for revenge and bloodthirst can hardly be called a sign of high 8moral principles, and it is precisely moral cleansing that should be the goal of such endeavours. Besides, even if trials were held, juries would immediately face insurmountable difficulties: lack of access to archives and documents, not to mention lack of official support. In short, the proposal is tempting, but hardly feasible. It seems to me more realistic to organize a fund-raising event to build a monument (even a modest obelisk or plaque) to memorialize the victims of Stalinist terror.

         

         Nemtsov the physicist

         Nemtsov was born in Sochi, a resort town on the Black Sea, where his parents married and worked. His mother, Dina, was from Gorky, where she graduated from the Gorky Medical Institute and worked as a paediatrician. His father, an engineer, held a senior position in the Sochi construction headquarters. His parents’ marriage was not happy, and Nemtsov’s childhood memories of his father were fraught. The tension between them lasted right up to his father’s death in 1988.

         Nemtsov’s parents divorced when he was seven years old and in first grade. His father left to take up a promotion in Moscow, and he and his mother and older sister Yulia returned to Gorky. That is where they continued to live, in a small two-room apartment in a Khrushchev-era apartment building, first the three of them, then the five of them when his sister married and had a baby. They were very poor. His mother worked in a hospital, they couldn’t make ends meet, and by the sixth grade Nemtsov was unloading goods at a nearby store to make some extra money. “If you don’t do well in school, you will live in poverty,” Nemtsov later recalled one of his mother’s main admonitions. “She said this all the time, and by the ninth grade, I knew it by heart.”3

         Nemtsov was a good student and graduated with a gold medal, but his mother described him as always lacking in discipline, and his school record was full of comments that in class he was constantly chattering, laughing and generally being disruptive. Somehow Nemtsov managed to avoid joining the Komsomol. In the 1970s this was a rarity, and a 9high-school student without a Komsomol badge was something of an outcast. His high-school transcript noted that Nemtsov was “politically unstable”, and both factors nearly shut the door to higher education. When his mother saw the evaluation, she panicked and ran to the school. “But Boris really is politically unstable,” the school principal said, exasperated. He let himself be talked into making the criticism milder, however: “He can make politically ill-considered statements.”4

         The young Boris Nemtsov wasn’t deemed politically unstable because he was militantly anti-Soviet. In fact, Nemtsov had no interest in politics when he was young. He became a dissident largely due to one of his chief character traits—a lack of self-censorship: Nemtsov always said what he thought. A few years later he clarified his position in an interview: “I am not a Communist by conviction. But to call me an anti-Communist—that’s too strong, and it implies that I’m actively against it.”5

         Boris Nemtsov was a very gifted young man. He studied physics and mathematics seriously in his last years of high school and was accepted in the prestigious Radio Department of Gorky State University. In the mid-1950s, the Radio Institute was founded by the top physicists of the time, and two decades later the Institute of Applied Physics (IAP) was also founded nearby. Gorky was located near the most important secret military production facilities in the country, where submarines, fighter planes and other military equipment were built. Because physics and mathematics were essential to the development of the nuclear bomb and the arms race, the two subjects always held a special and privileged place in Soviet science, and the Soviet authorities allowed mathematicians and physicists a little more freedom than others. Thanks to all this, the best of the Soviet scientific intelligentsia settled in Gorky, and the local institutes became hotbeds of freethinking.

         After graduating with honours, Nemtsov went to work in the theoretical department of the Radio Institute, where his scientific adviser was his uncle Vilen Eidman, a famous scientist and disciple of Academy of Sciences member Vitaly Ginzburg, who would win the Nobel Prize in 2003. “My father was a stern, tough man and would not have spent time on his nephew if he wasn’t a good physicist,” Eidman’s son, Igor, said of his cousin. “He thought Boris was incredibly gifted and had a brilliant scientific career ahead of him.”610

         Physicist Lev Tsimring, one of Nemtsov’s classmates and friends, explained what Nemtsov worked on. “The faculty instilled in us the idea that everything is based on the theory of nonlinear wave oscillations,” he said, “and from that basis you can then apply it to different areas. We were taught to apply it to radio waves and plasma physics. That’s what Boris was doing at the Institute.”7 His mother recalled that “scraps of paper with formulas on them were all over—on the tables and floor. Even when he visited my parents, he kept writing those formulas.”8

         Later, the journalist Yegor Vereshchagin wrote that, in Nemtsov’s Ph.D. thesis, “it seem[ed] like he was trying to cover a lot of topics, as if he were being pulled in different directions instead of focusing on one particular area.”9 But this is a question of approach: a person can become an expert in a particular field, or he can take a broader view, see analogies in other fields and find universal patterns that are invisible to specialists working more narrowly. “We were studying fluid dynamics,” Tsimring recalled. “Waves in the ocean, the instabilities that wind waves produce—that sort of thing. And he had the idea of seeing what would happen if you did roughly the same thing in acoustics. So just like that he went into acoustics. He had no trouble jumping from one field to another.”10 That was the idea that led to the acoustic laser, which Nemtsov was involved in developing.

         Nemtsov the physicist was the precursor to the future Nemtsov the political orator: without an in-depth, detailed understanding of issues—a trait he would often be criticized for—he could explain the essence of a matter in a way that people understood. This would be one of the sources of his popularity.

         The Radio Institute gave their researchers free rein to do what they wanted, so there was no pressure on him. He was also well-known at the neighbouring IAP because he regularly attended their seminars. And he worked with students. His future assistant and secretary, Alexander Kotyusov, met the twenty-seven-year-old Nemtsov in 1986 in his fourth year. He clearly remembered their first meetings at the Radio Institute. Since classified military work was done at the institute, there was a special system of passes, and no one without a pass was permitted above the first floor. Nemtsov worked with students on a window ledge on the landing between the first and second floors.1111

         The freest man

         Everyone in Gorky’s scientific community knew Nemtsov—in fact, he was well-known outside it, too. Even then the character traits that would play a decisive role in his career and in his life were on display: tremendous self-confidence, a complete lack of self-consciousness that verged on impertinence and a total absence of subservience that was almost insolent. Described as “arrogant and a super-extrovert” by Pavel Chichagov, a physicist at IAP, he stood out in any company, especially among the other scientists: a tall, sexy, curly-haired, handsome playboy. He didn’t look like a scientist at all.12 His success with women was legendary, even in his student days.

         In the centre of Gorky were two clay tennis courts in a park that the institute rented for several hours a week. Since the 1970s, young physicists went there to play tennis. A fashionable foreign sport, tennis was then something like a postcard from forbidden Western life—especially in Gorky, in those years a depressing and gloomy city made up of scientific institutes surrounded by dreary working-class neighbourhoods. The Gorky Automobile Plant, which made the famous Volga car, was like an entire city within the city. In the early 1980s, at the peak of Brezhnev’s stagnation, it was chic to get a tennis racket—even if it was, at best, made in Estonia—and pick up a tennis ball—even if was completely bald. Nemtsov loved sports and working out, known for being able to do thirty pull-ups in a row nonstop. When a ski resort appeared in the hills near the city, he took up alpine skiing; when he started going to Sochi, he immediately learnt how to surf. Nemtsov was not going to pass up tennis.

         Natalia Lapina, a student at the Gorky Theatre School, saw Nemtsov on the tennis court in 1981. “What a handsome guy! Probably a foreigner,” she thought—that’s how much Nemtsov, tennis racket in hand, stood out in Gorky. She sat down next to him and waited while studying a role she was playing. She wasn’t disappointed. “Young lady, you have such a discerning gaze,” Nemtsov told her. “Wow,” thought Lapina, “what a word—discerning.”13 They soon started an affair. Lapina lived in the village of Sormovo, an industrial suburb of Gorky where submarines were made and where the streets were lined with beer stands and the drunks who frequented them.12

         In six or seven years, Lapina would become a famous actress and one of the sex symbols of late-Soviet cinema. But on those evenings the twenty-two-year-old Nemtsov, dressed in a red tracksuit, would escort the eighteen-year-old beauty on the bus back to working-class Sormovo. They couldn’t afford a cab.

         Nemtsov loved women, but he loved science even more. He wouldn’t come to the institute until the afternoon but could then sit at work and write formulas until late at night. Nemtsov was an efficient worker who could easily switch from one topic to another. His work habits were good in part because he didn’t drink much. “People drink to relax, and he just didn’t need that,” Tsimring said. “He was never tongue-tied. Why drink?”14 He was so liberated from rules and conventions that, when he was a student, in good weather he would walk around the city barefoot—until one day he got electrocuted when he put one bare foot on the running board of a trolleybus before lifting his other foot off the ground.

         In her memoirs, physicist Margarita Ryutova gives another example of Nemtsov’s lack of self-consciousness. Impressed by Nemtsov’s work on emissions from moving sources, she wrote, Vitaly Ginzburg invited him to scientific conferences that the renowned physicist Vadim Tsytovich had been organizing in Sochi since 1984. The idea of the conferences was to bring together scientists, both famous and up-and-coming, and to discuss the problems of modern science at the intersection of various fields. The Sochi conferences were very prestigious, and for a young scientist an invitation meant being one of the chosen few. Nemtsov took the invitation as a matter of course.

         Ryutova described a typical scene at the Sochi conference in 1986, the first time Nemtsov was invited. Isaak Khalatnikov was at the chalkboard. Khalatnikov was the founder of the Landau Institute for Theoretical Physics outside Moscow and one of the country’s most renowned and respected scientists. “Khalatnikov was speaking in his soft voice, neatly drawing graphs and covering the board with equations, not referring to any papers at all. As he spoke, people asked questions, which he answered clearly and politely, until Nemtsov spoke up.

         “‘Isaak Markovich, do you have any idea what you are writing there?’13

         “Khalatnikov, very politely, replied, ‘Yes, Boris, these are components of the five-dimensional metric tensor.’

         “‘When you’re working in five-dimensional space, you need to keep your mind on it.’”15

         Nemtsov spoke that way with everyone at the conference except Ginzburg, but even with him he spoke freely, much in the same way he’d talk with Boris Yeltsin in a few years. “He never ingratiated himself with anyone,” Tsimring said, “and he always behaved exactly the same way in his lectures: very free. He was a free man. I was not as free as he was.”16

         Everything seemed to come to Nemtsov easily, effortlessly: success in science and the joys of personal life. Nemtsov met his future wife Raisa in a queue in the cafeteria at the Gorky Kremlin. Called the Communist Party canteen, it had decent food and an arcane system of Soviet privileges. Only officials and high-ranking Communists were allowed in until two o’clock in the afternoon, and after that the common folk were allowed in. Naturally, there was a line. Nemtsov, then twenty-three years old, came along and, with his usual impudence, jumped in line closer to the cash register. It was the beginning of 1983. Nemtsov was having an affair at the time, but that didn’t stop him from flirting. Raisa, an employee of the local library, was three years older than him and married to a military man, although by then the marriage was all but over. “Boris entered the dining room, and all the girls gasped at this extremely handsome young man with a very striking appearance: tall, with almond-shaped eyes, a thick mop of hair and a beard. He was very noisy and was immediately in the centre of attention,” recalled Raisa. “I knew that this man was not for me. First I was older. Second, I was not quite available. And Boris was also not available. When we saw his girlfriend, we realized that we weren’t in his league. The girl was also really good-looking.”17

         However, the parents of the girl Nemtsov was courting at the time, who were wealthy and successful people, thought that marriage to a researcher at the Radio Institute was a mésalliance. They pressured their daughter to break up with him, a young man so poor he couldn’t buy a decent pair of trousers. Nemtsov and Raisa began seeing each other, and in March Nemtsov invited Raisa to go with him to Moscow. They 14were to stay at his father’s house. Raisa wondered whether this meant their relationship was serious? It seemed so. Although they slept in different rooms, Nemtsov’s father treated her like his son’s bride-to-be. But Nemtsov didn’t take relationships seriously and had no intention of getting married, even when Raisa told him she was pregnant. But Raisa insisted: “He wanted it to be business as usual. And I thought: ‘How am I going to have a baby with a man I’m not married to?’ I said: ‘No way!’ And so we got married.”18

         The wedding was very modest: just a few close friends gathered at the home of one of Nemtsov’s friends. Instead of buying rings, the newlyweds spent the money on essential household goods. They also had nowhere to live, so Nemtsov and Raisa lived in his two-room apartment together with his mother, his sister Yulia, her husband and their child. By March 1984 they were able to rent a one-room apartment, where Zhanna was born. Friends told Nemtsov that he wouldn’t be able to keep up with science due to sleepless nights, but Zhanna was a very calm baby. She slept well, and Nemtsov sat next to her and wrote his thesis.

         Perestroika was in full swing, but the young physicist did not pay attention. “There was talk about politics, of course,” Raisa recalled, “but not as much as about science. When we visited friends, we talked only about science.”19 Nemtsov was entirely taken up with physics, sports and his new family. So when Nemtsov responded to his friend Ashin’s article in the institute’s newspaper in December 1987, he could not have imagined that politics would become his life’s work.

         Gorbachev versus the Communists

         Gorbachev and his few like-thinkers in the Politburo, most notably Alexander Yakovlev and Eduard Shevardnadze, had progressive ideas and were embarking on the most important reform—political reform. During the seventy years of Soviet rule, the Communist Party and the government had merged, and now Gorbachev was attempting a surgical operation of unprecedented scale to separate state management from Party control. He wanted to do nothing less than take away the 15Communist Party monopoly on power and hand it to the Soviets—the legislative branch—to finally implement the well-known but long-forgotten Leninist slogan “All Power to the Soviets!”

         After seven decades of dictatorship, this was the birth of parliamentary democracy. Alexander Yakovlev was already imagining a two- or three-party system. It had not come to this—Gorbachev said that “the time wasn’t right yet”*—but the 29th Party Conference, scheduled for the summer of 1988, was fateful. Gorbachev thought that it would mark the true start of perestroika.

         The conference was to approve the rules for the country’s first alternative elections since February 1917: the election of delegates to the Congress of People’s Deputies. The election of deputies was to take place a year later, in the spring of 1989. The conservatives in the Communist Party were already bitterly fighting the reformist pro-Gorbachev wing of the Party. In March 1988 they published a Stalinist article, ‘I cannot compromise my principles’, signed by “Party activist” Nina Andreyeva (in fact, Yegor Ligachev personally handled the publication). “This impertinent attack by the orthodox [Communist] opposition was something like a cross between the denunciation of Dr Lydia Timashuk, which set in motion the anti-Semitic trial of ‘the doctor’s plot’ [supposedly to kill Stalin] in 1952, and ‘A Word to the People’, which appeared in July 1991 in the newspaper Sovetskaya Rossiya and formulated the position of the State Committee for Emergency Rule [the conspirators who carried out the coup attempt],” Gorbachev’s press secretary Andrei Grachev later wrote in his memoirs.20

         Gorbachev responded with his well-known tendency for indecision, and from the very start political reform was ambiguous. Gorbachev believed in freedom and was ready to take on the Party hacks. But he took a soft stance because it was in his character, and because he sincerely believed that the country and the political regime would change by themselves if nudged in the right direction. Gorbachev was what might 16be called a true Leninist; he believed that the Communist Party had a future if it returned to the principles of Leninism. And he expected to make concessions to the Party functionaries to get reforms through.

         He proposed a compromise: power would go to the Soviets, but in the first stage the Soviets would be headed by Party functionaries, including Gorbachev himself, and the Communist Party would maintain control over the nomination of candidates for the congress. There was certainly no question of abolishing Article 6 of the USSR’s constitution, which guaranteed that the Communist Party would be the “leading and guiding force of Soviet society.” According to this plan, perestroika would continue to be “managed”, and democracy had to coexist, at least temporarily, with the dictatorship of the Communist Party. This special “half-congress” harnessed together a raging steed and a trembling doe.

         Physicist Pavel Chichagov, soon to be a member of Nemtsov’s team, recalled how he became a political activist. Before the conference, the Party officially invited work collectives to send their proposals on how best to organize the election of deputies. After all, it was perestroika, and the motto was letting the people have their say. Chichagov and several other scientists wrote a letter outlining their thoughts on this matter. It was very liberal, of course. “For me it was a choice,” Chichagov recalled. “Either I sit in silence, or I am politically active.”21

         Chichagov personally took their letter to Moscow, to the newspaper Izvestiya and to the Communist Party headquarters. He became very nervous when he saw his name and an excerpt from the letter in Izvestiya. Who could guarantee that perestroika was irreversible and that no one would come after him? The spectre of the KGB still loomed over the country—and, with it, remnants of fear. As a popular rhyme based on a poem by Alexander Pushkin’s had it:

         
            
               Now we’re in the age of glasnost,

               But this will pass, all the same.

               Then our local KGB post,

               Will remember all our names.

            

         

         But there was no going back. That’s how Chichagov entered politics.17

         The ghost of Chornobyl

         Life in Gorky became politicized overnight. Informal political groups ranging from democratic to monarchist appeared in the city at the same time as local independent social movements, such as environmental and city protection groups, gradually became stronger. At the state-organized May Day parade for International Workers’ Day, local students unfurled a banner bearing the words: “Power to the People!” They had certainly crossed a line, but nothing happened to them.

         At about that same time, in May 1988, a small group of activists put up a tent city on Gorky Square in the city centre to protest the construction of a metro, which would entail destroying the historical square. Residents had been fighting the metro for a long time, but all their appeals to the authorities and even protest rallies had made no difference. Stanislav Dmitriyevsky, one of the activists, recollected, “It was a gesture of despair: we didn’t think anything would come out of it. But we woke up in the morning and saw we were surrounded by thousands of people.”22

         At the same time, another high-profile engineering project was resumed in Gorky: construction of a nuclear-powered heating plant (Russian abbreviation: AST). The idea for the project dated back to the late 1970s. At that time the slogan “Atoms for Peace” was very popular. But the AST project was started and stopped several times over the next decade. Then in April 1986, the Chornobyl disaster struck. A year and a half later work was set to resume on the plant in Gorky when frightened residents began to protest.

         The accident at Chornobyl terrified physicians. The children’s hospital where Nemtsov’s mother worked took in children from Ukraine with irradiated thyroids. She became an activist. First she asked her son, a physicist, to speak to the doctors, and when the tent city grew on Gorky Square, she went there, too. Her son couldn’t stay away. “Mom began collecting signatures,” he later recalled. “I was afraid that she would be arrested and put in jail, so I went with her to make sure nothing happened to her, God forbid.”23 Nemtsov’s mother stood on the square and held up an anti-nuclear banner. Dmitriyevsky recalled: “One of them [i.e. Nemtsov or his mother] came up and said, ‘Can we sit here 18on the sidelines with our protest?’”24 The two protest movements joined together.

         The tents stood there for about a month, and while they were on the square the Gorkovsky rabochy newspaper asked Nemtsov to comment. Although the local physicists considered the fears after Chornobyl to be exaggerated and in general trusted the integrity of the Soviet nuclear equipment, they didn’t always trust the human beings running it—some worker somewhere might forget to flip a switch. And besides, the era of Soviet mega-projects was in the past. Nemtsov took that position in his article ‘Why I’m against atomic power plants’:25 the construction might be flawed (there were examples), data on radiation levels were not made public and a ground-based plant like this would be an obvious target for sabotage or in a time of war. He proposed a gas-powered heating plant instead.

         The article had great resonance. “The anti-nuclear movement read the article and exclaimed, ‘Oh! Now we have a physicist!’ Nemtsov began to be invited to all the discussions and rallies,” recalled Askhat Kayumov, leader of the Volga Region Environmental Movement, then a member of the Gorky University Environmental Movement. “That’s how we met,”26 he said, and it was how Nemtsov became a well-known and popular figure in the city in the summer of 1988. The institute even had a special box for letters to Nemtsov. He spoke at rallies, laying out his objections to the positions of specialists supporting the power station. And he handled criticism well.

         Soon after, Ginzburg put Nemtsov in touch with Andrei Sakharov, inventor of the Soviet hydrogen bomb, Nobel laureate and the most famous Soviet dissident. For almost seven years—from January 1980, when he publicly condemned the invasion of Afghanistan, to December 1986—Sakharov lived in internal exile, in Gorky, completely cut off from the outside world. A policeman was always on duty outside the entrance to his apartment, which was on the ground floor of a nondescript building in the city outskirts. The KGB watched and wire-tapped the apartment from two buildings next door, and a jamming device was installed in the basement of Sakharov’s building so he couldn’t listen to Western Russian-language broadcasts on the radio. Neighbours were urged to avoid Sakharov. “I grew up in a neighbouring building, and we 19used to run to get a look at his wife, Yelena Bonner, when she came from the capital to visit her husband,” recalled Yekaterina Odintsova, who would become a well-known journalist in the city and have two children with Nemtsov. “To us third-graders, she seemed like an emissary from another planet. Our parents yelled at us and told us to have nothing to do with the exiled professor and his wife. So we just admired them from a safe distance. We also knew the men on duty who were guarding the family. Incidentally, because of these guards our yard was the quietest and safest in the neighbourhood. Everyone tried to avoid it.”27

         Exile was agony for Sakharov. He spent many years alone, and from May 1984, when Bonner, who was his only link with the world, was also sentenced to exile with him, Sakharov said he turned into “a living corpse.” He went on several hunger strikes and was force-fed until 15 December 1986, when suddenly a telephone was installed in Sakharov’s apartment. The next day Gorbachev called him. A week later Sakharov walked back into his classroom at the Physics Institute of the Academy of Sciences to the applause of his colleagues. The release of Sakharov from exile was the true start of perestroika.

         In September 1988, Nemtsov was sitting in the kitchen of the Moscow apartment of Sakharov and Bonner. This, Nemtsov later said, was the only time he worked as a journalist, interviewing Sakharov for the popular Gorky newspaper Leninskaya smena. Sakharov fully supported Nemtsov: yes, nuclear energy was necessary, and yes, the plant planned for Gorky was much safer than the one at Chornobyl, but at the same time nothing was absolutely safe, and, in the end, a plant operator might get distracted for a moment. So yes, he agreed, ground-based nuclear reactors should be banned. The interview ended with two quotes:

         
            nemtsov: “In spite of the fact that many people in Gorky are against the AST, construction continues.”

            sakharov: “I hope that you will be able to turn the tide. I’m completely on your side.”28

         

         These words were spoken not just by a moral authority, not just by a celebrity, and not just by a Nobel laureate. Nemtsov was being 20supported by Andrei Sakharov—a political giant, a hero of the era. Opinion polls—perhaps the first in Soviet history—showed that by autumn 1988 Sakharov was ahead of Gorbachev in the political ratings.

         When fear departs

         “Great and dramatic” is how the year 1988 is described in the diaries of Gorbachev’s aide Anatoly Chernyayev.29 The Cold War was over. The Soviet Union began to withdraw its troops from Afghanistan. Ronald Reagan came to Moscow in May and stopped using the label of “evil empire” to describe the Soviet Union. And then the Union itself was shaken for the first time. In February, dozens of Armenians were killed in the Azerbaijan city of Sumgait. The Sumgait pogrom was the first outbreak of mass violence in modern Soviet history.

         Gorbachev decisively condemned Stalinism, which had become the rallying call for orthodox Communist reactionaries. Every single Soviet ideological concept—the dictatorship of the proletariat, the guiding role of the Party, friendship among nations, the struggle against global imperialism, the ban on private property, the socialist legal system—all this collapsed. The 19th Party Conference held that year played an enormous role in their destruction.

         The conference went down in history for many reasons, including the role it played in the career of Boris Yeltsin. Yeltsin had headed the Sverdlovsk regional government in the Urals until 1985, when Mikhail Gorbachev brought him to Moscow, first to work in construction organizations and then as head of the Moscow city government. After Yeltsin’s démarche at the October 1987 Plenum,† Gorbachev told 21him, “I will not let you back into politics,” and demoted him from the Moscow leadership back into construction.30 Politically isolated, Yeltsin had a hard time even getting admitted to the 19th Party Conference. He was seated in the gallery, and at first Gorbachev had no intention of giving him the floor. But Yeltsin almost physically forced his way to the podium and gave a sharply critical speech. Asking the Party for “political rehabilitation”, he criticized the permanent status of Politburo members, supported abolishing privileges for the nomenklatura‡ and advocated open discussion within the Party. “Boris, you are wrong,” Ligachev famously told him from the rostrum. With this, the Party split into two wings: the orthodox communists and the democratic movement. Yeltsin had returned to politics.

         Soviet people watching the Conference on television suddenly saw for the first time that disputes and discussions were possible within the Party, that voting might not be unanimous, and, most importantly, that this was all normal. You can speak out against the official Party line, and they won’t do anything to you—they won’t repress you, lock you up, fire you from your job or even, at the very least, remove you from the hall.

         This was a turning point in the history of perestroika, the moment when people began to lose their fear of the state. The power of the Communist Party was still strong on the surface, but in reality it was already wobbling. Boris Yeltsin described the atmosphere that emerged after the conference: “A new time is beginning, completely unexplored and unfamiliar. This is the time to find ourselves.”31 Elections to the Soviet legislature were scheduled for March of the following year. Later Nemtsov wrote, “I had already defended my Master’s degree and started writing my doctoral dissertation. I wasn’t even thinking about a career in politics. But I began to be included in all sorts of environmental projects, and I was invited to meetings and protests.”32

         Nemtsov was no longer just a successful young physicist. Towards the end of autumn 1988 he was an authoritative opponent of the Soviet atomic lobby and the leader of the anti-nuclear movement in Gorky who had received a blessing from Sakharov himself. But Nemtsov already had 22a little experience with election campaigns. In October 1988, Nikolai Ashin, who had published that first article in the Radio Institute wall newspaper, was nominated to the district council, and Nemtsov became his proxy. They campaigned together. Nemtsov spoke at voters’ meetings, and Ashin personally went around to talk to all his constituents. He won handily. When the winter campaign for the elections of deputies to the First Congress of the USSR began, Ashin dragged Nemtsov into the elections.

         Ashin and his colleagues considered Nemtsov to be an ideal candidate: young, famous, talented, right-minded, smart, successful and easygoing. What’s more, he was charming and a favourite among women voters. But Nemtsov had to be persuaded to run. He had no desire or intention to go into politics. He was still deeply involved in science. But his ambition made itself felt, and, in any case, neither Nemtsov nor his friends thought that he had a chance of being elected. “It was obvious that he wouldn’t make it past the district level,” Ashin recalled. “We thought: well, if he doesn’t get elected, that’s OK. At least we’ll make some noise.”33 With that, the Radio Institute nominated Nemtsov.

         Ashin feared, and rightly so, the district-level conventions, which were the Party’s instruments for maintaining control over the first true elections in Soviet history. These were meetings to discuss candidates and determine who would be nominated to run. In big cities, where political life was already in high gear, some pro-democracy activists managed to get into district conventions by collecting signatures in support, which was easy enough to do. In those districts the conventions hotly debated issues, often all through the night. But the Communist Party structures still had the advantage, even though they no longer reflected the balance of power in society.

         The convention for Voter District 158 in Gorky was held on 17 February 1989 in the city administration building. Besides Nemtsov, there were two other candidates, both representatives of the urban elite of the time: Valentin Naidenko, rector of the Gorky Construction Institute, and Alexander Khokhlov, rector of Gorky University. Next to them, the twenty-nine-year-old bearded and curly-haired Nemtsov stood out, even in appearance and certainly with his presentation. Despite being ill with a high fever, he spoke clearly and expressively. “He 23presented an absolutely liberal electoral program,” recalled Viktor Lysov, at the time a democratic activist and also Nemtsov’s future assistant. “He talked about private property, about a multi-party system, about the need to abolish Article 6 of the Constitution. It was so strange to hear such tough words.”34

         Nemtsov was booed. The majority of people at the convention represented the Communist Party, and the small group supporting Nemtsov from the Radio Institute and the IAP could not tip the balance of power to their favour. The district convention ended at around one o’clock in the morning with no surprises. Nemtsov was not approved as a candidate. But his little election campaign did not go unnoticed. From the end of winter 1989, Nemtsov was already considered one of the leaders of the local democratic opposition in Gorky.

         When a new election campaign began less than a year later, this time to elect deputies to the Congress of the Russian Republic—that is, Russia as part of the USSR—Nemtsov’s colleagues would come back to him.

         
            * Gorbachev’s aide Andrei Grachev wrote in his memoirs: “Yakovlev recalls that in late 1985, he wrote a note to Gorbachev, proposing to split the Communist Party into two parties: liberal and conservative, keeping them within the framework of one Union of Communists. Gorbachev read the note and just wrote, ‘Not yet.’”

            † On 21 October 1987, Boris Yeltsin unexpectedly took the floor at the Central Committee Plenum, a routine Party event to discuss the report on the 70th anniversary of the 1917 Revolution. He gave a rather confused criticism of Central Committee Secretary Yegor Ligachev and the Politburo in general, and of Gorbachev for his emerging cult of personality, and asked to be withdrawn as a candidate member of the Politburo. In response, one after another the Central Committee members branded Yeltsin a renegade who opposed the Communist Party.

            ‡ The nomenklatura was the list of key state positions filled by Communist Party appointees, the highest and most privileged positions.

         

      
   


   
      
         24
            Chapter 2

            1989–90

Great Expectations

         

         Yeltsin’s triumph

         By the time of the First Congress of the USSR, which was the starting point for Boris Yeltsin’s meteoric rise, the entire Politburo, both reformers and conservatives, had already come out against him. The conservatives, led by Ligachev, had long seen him as a traitor to Party principles. Yeltsin’s decisive victory in the March 1989 election to the congress had made a strong impression on Gorbachev. Yeltsin won 91.5 per cent of the vote—5.2 million people voted for him. It was a triumph. This is when Gorbachev realized the magnitude of Yeltsin’s popularity. He was no longer a renegade, no longer a reckless loner thrown off the Party’s ship. He was a real political leader, supported by millions of people.

         And this is when their competition began, a struggle destined to play an enormous role in the history of not only the Soviet Union, but the entire world. Yeltsin described their meeting in mid-May 1989, a week before the congress began. Gorbachev asked him to think about working in the cabinet, but he refused. Yeltsin was no longer interested in deals with Gorbachev. He had tremendous momentum, which Gorbachev realized. Gorbachev’s aide Georgy Shakhnazarov recalled a conversation with his boss a few months later: “Why not satisfy Yeltsin’s ambitions? Say, make him vice-president?” Gorbachev, who would become President of the USSR in May 1990, replied: “He’s not fit for 25this role, and he won’t go for it. You don’t know him. He is extraordinarily ambitious. He needs to have all the power.”1

         However, for the democratic intelligentsia that were the leaders in Moscow and Leningrad in those years, Yeltsin was not yet one of their own. He was a Communist, until recently a candidate member of the Politburo, who was, moreover, inconsistent—one minute sharply criticizing Communist ideology, the next arguing about “Leninist principles”; one day trashing the Party nomenclature, the next day repenting before it and asking for “political rehabilitation.” He wasn’t anything like the “aggressively conformist majority”—a famous phrase by Yury Afanasyev, rector of the Institute of History and Archives, one of the leaders of the democratic movement and one of the finest orators of the time. Yeltsin had an unusual personality: impulsive, abrupt, capable of defying the official line (as everyone had witnessed many times) and sensitive to public opinion. He had declared war on the privileges of the Party elite, calling for more stringent reforms. But what did Yeltsin stand for? His views were very unclear at the time. On the eve of the congress, Sakharov also noted: “I have respect for him. But from my point of view, he is a figure on a completely different scale than Gorbachev. Yeltsin’s popularity is, in a sense, Gorbachev’s ‘anti-popularity’, the result of the fact that he was seen as opposition to the existing regime and its ‘victim’. This explains Yeltsin’s phenomenal success [in the elections in Moscow].”2

         A young economist and future head of Yeltsin’s government named Yegor Gaidar had a similar impression. “You could clearly see the strength and political potential, the ability to grasp the problems that really concerned people. But it was totally unclear where this potential would be directed. Everything connected to the economy was especially vague. Gradually it became clear that Yeltsin was ready to use his weapon that had grown blunt over time against the decrepit socialist regime; it was vigorous social populism.”3

         A year earlier the 19th Party Conference had heralded irreversible changes in the country. Now they were coming to fruition. In the Soviet Union, legal political opposition—an opposition to that “aggressively conformist majority”—had appeared for the first time in the hall of the First Congress. Called the Inter-Regional Deputies Group (IDG), its 26core was a group of Moscow deputies led by economist Gavriil Popov. The group was one of the most influential democratic platforms at the time. It would soon become the Democratic Russia voting bloc, a powerful movement—indeed, a proto-party—and, by the autumn of 1991, it would be the country’s main political force. The question of what to do with Yeltsin was left unanswered. Yeltsin himself claimed leadership, but in the IDG there were doubts about whether they should even invite him to join. Yes, Yeltsin was popular, but wasn’t he part of the system that he was now fighting against?4 In the end, to his displeasure, Yeltsin became only one of the five co-chairs of the IDG. Another co-chair was Andrei Sakharov.*

         A few months before the congress, in late December 1988, a letter arrived at the television programme Spotlight on Perestroika. “We can’t go on living like this, the way we are living now […]. In the canteen and cafeteria, they feed us whatever they can scrounge up. Sometimes you can’t even take the sandwich because the luncheon meat is inedible […], there are no towels, no soap, no steam room.” The letter was written by miners from one of the Kuzbas coal mines in Siberia, among the richest in the world.5 The miners also complained about falling wages, but the main problems were food and soap—neither of which was available. The Soviet economy was in a deep crisis. The relative if stagnant prosperity of the Soviet system in the second half of the 1970s and first half of the 1980s had come to an end.

         In 1986, the price of oil plummeted and the Soviet Union instantly became a debtor state. In 1987–88, the country was saved by good harvests, but in 1989 there was a poor harvest, and the economy collapsed. Western banks refused loans, the government didn’t even have enough money to import grain, not to mention everything else it needed. Without price liberalization the steps towards the market taken by the government—giving economic autonomy to so-called “self-supporting” (i.e. not financed by the state) businesses—only worsened the situation. Enterprises began to raise salaries across the board, and printing money with a huge budget deficit set off a new wave of inflation as goods flew 27off the shelves. In Gorky in 1989, not only was there no meat or oil available on the open market, but even grains and macaroni products could be bought only with food coupons. In July 1989, Kuzbas and all of the country’s mining districts went on strike. This was the first mass strike in Soviet history. It scared the Politburo and the Council of Ministers to death. In exchange for Western loans, Gorbachev withdrew Soviet troops from Europe.

         “Increasing economic hardship and growing consumer market deficits […] are undermining the legitimacy of the authorities and spurring massive support for anti-communist protests. This particularly affects the situation in capitals and major cities,” Yegor Gaidar wrote.6 This was the historical context for the Yeltsin phenomenon: everyone who was dissatisfied with the state of affairs in the country, from miners and workers to teachers and scientists, pinned their hopes on him. And when the election campaign to the Congress of the Russian Republic began at the end of 1989, it was already clear to everyone that Yeltsin was the leader of the democratic movement. He was the battering ram that could break down the discredited communist system.

         This fact became even clearer on 14 December 1989 when Sakharov died. Six months earlier, Sakharov had spoken from the rostrum of the First Congress: “I have a mandate higher than the mandate of this congress,” and no one needed to explain what he meant. His microphone was cut off, the deputies drowned him out by clapping, but he kept going. It was a majestic moment: sixty-eight-year-old Sakharov, looking much older than his years, standing alone against a jeering crowd of Communists. Now he was gone. The anti-Communist movement had lost its moral leader.

         A month later, Nemtsov led a solemn ceremony in Gorky to place a plaque on the house where Sakharov had lived in exile. “I believe that today is the first step towards repentance,” Nemtsov said. “The first step we must take to earn forgiveness. But it is not the last. We need to raise our heads and live not by lies. And then maybe the horror that took place here in this house won’t happen again. Some people have immeasurable guilt on their souls. They mocked Andrei Sakharov, followed him, searched his apartment, force-fed him in the hospital. We should not be like the angry mob and shout, ‘Crucify!’ But we must 28calmly and firmly say, ‘Resign. Do not anger God. They have to go, and they will go.’”7

         Nemtsov had just celebrated his thirtieth birthday. He was running for the First Congress of the Russian Republic.

         Deputy Nemtsov

         Nemtsov was initially hesitant about running. The Russian-level congress elections were a bit of a comedown—slightly second rate—compared to elections to the Union-level congress. Things were hopping at the union level. The whole country sat on the edge of their seats watching the Union congress, new stars and new leaders appeared, coalitions were formed, all the most important problems were discussed, and it was real politics. But beyond that, Nemtsov was faced with a dilemma. What should he do about his scientific career? Physics or politics? He had a serious choice to make.

         By the end of 1989, Soviet science was in a very poor state. People working in the sciences could barely make ends meet, but the fall of the Iron Curtain opened up new opportunities. People began to leave for the West, some temporarily under contract with scientific institutes, and some permanently as Jewish émigrés. Nemtsov couldn’t decide. He had no intention of emigrating, but several of his close university friends had already gone to work abroad, and their example looked very attractive. It was a change of scenery, life in another country, a decent salary, all while continuing to do what they loved.

         When his friends asked him to run in the elections, Nemtsov refused at first but was eventually persuaded. Shortly before his nomination, he went to consult with his friend Lev Tsimring. Should he stay or go? Science or politics? “I said to him, ‘Boris, what can I advise you? The only thing is, don’t have any illusions—you won’t go back to science,’” Tsimring recalled. “But it seemed to me that even then he had already decided. He needed to get support from the people he was working with. He wanted to get our blessing before he left.”8

         This time Nemtsov was nominated by the IAP. At the institute meeting, Communist Party members grumbled about the nomination, but 29life had already changed in the country. The Party couldn’t block nominations, and candidates no longer went through the “filter” of district-assembly elections. Nemtsov was nominated almost unanimously.

         He began his campaign with a relatively small election team—the first real election campaign in his life. The whole city of Gorky was his electoral district. Nemtsov joined the Candidates for Democracy association, which put him at the vanguard of a whole team of people running for office at different levels of government, from district and regional councils to the Congress of People’s Deputies of the Russian Republic.

         Judging by the huge rally organized by the Candidates for Democracy in the city centre in early February, this was probably the most powerful electoral coalition in Gorky. Nemtsov made a speech along with his future ally, Sergei Kiriyenko, who was from the Komsomol and running for the regional council. The city’s top leaders also came. Politics was made in the street, and even the Party bosses who didn’t know anything about street campaigning understood that that they needed to go out to the people. The liberal campaign statement of the Candidates for Democracy was published in local newspapers.9 In politics, they advocated for Russia’s sovereignty within the USSR; transfer of power to the Soviets; separation of legislative, executive and judicial powers; equality of political parties; and freedom of the mass media. In the economy they supported equality of all forms of ownership and abolition of the command system of economic management.

         The campaign was a series of interviews and meetings at community centres, institutes and factories—up to four meetings a day. Not everything went smoothly, and Nemtsov wasn’t allowed to speak everywhere. They wouldn’t let him into factories. “At the last minute it would turn out that ‘there was a power outage’, ‘the work shift wasn’t over’ or some requisite permission was missing,” Nina Zvereva, a well-known TV journalist in Gorky who also joined Nemtsov’s small campaign headquarters, later recalled.10 Back then, Nemtsov and Chichagov, who was in charge of scheduling and holding meetings at the headquarters, would take a bag of leaflets, wait for the end of a work shift, stand at factory exits and hand them out to the workers. They travelled by the institute bus, allowed by the Communist Party committee at the IAP. When they couldn’t get the bus, they had to use whatever they could 30find, including a cheap, two-door Moskvich car with a metal box instead of a back seat. Nemtsov and Chichagov would climb inside the box and head for another meeting with voters.

         In February 1990 another rally was held in Gorky, the first in the outskirts of the city, where there were factories and most of the workers lived nearby. Most of the workers came. “I remember this black mass of people,” said Valery Kulikov, then a member of the Communist Party Committee at Gorky Aviation Plant.11 The point of the rally was simple: the conditions of the workers in Gorky were not much better than that of the Kuzbas miners. They demanded change. Kulikov spoke, urging the workers to quit drinking and take to the streets.

         Nemtsov also spoke, but the audience didn’t receive him well. “I had a pretty radical programme for those years,” Nemtsov wrote later. “Freedom of speech, private property, open borders, returning the historical name to the city of Gorky and, of course, closing the nuclear power plant.”12 Private property was not accepted by the workers, who grumbled when Nemtsov spoke of it. Nemtsov was not allowed on the territory of the plant by the order of the KGB. In 1990, the KGB was still trying to derail independent candidates before the elections and keep the country’s politics under their control, but they were acting more out of habit than conviction and had little success. Photocopies of each issue of the wall newspaper that Chichagov and his comrades made at IAP, and which hung in a prominent place near the entrance to the institute’s cafeteria, were sent to the KGB and the Regional Communist Party. After an interview with Nemtsov was printed in the newspaper at the start of the campaign, Chichagov was summoned to the Communist Party headquarters and told to take it down. They told him Nemtsov’s criticism of the Communists could be considered a criminal offence and that it was the newspaper’s editorial board that would be charged, not Nemtsov. Although there were no direct insults in the text, Nemtsov, shooting straight from the hip as usual, wrote that the Communists were “small-minded people” who would “immediately raise a fuss” at the least criticism.

         After Chichagov discussed it with his colleagues, they decided to leave everything as it was. Chichagov was summoned by a KGB officer assigned to the institute. “I told him I wasn’t going to pull the interview,” 31Chichagov recalled.13 He had a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach, but he’d made his choice, and the KGB couldn’t change anything. The Soviet regime’s machine of violence had broken down, and, without it, the Communist regime had lost control over society.

         However, the KGB was still quite capable of petty acts of retribution. During the election campaign, Lev Tsimring suddenly saw a note he had written to Nemtsov a year earlier pasted on a utility pole. He’d written about a meeting when Nemtsov was being attacked and booed. Tsimring wanted to support him, so he wrote, “Don’t get upset over crap.” And he signed it. And now—a year later—this note had been copied and pasted up around the city. Tsimring had no doubt that this had been done by someone in the KGB.14 The point was also quite clear to local residents: the Jews Nemtsov and Tsimring thought that Russians were crap.

         Perestroika freed public thought and discourse, and by the end of the 1980s anti-Semitism had also found its niche in the public space. Liberals and Westerners attacked the Soviet government on the left, nationalists and monarchists on the right. Pamyat (Memory), an organization built on the belief in a Zionist conspiracy, became a significant political force. Nemtsov’s Jewish blood on his mother’s side did not go unnoticed. “Boris immediately said, ‘I want my name to go on the ballot as “Boris Nemtsov, Jew”—why try to hide it when it’s scrawled on every fence and written in every leaflet? Better that I say it myself,’” Nina Zvereva recalled later. The problem was that, in his passport, under “nationality”, Nemtsov was listed as “Russian” after his father. “So I came up with the idea,” Zvereva said, “to write ‘Boris Nemtsov, mother—Jewish, father—Russian.’”15 “I am an internationalist,” Nemtsov said in an interview with the Gorky newspaper Leninskaya smena in February 1990. “My father is Russian, my mother is Jewish. My wife is half-Russian, half-Tatar. So, three nationalities are combined in my daughter. I have never divided people by nationality. That’s barbaric. In civilized countries nationality is not indicated in documents. Only in Nazi Germany and in our country.”16

         Once a group of nationalists came to one of Nemtsov’s meetings with voters. When he started talking about what to do to make things better for the people, they shouted “What people? You’re a Jew! What people are you going to fight for?” Nemtsov responded the way he had 32in the interview, saying that he was an internationalist, that nationality was not determined by a word in a passport but by culture and traditions. It wasn’t so much his words but how he took the attack that impressed the audience. “I realized how strong Nemtsov was in a confrontation,” Chichagov said. “When he’s attacked, he’s hard as nails. He responded, the guys shut up, and that was the moment I knew he’d win the election.”17

         Twelve people ran against Nemtsov, all of them from the Communist Party. Nina Zvereva described a live TV debate. Nemtsov spoke last—young, curly-haired, wearing a stylish jumper (borrowed from a friend for the occasion). Zvereva had prepared a speech, but by the time it was Nemtsov’s turn to speak, everyone was tired. The previous ninety minutes of speeches had merged into one thick wall of noise. Zvereva was watching the debate from home: “I was thinking, come on, don’t read your speech, think of something else to say. And he did. He said, ‘You know, so many people are promising everything in the world. I won’t promise anything, except one thing.’ He paused. ‘I won’t lie.’ He said it and stared right into the camera. ‘I won’t lie.’ It was brilliant. After that he tried to repeat that as often as he could: ‘I won’t lie.’”18

         Nemtsov stood out against the backdrop of a dozen high-status politicos as the embodiment of innovation. He was a new kind of politician: modern, young, free and yet completely “one of us.” He won by a good lead in two rounds of voting and became a deputy of the First Congress of the Russian Republic. In the spring of 1990, Nemtsov began his political career. A time of great hope was coming Russia’s way.

         Russia vs the USSR

         The question of Russia’s sovereignty was the first item on the political programme of the democratic coalition in Gorky. By the spring of 1990, this idea had become the main driving force of Russian politics. Gorbachev believed that, for Yeltsin, Russia’s sovereignty was a kind of crowbar to break into power in the country. As Gorbachev’s aide Shakhnazarov wrote in his memoirs:33

         
            The positional struggle between the rival leaders soon reached the stage of open warfare on every conceivable front. At times they would clash in hand-to-hand combat, so to speak, with sharp political statements and demeaning characterizations of each other. But Yeltsin always took the initiative. At first, he stayed in the background, engaging in battle only after the artillery rounds shot from the Democratic Russia headquarters and activists—mass attacks on the government in the press, mass demonstrations in Moscow and Leningrad, miners’ strikes. But after Sakharov’s death he took the lead. The idea of Russian sovereignty was the battering ram against the Union leadership and the president.19

         

         The personal feud between the two leaders, Gorbachev and Yeltsin, largely determined the agenda. When Yeltsin took a step down from the Union level to the republic level, he began to undermine the central government. He attacked and Gorbachev defended. And then Gorbachev dealt the coup de grâce to the Soviet regime: he broke the monopoly of the Communist Party. In March 1990 he oversaw the abolition of Article 6 of the Constitution on the guiding role of the Communist Party, introduced the post of President of the USSR and took office.

         But the list of complaints from the hardline Communists continued to grow while the democratic public now suspected that Gorbachev wanted to usurp power in the country. This, in historical perspective, was unfair. Gorbachev didn’t increase his personal power: he decreased it. But the intelligentsia had turned its back on him. Gorbachev looked weaker and weaker, unable to score a victory on any front. The weaker Gorbachev was, the stronger Yeltsin seemed.

         The idea of Russia separating from the Soviet Union sounded almost ridiculous. The USSR (at least in its Stalin–Brezhnev sense) was “Big Russia”, a new version of the Russian Empire. How could it secede from itself? The paradox was well illustrated by the scene that Yeltsin’s widow Naina described in Boris Minayev’s book. She recalled a day in early spring 1990 when Yeltsin came home and said, “We have to save Russia!”34

         
            To be honest, I did not understand a thing, and I was even frightened. What Russia? At the time there was only the Soviet Union, and no one was thinking of anything else. So I asked:

            “Boris, what are you talking about, what Russia?”

            “Our Russia!”

            I made him lie down, gave him some medicine, some herbal remedies. I even felt his forehead. Maybe he was running a fever?20

         

         The outskirts of the empire were already in open rebellion. Estonia was the first country to put its declaration of independence on Gorbachev’s desk in November 1988. Then Lithuania and Latvia followed, and in August 1989 on the fifty-year anniversary of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact a human chain surrounded all three republics—every fifth citizen of the Baltic countries stood hand-in-hand across all three countries. At that point even Moscow understood that they couldn’t hold the Baltic republics in the Union without violence.

         Pro-independence movements were also growing in the south of the Soviet Union in the southern Caucasus, the three republics of Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia. Blood had already been shed. In April 1989, the Soviet army brutally suppressed an independence rally in Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, and a few months later they put down unrest in Baku. The nationalist movement in Ukraine was growing stronger. A wave of revolutions swept through Eastern Europe as soon as the Soviet Union began withdrawing its troops. In November 1989, the Berlin Wall fell, giving new impetus to the disintegration of the Soviet Union. The Soviet system ceased to exist, first of all in people’s minds. But Gorbachev still believed in it. “Faced with the hard choice of continuing perestroika or preserving the Union, Gorbachev chose the Union at that moment, hoping that he would be able to manoeuvre without sacrificing perestroika,” his aide Andrei Grachev wrote in his memoirs. “That’s how he started on the path that led to the loss of both.”21

         If the empire no longer existed, then what would become of the mother country, Russia? By the spring of 1990, the answer to this question had appeared. Russia and its people were also victims of a stagnant, deceitful and authoritarian union—that is, Communist—government. 35This answer suited everyone. The right-wing camp was able to promote the nationalist idea. Since June 1989, the Russophile writer Valentin Rasputin had stood at the speaker’s podium of the First Congress, pontificating on whether Russia should leave the Union: “Without the fear of becoming nationalists, we can say the word ‘Russian’ and speak of national self-identity.”22 For Western-looking democrats, Russian sovereignty symbolized a break with the Soviet totalitarian past, a foundation on which to build a new free state. Sovereignty became synonymous with national identity and freedom. At the First Congress of the Russian Republic, Yeltsin put it this way: “The most important, primary sovereignty of Russia is the human being and his rights.”23 Finally, against the backdrop of the emerging economic disaster and the Union government’s lack of will, all hope for an improvement in life was already being pinned on Yeltsin and the Russian government. People were hoping that by shedding the ballast of the Soviet republics, Russia would quickly become a rich and successful country. Sovereignty promised decisive reforms, and at the same time embodied the economic interests of the nascent Russian elite already eager to push aside the elderly Soviet bureaucrats.

         “The Russian ‘revival’ became an acutely relevant idea for absolutely all classes, strata, and political movements,” wrote Boris Minayev. “Yeltsin endowed this idea with some features of dry pragmatism.”24

         The people want freedom

         Nemtsov first saw Yeltsin at Sakharov’s funeral on 17 December 1989. “Yeltsin stood there like a bear,” he later recalled, “and when he turned his head, his whole body turned, too.” They met four months later on 14 April 1990. Deputies from the democratic coalition gathered to discuss the upcoming congress. Privileges were still in effect, and deputies were beginning to enjoy the perks. They could buy train tickets to Moscow at a special ticket office, were put up in the Rossiya Hotel with a view of the Kremlin and could order gourmet smoked fish and red caviar in their cafés. Nemtsov, who opposed these privileges, even gave the waitress a dressing down when she tried to sell him a box of candy that was hard 36to find. By then the bloc of deputies called Democratic Russia had more than two hundred people. Nemtsov was a member of the congress’s organizational committee. He dictated key ideological guidelines from the Democratic Russia platform to journalists. “The First Congress of People’s Deputies of Russia must do what has not yet been achieved at the Union level—take complete power of the government of the Russian Republic.”

         Just a few months previously, democrats had been looking askance at Yeltsin. But by the spring of 1990, he was a different man and a different politician. Gone was the populist Communist who had broken with the Party. Here was a rebel and a true leader of the people. “Populist—I don’t consider this an insult,” Yeltsin calmly explained in an interview at the time. “Many leaders aren’t in touch with the masses. They don’t even know how to go about it.”25 Yeltsin had a huge personality that overshadowed even then all his conceivable shortcomings, no matter how much official Soviet propaganda exaggerated them. Leaflets and newspaper articles depicting him as a drunkard had the opposite effect and only increased his popularity. If they said he was a drinker, it was probably slander. But if it was true, it meant he was one of us.

         Russia had never seen anything like the rallies that were held in the squares of Moscow and other Russian cities in early 1990s. These were not just rallies in support of Yeltsin. They were pro-freedom rallies. “There are moments in history when people yearn for freedom,” Nemtsov said many years later. “And there was a moment like that in modern Russian history. It was the late 1980s and early 1990s. The people thirsted for freedom! When a million people gathered on Manezhnaya Square [right next to the Kremlin] and demanded to crush communism and give people freedom, it was a real breakthrough!”26

         Yeltsin’s famous charisma, multiplied by the love of the people, was unbeatable. He was a very big man, very Russian, with handsome chiselled features, perhaps a bit rough around the edges but full of life, determined, courageous and honest. Yeltsin embodied the hopes of all strata of society for a happy future—a future that would come very soon if the path of reform was followed, a future where freedom meant full store shelves. Nemtsov looked at Yeltsin the same way. For him, Yeltsin was a superman, a giant capable of turning the wheel of history. 37“I realized that I was meeting with someone legendary. I thought that he would give a lecture on freedom, democracy and human rights,” Nemtsov recalled.

         
            But when we said hello, Yeltsin immediately asked, “So what ideas do you have, what should we start with in the Supreme Soviet,† what do you suggest?” And for almost the entire two and a half hours that the meeting lasted, Yeltsin was silent. He took in what we said, which impressed me enormously. He may have said a few general words at the end—that he really liked the meeting, that there were important proposals, and they concerned not only the state structure of the country, but also the problems of the development of entrepreneurship, taxes and so on. Yeltsin’s remarkable modesty simply astounded me. I had expected something very different…27

         

         The two main goals of the democratic bloc at the congress were to elect Yeltsin chairman of the Supreme Soviet and to fulfil the first point of their political programme: proclaim Russian sovereignty. These tasks complemented each other: sovereignty gave the future chairman real power, and, with a leader like Yeltsin, it was clear why sovereignty was needed. Work on the declaration was already in full swing on the eve of the congress. “I remember it very well,” Chichagov said. “Nemtsov came running over and said, ‘Let’s write a declaration of independence.’ I started looking at other countries’ declarations, then we discussed what should be included. I sat down to type our text. And then Nemtsov grabbed it and ran.”28

         Nemtsov took his version to a session of the commission specially created to work on the declaration. Nemtsov needed a rough outline, a draft, to have something to discuss. All the democrats felt the romantic appeal of the declaration. The Russian Republic was a half-empty formal division within the large country called the USSR. But now there would 38be a real democratic state in its place, with a separation of powers, an independent court, guarantees of political rights and freedoms. And it would not be subject to the dictates of the Communist Party.

         Of course, the ambiguity of Russia’s status inside the Soviet Union remained: the congress of the Russian Republic noted in the text of the declaration that it “declares its determination to create a democratic state based on the rule of law within a renewed USSR”, and this renewed USSR was to be based on some kind of new agreement between the republics. But then another important point appeared, stating that Russian laws would take precedence over Soviet ones. This meant that Russia wanted to have control over its own budget and not support the other republics of the Union.

         Boris Yeltsin, who was at the time just one of more than a thousand deputies at the congress, used that text in his speech. Soon he was elected chairman of the Supreme Soviet of Russia. The position, which made him effectively the head of Russia at the time, was of great historical significance. This was the decisive round in the battle between Gorbachev and Yeltsin. Alexander Lyubimov, a deputy who was also one of the hosts of Vzglyad (Viewpoint), the most candid and popular talk show on television in those years, recalled how he, Nemtsov, and other young democratic deputies lobbied the Communist deputies to vote for Yeltsin instead of the Politburo candidate. Deputies like Lyubimov who were already making money all chipped in, exchanged their roubles for foreign currency and bought a case of imported beer—an unthinkable luxury at the time. They gave the Communist deputies cans of beer in return for their promise to vote for Yeltsin. “They’d ask, ‘What if I take the beer but vote against Yeltsin?’” Lyubimov said. “We told them that if Yeltsin won, everyone would be able to buy this beer, including them.”29 The Communists and Gorbachev fought against Yeltsin’s election as best they could. Gorbachev himself even came to the congress to campaign against Yeltsin. In the end, Yeltsin won in the third round by four—just four—votes. This victory cleared Yeltsin’s path to the top post. It was the moment that determined Gorbachev’s defeat.

         But no one knew this then, including—and especially—Gorbachev who, as his aide Shakhnazarov wrote, at that moment “wouldn’t have bet on Yeltsin for anything and was convinced that his opponent had used 39up his potential and tried to convince society of this.”30 After winning the election, Yeltsin was lifted to the top of the Russian hierarchy. In his memoirs, Yeltsin recalls entering his airy new office in what came to be called the White House, the very building he would order tanks to fire on in three years’ time, and hearing an aide say, “Look at the office we seized!” and thinking to himself, “What next? After all, we didn’t just seize an office. We seized all of Russia.”31

         The Declaration of State Sovereignty, the prototype of the future constitution, answered the question of what it meant to “seize Russia” and what Russia actually was. On 12 June 1990, it was adopted, to thunderous applause, by an overwhelming majority in the congress. Of more than a thousand deputies, more than nine hundred had voted in favour. “The most important achievement of the congress is that we elected Boris Yeltsin chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the Russian Republic,” Nemtsov later told journalists. “This is a man of truly great potential, a man of clear intelligence, who is progressive and very hardworking. I think that our desire to change the system—both political and economic—is also important. By now everyone probably understands that it is impossible to make an economic revolution without a radical change in the political system.”32

         A month later, Yeltsin would defiantly resign from the Communist Party right at the Party congress in front of Gorbachev and the entire Politburo. The Russian leader would close the book on his past, and from this point on a new historical era would begin: the building of a democratic, free Russia.

         Last chance to save the Union

         In the Yeltsin-led Supreme Soviet of Russia that began to work after the congress ended, Nemtsov wanted to join the Legislation Committee.‡ Sergei Shakhrai, who would soon become a key member of Yeltsin’s 40team, had just been tagged to head up this committee. He recalled vividly how Nemtsov came to him.

         
            It was a hot summer day. I remember perfectly. He was in light-coloured pants, sandals, a short-sleeved shirt, smiling, hair sticking out every which way. He said, “I want to work in the Legislative Committee.” I asked him, “Why? You’re a physicist.” And he said, “I want to write the law on land.” My jaw dropped. He went on: “I know the problems we need to solve to sign in this law. Put me in charge of this law in the committee.” This was an absolutely amazing proposal, unconventional. I thought: Either he’ll come up with something interesting or he’ll mess up completely. I said, “Let’s give it a try.”33

         

         In the summer of 1990, the country was on the verge of famine. This is not a metaphor or an exaggeration. Store shelves were empty. Even Moscow, traditionally better supplied than other big cities, had introduced a system of vouchers for goods in short supply. In Nemtsov’s hometown of Gorky, the city deputies demanded that everyone except for emergency-care medical personnel, no matter their age, be let off work to harvest the crops to ensure that there would be food in the city. Riots over tobacco and vodka swept across Russia. Even in Moscow, people blocked the streets, demanding cigarettes. “The editorial office was flooded with calls from city residents who could not redeem their vouchers for meat products or sugar,” wrote Gorky’s newspaper Leninskaya smena. “‘How long will this go on!’ people are exclaiming, exhausted by their daily ordeal. Listening every day to a mass of reproaches, complaints and even threats, we feel the temperature of public indignation rising. If there is a delay, society will explode.”34

         Gorbachev and the Union government hesitated, but Yeltsin understood that they could not wait. They were already drafting reforms to allow the sale of land and other goods as well as codifying the legality of private property. Everything had to be done from scratch. For seventy-two years, the country had been without private property, and the only possible forms of farming were the kolkhoz (collective farm) and sovkhoz (state farm). The idea of transitioning to private land ownership seemed 41like a betrayal of socialism. It was just unheard of. Future agriculture minister Viktor Khlystun remembers Nemtsov’s appearance at the June 1990 meeting of the working group on land reform. “He had a poor grasp of how land ownership was regulated, but he was very taken with the idea of multiple forms of ownership. He spoke briefly and powerfully. And he began to come regularly to meetings of the Agrarian Committee when land was discussed.”35

         Khlystun thought there should be cooperatives and farms in addition to private land ownership. To support Khlystun’s efforts, Nemtsov began to promote the reform in his committee. Eventually the law was passed. But another question was on the agenda: who would implement it all? This is how Nemtsov met the economist Grigory Yavlinsky, who had already been working on a programme of reforms for several months and had just become deputy prime minister in the new Russian government. This would soon be called the 500 Days Programme.

         Work on it was done at a dacha in a special state-owned settlement near Moscow called Arkhangelskoye. In the summer of 1990, Nemtsov and Raisa spent about a month in Arkhangelskoye. There, Nemtsov met Yavlinsky. “We were discussing, oddly enough, land reform,” Nemtsov recalled. “There were a lot of other things related to the details of the 500 Days Programme—privatization strategy, de-monopolization of the market, releasing prices, creating an open economy, etc. […] Yavlinsky and I even discussed appointing an agriculture minister, because I was working on land reform in the Legislative Committee. And then Viktor Khlystun was appointed. He was a very good minister.”36

         Yavlinsky’s star was rising. By mid-1990, not one professional and ideologically open-minded economist had any doubts about what needed to be done. The programme of market reforms launched in Poland by the economist Leszek Balcerowicz served as a reference point. There might have been disagreement over details, but both the diagnosis and the essence of the economic therapy necessary for the country were obvious to all: price liberalization, financial stabilization, privatization. All this was in the 500 Days Programme, and, as Yegor Gaidar wrote, “One publicity innovation was absolutely brilliant—the break-down of what would be done by day.”3742

         Initially Yavlinsky’s programme was designed for 400 days. It ended up on Yeltsin’s desk almost by accident in May 1990. Yavlinsky himself later claimed that someone had simply stolen it from the computer he used. One May afternoon he got a phone call from Yevgeny Yasin, an economics professor and colleague who was working in the Union government. Yasin said, “Yeltsin is reading out bits and pieces from your programme…” But in Yeltsin’s telling it sounded like the reforms would last 500 days, not 400. Yavlinsky thought the culprit was Mikhail Bocharov, an economist and Yeltsin associate who was close to Gorbachev and who was also running for prime minister of Russia. Yavlinsky went to him. “Why are you deceiving Yeltsin?” he asked Bocharov, “This is a national programme. The only thing Russia’s economy has registered on the books are dry cleaners and laundries… And it certainly can’t succeed without raising prices.” A few days later, Yeltsin was already waiting for Yavlinsky in his office. The arguments did not work on him. Listening to Yavlinsky’s objections, he frowned and said: “You have to do it like I say: 500 days and for Russia. Go and write the text.”38

         With that, Yavlinsky made the meteoric rise from a Soviet state department head to deputy prime minister of the Russian Republic. But all the same the programme couldn’t be carried out at the level of Russia. Without the inclusion of the Union levers of power, it was nothing but a fig leaf. The republics were still helpless compared to the Union. Then Yavlinsky realized that it should be a joint programme between the USSR and the Russian Republic, the leading republic in the Union. They had to bring the idea to Gorbachev.

         But how could they convince Gorbachev to join forces with Yeltsin and convince Yeltsin to form an alliance with Gorbachev? First Yavlinsky flew to see Yeltsin, who was on holiday in Jūrmala, a resort on the Baltic Sea in the Republic of Latvia. As they strolled along the beach, Yavlinsky told him of his idea: create a working group of two governments to prepare a common reform, with Russia at the forefront of economic reform in the USSR. After hesitating, Yeltsin agreed. “So can I go to Gorbachev?” Yavlinsky asked. Yeltsin nodded.39 It didn’t take much to convince Gorbachev. Depressed by the defeats he had suffered at the Russian congress, he saw in Yavlinsky’s programme a way out of this impasse. In addition, economic reforms—and cooperation 43with Yeltsin—brought him closer to his cherished goal: to keep the USSR from disintegrating. Gorbachev’s biographer William Taubman relates that when Nikolai Petrakov, the economic adviser to the Soviet president, brought him a note summarizing Yavlinsky’s programme, “Gorbachev, who seemed preoccupied, glanced at it quickly, then focused on it more carefully, and then suddenly came alive with an almost joyful grin.”

         
            
               “Where is this fellow?” he asked.

               “At work,” Petrakov replied.

               “Where does he work? Get him here right away.”40

            

         

         Gorbachev was seriously interested in the 500 Days Programme. He met with Yavlinsky’s team and forced almost all his ministers to meet with them, too. At one meeting after another, Gorbachev wanted to get down to details. But the Union cabinet, led by Prime Minister Nikolai Ryzhkov, rebelled against change. The Soviet bureaucracy simply could not entrust its future to thirty-year-old economists who talked about free-market prices and private property. These men were as determined as the leaders were. Ryzhkov arrived at one of these meetings in Arkhangelskoye—with a full motorcade as befitted the head of the Soviet cabinet—and he even brought lunch for all participants from the premier’s special rations (a meal that young economists could only dream of in 1990). During the meeting, Andrei Vavilov, a twenty-eight-year-old researcher, the future deputy finance minister in Yegor Gaidar’s government, recommended that Ryzhkov resign. Ryzhkov instantly stood up, left the room and drove off.

         Despite Gorbachev’s enthusiasm, the 500 Days Programme stood no chance. The old guard’s way of thinking was simply incompatible with this programme of radical reform.

         Negotiations and meetings went on for about a month. In the end Gorbachev gave up. He never dared to take any significant steps to change the economy. The 500 Days Programme was buried. Years later Gorbachev explained his refusal to Sergei Aleksashenko, one of the authors of the programme. “How could I trust you with the future of the country? You were so inexperienced, and I didn’t know you at all.”4144

         And so, perhaps the last chance to manage economic reform in the Soviet Union was lost. In October 1990, Yavlinsky resigned and left the Yeltsin government. “From that point until the autumn of 1991, there was no chance for any economically meaningful policy. A fierce power struggle began between the collapsing Union and Russia,” wrote Gaidar.42

         Yeltsin went on the attack again. “The biggest result of our work is the creation of a programme of radical economic reform,” he said. “The initiative to develop it belongs to Russia. […] But the situation in the republic is not improving. The main reason is the economic insecurity of our sovereignty.”43 Yeltsin knew what he was doing. He was starting to gear up for the elections again. He wanted to become president.

         Nemtsov goes abroad

         Once Nemtsov became a people’s deputy of the Russian Republic, he threw himself into political life. In light of his new position, the Radio Institute allocated him a room in the basement of one of its buildings. Fighting the Communist Party was still at the centre of the political battle, and work began on an anti-communist newspaper at Nemtsov’s headquarters in Gorky. “We began to fight against Gorbachev and for Yeltsin,” recalled Viktor Lysov, a close Nemtsov associate in those years. “We campaigned for him and supported everything he did.” And in Moscow, the charming and sociable Nemtsov made hundreds of new acquaintances, from deputies to TV stars.

         One of the people Nemtsov got to know well was the parliamentarian Viktor Aksyuchits. Seven years later, when Nemtsov came to Moscow as first deputy prime minister, Aksyuchits would become his adviser. When they met, Aksyuchits was primarily a religious activist, one of the founders of the Russian Christian Democratic Movement, but he was also one of Russia’s first successful entrepreneurs. And it was thanks to Aksyuchits that in August 1990 Nemtsov went abroad for the first time in his life—to Paris, where Aksyuchits chaired a congress of young Christians and meetings with Russian émigrés.

         In 1990 the contrast between grey, dark, half-starved Soviet reality and the world of the West was a profound cultural shock for anyone 45there for the first time. It was like stepping onto another planet. In his memoirs, Yeltsin’s aide Lev Sukhanov recalled how shocked Yeltsin was when he walked through an ordinary supermarket in Houston during a visit to the United States in September 1989. It took Yeltsin a long time to come to his senses afterwards, when he was already on the plane, “sitting with his hands clasping his head”, and then giving free rein to his emotions. “What have they done to our poor people?” he wailed. “It seems to me,” Sukhanov wrote, “that after Houston […]Yeltsin’s last pillar of Bolshevik consciousness finally collapsed.”44§

         The world of capitalism in its everyday incarnation was so much better—in every way—than Soviet life that it was very hard to put this into perspective. Nemtsov, of course, was not as sentimental as Yeltsin, but he, too, was amazed as he walked around Paris: the Champs-Elysées with its stores and boutiques, Montmartre with its street artists, and Rue Saint-Denis with its sex shops, stripteases and cheap variety shows. Aksyuchits, who in his youth as a sailor had been to European capitals, escorted Nemtsov around Paris as his more experienced senior comrade. “He held back his feelings,” Aksyuchits recalled, “but it was obvious that he was shocked by all the incredible glamour.”45 In his mind, the West was like a dream come true—a dream that could be brought to life in Russia, too, if Russia were free.

         At that time in Nemtsov’s mind, as in the minds of the overwhelming majority of democratically minded people, the concepts of “Yeltsin” and “freedom” were already almost synonymous. And this perception was reinforced as Gorbachev relied more and more on the hardline Communists in his entourage, and as the Soviet government became more and more firmly associated with political reaction. Perestroika discredited itself with new price increases and a monetary reform that was popularly called “Pavlovian” (after the new prime minister, Valentin Pavlov). The miners continued to strike. In January 1991, Moscow decided to use force in Lithuania, which had declared independence. Soviet tanks invaded Vilnius, and fourteen people were killed during the 46storming of the television centre (it is still unknown whether Gorbachev himself took part in making these decisions). From this point on, the democratic rallies in Moscow and other Russian cities were already distinctly anti-Gorbachev. Moreover, in Moscow, under the slogans “Today Lithuania. Tomorrow Russia. We Will Not Allow It!” and “Freedom Will Die with Us”, hundreds of thousands of people took to the streets. Gorbachev even tried to ban rallies, but without success. In a television interview that was broadcast all over the Soviet Union, Yeltsin openly called for Gorbachev to resign.46

         In this context, the All-Russian referendum of 17 March 1991 on instituting the office of the presidency in Russia was perceived as another step towards freedom. Nemtsov became one of about a hundred proxies for Yeltsin when he went to the polls. Nemtsov, a nationally known deputy who had already fulfilled at least two of his campaign promises—the city of Gorky had regained its historic name of Nizhny Novgorod and now allowed foreign visitors—was now campaigning for Yeltsin for the presidency. There was no doubt in Nemtsov’s team that Yeltsin would win the election.

         Surprisingly, even when Nemtsov was a parliamentarian and Yeltsin’s confidant, he didn’t think that politics would remain his vocation forever. He thought his political career was temporary—he’d continue to teach and his future lay in science. He wasn’t dissembling or being coy when he said in an interview in May 1991: “A time came when it was hard to do science. Now our future and our fate lie in politics. I hope that in three or four years our scientific and artistic intelligentsia will step away from politics. They and other people will have an opportunity to work freely without interference. Our work—the work of the intelligentsia—in politics is not for ever.”47

         That’s how they understood the situation at the time. People involved in politics didn’t think it was serious or would last for long. “We thought we could work [in politics] for a while and then leave,” Alexander Shokhin, one of Nemtsov’s future government colleagues, later recalled.48 Back then, in May 1991, neither Nemtsov nor others suspected that in a few months the Soviet Union would cease to exist and their lives would change for ever.

         
            * The IDG was headed by Yury Afanasyev, Gavriil Popov, Andrei Sakharov, Boris Yeltsin and Viktor Palm.

            † The Supreme Soviet was the permanent and highest body of the two-chamber congress. Although on paper it was the most powerful body of government, during the Soviet period it was largely a rubber-stamp body that passed unanimously decrees and laws sent to it from the Communist Party.

            ‡ The Supreme Soviet was formed from deputies according to a complicated procedure. The regulations allowed Nemtsov, who was a deputy but not a member of the Supreme Soviet, to sit on the Legislation Committee.

            § Nemtsov retold a story he’d heard from the deputy Nikolai Travkin. Travkin described how he and Yeltsin had stopped at a supermarket during a trip to Sweden and Yeltsin “burst into tears right there in the store.”
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            Chapter 3

            1991

The Last Battle

         

         The first president

         However paradoxical, Mikhail Gorbachev was accused of both having dictatorial tendencies and being weak, especially after the winter of 1991. More often he was accused of weakness. But Yeltsin strode towards the presidency of Russia in strong contrast to the indecisive Gorbachev and all Soviet officialdom. Gorbachev was afraid of reforms while Yeltsin was ready for them. Gorbachev zigzagged while Yeltsin made a beeline for democracy. The idea that the country’s president must be strong and decisive arose from the political context, from the struggle between Yeltsin and Gorbachev. “The main paradox of Russia was that its state system had long been hobbling along on its own; no one was really running it,” Yeltsin would write in his memoirs. “Russia has long lacked a truly authoritative leader.”1 The president should be a leader, the leader should be strong—these truths were self-evident.

         Exactly one year after Russia’s declaration of sovereignty was adopted, Yeltsin won the first round of presidential elections and became the first president of Russia. The inauguration was scheduled for 10 July. It was a truly monumental occasion: everything was a first. For the first time, a president elected by all the people was the head of Russia. For the first time, the president would take the oath of office before his people. For the first time, the government’s responsibility to society would be stated aloud.

         “For centuries in our country the government and the people have been at different poles […]. For centuries, the state interest was placed above 48the individual,” Yeltsin said at the ceremony. He was visibly nervous, but only once glanced at the text he held in his hand. “For the first time, the citizens of Russia have made their choice. They have chosen not only the president, but above all the path our country will follow. It is the path of democracy, the path of reforms, the path to renew human dignity.”2

         Over the rousing music of Glinka’s ‘Patriotic Song’—Russia’s national anthem since November 1990—the familiar Russian republic flag was raised over the Kremlin building where Gorbachev had allocated Yeltsin a residence. This was an astonishing period in Russian history, although it didn’t last for long. Two bears were in the same den, and two flags were flying over the Kremlin at the same time—the Union flag and the Russian flag. Neither at that moment nor later did Yeltsin have any doubts that he was destined to carry out a historic mission—to lead Russia through the storms of reform to true freedom.

         Gorbachev receives visitors

         On a warm June day in 1991, Gavriil Popov, one of the leaders of the democratic movement who had just won the Moscow mayoral election, walked into the residence of the US Ambassador to the USSR. Sitting with Ambassador Jack Matlock at the table in his office, Popov exchanged pleasantries as he wrote something on a piece of paper. He knew that the residence was bugged by the KGB. He slid the note over to Matlock, which read: “A coup is being organized to remove Gorbachev. We must get word to Boris Nikolayevich.” Boris Nikolayevich Yeltsin, who had just been elected president, was in Washington, and in three hours he was to meet President Bush. Matlock wrote back: “I’ll send a message. But who is behind this?” Popov picked up his pen again and wrote four names: Pavlov, the head of the Soviet government; Kryuchkov, the chairman of the KGB; Yazov, the defence minister; and Lukyanov, the chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR.

         That evening Matlock was in Gorbachev’s office in the Kremlin, but he didn’t pass on the names of the alleged conspirators. “How could the American ambassador credibly tell the chief of state of a power that until very recently had been an adversary that his prime minister, intelligence chief, minister of defence, and speaker of parliament were conspiring 49against him?”3* After listening to Matlock, Gorbachev grinned and assured him that everything was under control. And after the meeting he told his aide Chernyayev: “You know, Yevgeny Primakov [at that time a member of the USSR Security Council and one of Gorbachev’s associates] said to me yesterday, ‘You put too much trust in the KGB and your security detail. Do you trust them?’ He replied, ‘You, too? Another alarmist,’” Chernyayev recalled.4 Gorbachev was self-confident and an idealist. He could not believe that men whom he had personally appointed could raise their hand against him.†

         There were other indications of the coming coup attempt. Actually, the reactionaries in the Communist Party had been on the attack since late 1990. For a while Gorbachev even played along with it, first because he was consumed by his battle with Yeltsin and second because he simply didn’t know what else to do. After losing his last political campaign for the 500 Days Programme, he didn’t know what to do next. “He had exhausted himself intellectually as a politician. He was tired,” Chernyayev later wrote. “The era had overtaken him—the era that he had created himself.”5 On the other hand, conservatives were invigorated. In January, the bloody coup attempt planned by KGB Chairman Vladimir Kryuchkov in Vilnius was, in fact, the first rehearsal for the Moscow coup.‡ 50Then Gorbachev received information prepared by the KGB that the Kremlin was to be stormed during large democratic rallies. Gorbachev believed this misinformation. He banned demonstrations and even agreed to bring troops into Moscow. Armoured personnel carriers and fifty thousand troops were brought into the capital, but later Gorbachev changed his mind and ordered the troops to be withdrawn.

         The situation changed in mid-spring when Gorbachev began talks with Yeltsin and other leaders of the Union republics about a new Union treaty. These negotiations went down in history as the Novo-Ogaryovo Process, named for the luxurious governmental residence Novo-Ogaryovo on the Moscow River to the west of Moscow. The goal of the negotiations was to come up with a way to reformat the USSR: to give the Union another chance as a federation of independent states, delegating to the centre some specific functions, such as defence and currency issue. The Novo-Ogaryovo process marked a new truce between Gorbachev and Yeltsin, and now the reactionaries in the Union government were going against Gorbachev, not with him against Yeltsin and the democrats.

         The first demands for Gorbachev’s resignation were voiced at the plenum of the top leaders in the Communist Party in April. In June, at a session of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, three days before Popov’s visit to Matlock, the new Soviet prime minister, Pavlov, demanded, with insolence typical of him, that emergency presidential powers be granted to the government, which essentially meant taking them away from the president. Pavlov argued that Gorbachev had too much work. Pavlov’s address to parliament came as a complete surprise to Gorbachev.

         An hour later, Vladimir Kryuchkov stood on the same podium and told the deputies how American intelligence had infiltrated the Russian leadership decades ago. He was referring to Alexander Yakovlev, the architect of perestroika, whom Gorbachev had already relegated to the background. Yakovlev had studied at Columbia University in New York in the late 1950s and then served as Soviet ambassador to Canada. For the first time since perestroika began, at the highest levels of government there was talk of a Western-directed fifth column in power (in fifteen or so years’ time, all state propaganda would be based on this idea) but most importantly, as William Taubman wrote in his biography of the 51Soviet president, “One could hardly imagine a more brazen challenge to Gorbachev.”6

         Gorbachev didn’t respond to this attack. No resignations followed. Gorbachev had already demonstrated his passivity and weakness so many times that his gatekeeper colleagues behaved like a pack of predators that smelled blood. The result was that ad-hoc conspiracies against both perestroika on the one hand and Yeltsin and Gorbachev on the other came to a head at the same time. In late July, Sovetskaya Rossiya, which had printed the Stalinist letter from Nina Andreyeva two years earlier, published ‘A Word to the People’, a proclamation that could be considered the manifesto of the future State Committee for Emergency Rule (and which was undersigned by some of its members). “How did it happen,” the authors asked, “that we […] let come to power people who do not love this country, who are servile to overseas patrons and seek their advice and blessing? […] We must say ‘no’ to saboteurs and invaders!”

         On the night of 29 to 30 July, Gorbachev, Yeltsin and Nursultan Nazarbayev, the president of Kazakhstan, met at Gorbachev’s residence in Novo-Ogaryovo. The draft of the new Union treaty was ready, and the presidents decided to move up the signing from late September to 20 August. Yeltsin demanded that Gorbachev dismiss Pavlov, Yazov and Kryuchkov. Gorbachev agreed. To discuss this delicate personnel issue, the three leaders even went out on the balcony at the request of Yeltsin, who feared wiretaps. Yeltsin and Gorbachev insisted later that their conversation was recorded by the KGB and transmitted to Kryuchkov, who understood that he had to act without delay. However, the would-be conspirators didn’t need wiretaps. “The text of the Union treaty alone was enough,” wrote Ignaz Lozo, a German journalist who extensively investigated the coup, “for Kryuchkov, Yazov and Pavlov to clearly understand that if they signed it, they would largely or completely lose power.”7§52

         Vladimir Kryuchkov, the last head of the Soviet-era KGB, had worked as a prosecutor under Stalin. But the year that defined his world view was 1956. He was already a member of the diplomatic corps and worked as a secretary at the Soviet embassy in Budapest under Yury Andropov, who would go on to be chairman of the KGB and general secretary.¶ At the time, Andropov was the Soviet ambassador to Hungary and from then on became Kryuchkov’s mentor, boss and lodestar. Andropov and Kryuchkov saw how Hungary rebelled against Communist rule in October 1956; how the Soviet army faced fierce resistance in the streets of Budapest; how, after Soviet then-leader Nikita Khrushchev ordered the withdrawal of troops from the city, Communists were massacred—they were hanged from trees; and how the Soviet army returned to Budapest and drowned the uprising in blood. Andropov and Kryuchkov saw that power rested on strength and fear, and what happens to that power when strength and fear are absent.

         From the start, Gorbachev, who was himself one of Andropov’s favourites and a protégé, saw Kryuchkov first and foremost as Andropov’s assistant, someone who wasn’t the brightest star in the sky but who would be obedient and serve him well. That’s how fate elevated Kryuchkov in 1988, in the midst of perestroika, to the post for which the industrious but uneducated apparatchik—“the quiet old man with a steely gaze”, as Yeltsin would call him in his memoirs—was clearly not well suited. Kryuchkov honestly supported Gorbachev, but he couldn’t accept perestroika. With each passing day it became harder for him to remain loyal. By the spring of 1991, he was already one of the leaders of the conservative wing in Gorbachev’s entourage, which sought by any and all means to reverse perestroika and regain control of the sprawling Soviet empire.

         On 1 August, Yeltsin showed his hand. He announced that a new Union treaty would be signed on 20 August. On 2 August, Gorbachev officially confirmed it. There was no turning back: a new relationship between the centre and the republics would be a reality in the very 53near future. On 4 August, Gorbachev flew to his Black Sea residence in Foros, Crimea, for a holiday. The following day, Kryuchkov gathered the future conspirators at a secret KGB residence in the neighbourhood of Yasenevo on the outskirts of Moscow. Kryuchkov led the conspiracy and devised the plan. They would fly to Gorbachev in Foros, give him the option of declaring a state of emergency in the country and, if he did not agree, “temporarily” hand over the presidential powers to Vice-President Gennady Yanayev.

         On 18 August, at about 4.30 p.m., communication with the outside world was cut off at the presidential residence in Foros. Twenty minutes later Gorbachev was told that unexpected guests had arrived from Moscow. Frightened and taken aback, Gorbachev nevertheless refused to sign the decree on the state of emergency and sent them back to Moscow empty-handed. That very evening, Kryuchkov called the conspirators to the Kremlin. They officially formed the State Committee for Emergency Rule and decreed that the committee was the ruling body in the country. Preparations for introducing troops into Moscow began. Scripts for radio and television broadcast were hurriedly prepared overnight. At six o’clock the following morning, the decrees of the committee were read out in special news bulletins. A coup d’état had taken place in the Soviet Union.

         1917 or 1964?

         Nemtsov flew to Moscow on 18 August with his wife Raisa. They left their six-year-old daughter, Zhanna, in the village with her grandmother and were just passing through the capital on their way to Sochi. This was their traditional holiday spot, where Nemtsov would continue to practise his favourite new sport, surfing. Since Nemtsov was a parliamentarian, they stayed in the Rossiya Hotel right by the Kremlin walls. They checked into their room, unplugged their phones to keep from being woken up and went to bed. They were awakened by knocking on the door. Nemtsov’s assistant Tatyana Grishina had reached a clerk on duty and asked him to pass on a message. Nemtsov immediately turned on the television. The ballet Swan Lake was on every channel.54

         On the morning of 19 August, time turned backwards. Columns of tanks rolled down empty Moscow avenues, bringing into the capital the grim, heavy, cold spirit of the Soviet past. The decrees from the State Committee for Emergency Rule stated that the transfer of Gorbachev’s presidential powers to Vice-President Yanayev was “for health reasons.” They spoke of the motherland being “in deadly peril”, of the goal being to save the USSR, and they declared a state of emergency in Moscow, prohibiting rallies and demonstrations and instituting control of the media and a ban on the democratic press. Tanks on the streets of Moscow, Swan Lake, TV news anchors greeting viewers with a brief “Hello, comrades” before immediately reading decrees in a monotone… all this portended the horror of a return to totalitarianism. No one knew what was coming, but images of bloodshed and arrests loomed in the uncertainty. Once again, the shadow of the all-powerful KGB had fallen over the city.

         Raisa Nemtsova was trembling with fear and almost sobbing as she walked with Boris from the hotel lift to the White House, where the Russian Supreme Soviet was in session. She did not know when she would see him again, or even if she would ever see him again.

         At about the same time, the motorcade of the president and members of the Russian government had left nearby Arkhangelskoye for the White House. Yeltsin had flown in from Kazakhstan the night before. The first headquarters of the resistance to the State Committee appeared spontaneously around Yeltsin in the early morning hours at Arkhangelskoye and had produced an appeal to the citizens of Russia. As Yeltsin climbed into the car to go to the White House, his relatives, as his daughter Tatyana later recalled, were struck by the thought that they might be seeing him for the last time. Scenes like this—as if they were sending soldiers off to the front—were happening everywhere. “Masha [Maria Strugatskaya, Yegor Gaidar’s wife] came out with the children to see me off to Moscow,” Yegor Gaidar wrote about the morning of 19 August, “waving, with tears in her eyes, clearly not sure that we would meet again.”8

         “I didn’t think about anything but how horrifying it was and wondered whether I would see my wife and children again,” recalled Sergei Shakhrai. He, too, had been at Arkhangelskoye and also went from 55there to the White House. “My wife was on the steps. Women sense everything right away and were saying goodbye for the last time. But then there was the usual bustle of departure, which helps in stressful situations.”9

         The worst and more terrifying night—that of 20 to 21 of August—still lay ahead, but on the 19th it was already clear that something was awry. The conspirators were behaving strangely. First, they didn’t arrest Yeltsin. As it would later turn out, a group of Alfa commandos—a special unit created under the KGB—had surrounded Yeltsin’s dacha in Arkhangelskoye that night, but no arrest order was ever issued, and Yeltsin and his comrades-in-arms made their way peacefully to the White House. (In addition to Yeltsin, the conspirators had planned to detain sixty-eight other prominent democrats but didn’t. During the three days of the coup, the KGB detained only four people.) Second, they never blocked or even turned off the phones in the White House. Third, the commanders of the military units entering Moscow clearly did not understand what was going on and what they were supposed to do.

         The commander of the 106th Airborne Division, Major-General Alexander Lebed, was ordered to take a battalion under his command and “organize the protection and defence of the building of the Supreme Soviet of the Russian Republic.” The battalion was to be met in the centre of Moscow. Lebed arrived at the White House alone, knowing nothing about what was happening in Moscow. He was astonished to see people building barricades around the building. Trolleybuses, cars, rebars and wooden planks were being used. Lebed had no idea what was going on. If this hadn’t been arguably the most dramatic moment in Russian history in decades, his arrival might have made a good scene for a comedy. “I had the most confused thoughts swarming in my head,” the general recalled. “I must say that, as I was leading the marching regiments, sitting in a communications car with no television set, I did not hear any statements from the State Committee or other leaders. The people who were building the barricades seemed to me to be simple, good people. If I was being ordered to protect the Supreme Soviet with my battalion’s forces, then we would defend ourselves together with these people. Then a question naturally arose: against whom?”56

         After a while Lebed reached his battalion. That was on Kalinin Prospect (now renamed Novy Arbat), very close to the White House. The barricades were growing higher and becoming stronger. Those same “good and simple people” surrounded the armoured personnel carriers. The excited crowd shouted and jeered at the soldiers, but Lebed still didn’t understand what was going on. He learnt about the State Committee in the White House, when he was taken to a meeting with Yeltsin.

         “Yeltsin asked, ‘What’s your mission?’ I reported, ‘To protect and defend the Supreme Soviet building with the paratrooper battalion.’ The president asked for clarification. ‘On whose order?’ I answered briefly: ‘By order of Lieutenant General Grachev, Commander of Airborne Troops.’ ‘Who are you protecting and defending against?’ Since I didn’t know myself, I replied evasively: ‘Who does a guard defend a building against? From any person or group of persons who threaten the post or the sentry.’”10

         Actually, by then Yeltsin had already seized the initiative, and the State Committee had already suffered perhaps the worst blow—a moral defeat. Yeltsin had arrived at the White House unimpeded that morning and turned it into the headquarters of resistance. At noon he climbed atop a tank and read the handwritten address from Arkhangelskoye to the citizens of Russia. This scene and these words went down in history as his finest hour. “On the night of the eighteenth to the nineteenth of August 1991,” he declaimed, “the legally elected president of the country was removed from power. No matter what the justification for his removal, this is a right-wing, reactionary, anti-constitutional coup.” Yeltsin’s speech was first heard by the hundreds of people gathered around. Then it was printed, copied and posted all over Moscow. More and more barricades went up. For the first time the Soviet authorities encountered popular resistance in the heart of the capital, and for the first time the people had a leader. “Perhaps never before did Yeltsin’s legendary strength of will help him as much as it did during these hours,” future aides to the Russian president would write in their book, The Yeltsin Era. “His quick action and determination had a demoralizing effect not only on the State Committee, but also on the rank and file.”1157

         At first only the centre of Moscow heard anything about Yeltsin’s speech. The rest of Russia continued to watch Swan Lake on TV and read the State Committee press releases.

         That’s why the second major symbolic victory over the coup conspirators was a simple question asked by Tatyana Malkina, a twenty-four-year-old journalist for Nezavisimaya gazeta, at a press conference late in the evening. The press conference was broadcast live, so the entire nation heard it. “Do you realize that tonight you carried out a coup d’état?” she asked. “Which comparison is the more apt—1917 or 1964 [i.e. when conspirators in the Politburo removed the head of state, Nikita Khrushchev]?”

         This question, like most of the others asked at the press conference, had to be answered by the “headliner”, Gennady Yanayev. Yanayev had learnt about the coup and his role in it only the night before, when Kryuchkov telephoned him and summoned him to the Kremlin. The vice-president of the USSR, formally the second person in the government, did not want to put himself in danger by disobeying the chairman of the KGB. The decree that made him president “in connection with Gorbachev’s illness” had been written without him, and he didn’t want to sign it. In fact, he’d personally called Gorbachev a few hours earlier since he was supposed to meet him at the airport the next day, and he knew that he was perfectly healthy. But the conspirators put pressure on Yanayev—reminding him that he was in the same boat with them—and Yanayev gave in. Now, the day after, he mumbled a barely intelligible reply to Malkina, but his words didn’t matter. The important thing was the question itself, unthinkable in the world of the State Committee and KGB. The question instantly stripped the government of its lustre of victory, like in the fairy tale about the emperor with no clothes. Yanayev’s slightly trembling hands, which the whole country also saw, soundlessly completed the picture.

         The road to the future

         Nemtsov spent all three days in the White House. Raisa visited him there every day, and sometimes Nemtsov was able to call her at the hotel. 58At the White House, life quickly settled into a routine. Everyone had something to do. Deputies telephoned their regions, trying to find out what was going on, passing on news from Moscow and rallying people against the conspirators. Nemtsov was doing this as well. Censorship had been instituted, and the independent press had been shut down. The White House even had its own radio station, which broadcast inside the building and to the people in the square, with the most famous journalists of the time on air: Bella Kurkova (the head of St Petersburg Television) and Alexander Lyubimov (one of the journalists of the groundbreaking talk show Vzglyad). “We really needed news from the regions,” Lyubimov said. “We pretended that the whole country supported us. Nemtsov would come and tell us what was going on in Nizhny Novgorod.”12

         The country was frozen in anticipation, waiting to see who would emerge victorious from the standoff in Moscow. People took to the streets in major cities, but apart from Moscow, the only large-scale events were in St Petersburg, where the new mayor and one of the country’s leading democratic politicians, Anatoly Sobchak, was calling for resistance. The struggle against the coup was playing out on a small patch in Moscow: the square in front of the White House and the few blocks around it.

         The night of 19 to 20 August passed quietly. The group Democratic Russia decided to call everyone to a rally at the White House. Yeltsin was against it at first: he was afraid of detentions and bloodshed, but then he gave the go-ahead. At the same time, Moscow mayor Gavriil Popov wanted to hold a democratic rally near the Moscow city government building, known as the Mossovet. “We started calling people to both the White House and the Mossovet,” said human-rights activist Lev Ponomaryov, then one of the leaders of Democratic Russia. “We decided that I would go to the Mossovet and bring people to the White House from there. And we did. Not only did the State Committee do nothing—we had a police escort with their lights flashing!”13

         This may have been the most important rally in Russian history. On 19 August only a few thousand people had gathered in front of the White House, but the next day the crowd had swelled to between 150,000 and 200,000. “It was the crowd that made the biggest 59impression on me,” Sergei Shakhrai recalled, “I was astonished by how they had come and blocked off the White House. It put everything in its place: it meant that we were doing the right thing. This was not just a rally for the sake of a rally. This was a rally around the building of the Supreme Soviet. It was a human shield around the symbol of democracy—the White House. And everyone knew perfectly well that the White House couldn’t be protected. No number of human shields could defend the building if the armed forces attacked.”14

         Actually, it wasn’t a rally. It was an unarmed people’s militia. People poured in and stood in rows. Some brought sandwiches, some brought tea, and some brought paper for printing leaflets and proclamations. The people who came to the White House were ready for anything. Some deputies went outside and talked to the soldiers. Nemtsov and Aksyuchits went to Manezhnaya Square where a division of special forces, tanks and personnel carriers stood behind security barriers. “We showed our IDs and went through the checkpoints, walked from tank to tank and had heartfelt conversations with the guys,” Aksyuchits said later. “We told them: if it comes down to it, you’ll be shooting your brothers, sisters and fathers.”15

         While that was happening, a meeting was being held in the office of the Soviet deputy defence minister, Vladislav Achalov, on when and how to storm the White House. Kryuchkov wanted to schedule the assault for 4.00 a.m. General Lebed was also called to this meeting and reported that 100,000 people were standing near the White House, and that any military operation would end in mass bloodshed. At Achalov’s request, he made a pencil sketch of something resembling a plan of attack. From the point of view of military strategy, the plan was a complete hackwork, but in the end it didn’t matter: it seemed to vanish into thin air. The military looked at the plan, nodded and did nothing. No one wanted to take responsibility. “The State Committee fell hostage to disunity, indecision and the principle of collective responsibility,” wrote Ignaz Lozo.16

         At the very beginning of the coup, Kryuchkov made a cowardly mistake. He hadn’t given the order to arrest Yeltsin because he hoped to negotiate with him. By the second day it was already too late: the State Committee had lost the initiative. The whole world was listening 60to every word Yeltsin said. Even the conspirators’ censorship had failed: Vremya, the main evening news programme on nationwide Channel One, aired a long segment about the defence of the White House. The huge rally in front of the building paralysed the will of the military. Kryuchkov shifted decision-making onto the generals, but they failed to act. “Everything was passed on to the military, dumped on them, and it was all done verbally without any clear orders and without official documents,” Achalov recalled later. “In the end, it was every man for himself.”17

         On the evening of 20 August, at the last meeting of the State Committee, Kryuchkov and Interior Minister Boris Pugo once again proposed dispersing the crowds in front of the White House and placing Yeltsin under house arrest. But once again, the idea just hung in the air. Once again, the conspirators made no decisions.

         In the end, all they did was declare a curfew in Moscow. Defence Minister Yazov was against the use of force from the very beginning. He ordered night patrols of the city, and the military was ordered not to shoot and not to respond to provocations. The problem was that no one in the democratic camp knew anything about this order. To the contrary, rumours that there would be an assault had been leaking into the White House all evening, and everyone was preparing for an attack on the building.

         The situation in and around the White House grew more and more anxious. People were lighting bonfires and continuing to build barricades. Yeltsin was calling state leaders. “Over those three days, he acted like a true Russian everyman,” Nemtsov later recalled, “tough and brave—the way I imagine commanders behaved when they fought off attacks during the war.” But, even then, Nemtsov noticed one of Yeltsin’s most prominent traits—his mood swings. “He gave commands, sometimes ill-conceived, telling men what to do. And then he’d dissolve into a kind of melancholy only to come to again and begin to lead the defence.”18

         Chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet Ruslan Khasbulatov warned the deputies about a possible assault and even offered to distribute weapons. “We have a well-organized defence,” General Kobets, head of the White House defence, reported to the deputies. “Sixteen barricades, 61twelve of them at the first line of defence, 1,200 to 1,400 meters from the White House. We have 300 armed professional soldiers, and in addition Afghan war vets and 1,500 volunteers, mostly students…”19

         After the coup attempt, a journalist from the magazine Ogonyok described that night: “The subject of Validol, an over-the-counter anti-anxiety drug, came up among the deputies. Someone realized that he had not eaten anything since morning and now it was the middle of the night; he was comforted by the information that it was better to take a bullet to the gut on an empty stomach. Various options were considered: they’d be arrested, they’d be put in barracks where they could continue their work… they’d be kicked out onto the street… ‘Exactly 23 years ago,’ said the deputy Viktor Sheinis, ‘tanks entered Prague.’ Boris Nemtsov shouted for men to join the troops…”20

         But there was no assault. The tragic death of three people that night in the tunnel under Kalinin Prospect was caused by panic in the city and the anticipation of an assault. A platoon of armoured vehicles drove into the tunnel and found themselves surrounded by a barricade of trolleybuses and rebars. It wasn’t even heading towards the White House, but the over-excited crowd didn’t know that. At that moment how could Muscovites tell the difference between patrolling and storming? The crowd started throwing stones and Molotov cocktails at the armoured vehicles. Some people climbed onto the running board of the front vehicle and covered the windshield with a tarpaulin. Among them was twenty-three-year-old Dmitry Komar, who fell off and was crushed under the treads when the tank jerked back and forth to shake off the attackers. At the same time, the terrified mechanics began shooting in the air, trying to drive the crowd away, but one of the warning bullets ricocheted into forty-three-year-old Vladimir Usov, killing him. Twenty-eight-year-old Ilya Krichevsky was shot in the head, but how it happened remains unknown. Three days later the funeral procession would fill the entire city centre, Gorbachev would award Komar, Usov and Krichevsky the title Heroes of the Soviet Union—making them the last heroes of the USSR—and a year later Yeltsin would award them medals of Defenders of Free Russia.

         Komar, Usov and Krichevsky died between midnight and 1.00 a.m. Shocked by this news, Yazov immediately gave the order to stop 62patrolling and to withdraw troops from the city at dawn. That was the State Committee’s death sentence. During the night, Kryuchkov was still contemplating an assault, but the train had already left the station. He was still hoping for the best when, in the morning, Yazov’s subordinates were coordinating the details of the troop withdrawal with the Moscow mayor’s office. “If you stir up trouble, be sure you can answer for it,” Yazov told the conspirators when they came to him to persuade the marshal to “go all the way.”21

         On 22 August Russia celebrated victory: the conspirators were arrested, Gorbachev returned to Moscow at night, and at noon the Russian tricolour, reborn, was raised over the White House. Triumphant Muscovites gathered by the walls of the White House. Nemtsov, wearing yellow trousers and a grey jacket, stood on the White House balcony not far from Yeltsin, looking out at this sea of people and cheering with everyone. This enormous, magical victory belonged to everyone. Those days and weeks were majestic and spiritually uplifting, a time when everything seemed possible. The forces of evil, which had long blanketed Russia, had fought their final battle and lost. They simply evaporated, vanished into thin air. The decrepit, corroded Communist dictatorship suddenly crumbled into dust, darkness dispersed, and the road to democracy and freedom became visible in the light of day. Ahead lay the road into the future.

         
            * Popov had his own sources in the KGB. One of the founders of the democratic movement, Yevgeny Savostyanov, wrote in his book Democrat–Double Agent that it was his idea to send Popov to Matlock; there was no other reliable way to get information to Washington. But Bush, instead of informing Yeltsin, called Gorbachev.

            † After the coup attempt was over, Gorbachev told a news conference that he trusted Kryuchkov and Yazov most of all.

            ‡ The Republic of Lithuania declared independence from the Soviet Union on 11 March 1990 and began to disengage from the USSR, while the Soviet Union used economic, political and military pressure to keep the republic in the Union. In early January, Soviet special military units were sent to Lithuania, and on 10 January Gorbachev demanded a restoration of the constitution of the USSR in Lithuania and the revocation of all so-called anti-constitutional laws. On 11 January, Soviet military units began to seize key buildings, including the television centre. Fighting broke out and fourteen people were killed by the Soviet troops. The Soviet army, however, did not storm the parliament because of the crowds surrounding it. A muted stand-off continued for eight more months until the August coup attempt in Moscow.

            § On Kryuchkov’s orders, the KGB had been tapping phone conversations between Yeltsin and other Russian leaders for a long time, but it is impossible to say for certain that they listened in on the historic conversation on the balcony in Novo-Ogaryovo. Lozo believes that the suspicion they were being tapped was simply one of the many rumours circulating during the dramatic events of August 1991.

            ¶ The general secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was the de facto leader of the Soviet Union.
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